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Intro: Is Historical fiction DEAD?  A post-mortem that isn’t 
 
   
I. A brief history of historical fiction 
 

Precursors: epics like The Iliad and Le Cid  (history as legend) 
 
Renaissance History plays, e.g. Shakespeare and Marlowe (history as drama) 
 
The development of the novel as a literary form in the 18th century 
 
Historical fiction comes into its own in the 19th century: Scott, Dumas, Tolstoy, Dickens, 

G. A. Henty 
 
 
II. Traditional Sub-genres 
 
    Adult Examples   MG/YA Examples 
 
Psychological 

 
Frasier, Cold Mountain 
Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter 
 

 
Marsh, Jepp, Who Defied the Stars 
Lawrence, Lord of the Nutcracker Men 

 
Literary 
 

 
Mandel, Wolf Hall 
Ecco, The Name of the Rose 
 

 
Hesse, Out of the Dust 
Yeltsen, Breaking Stalin’s Nose 

 
Didactic 
 

 
Tolstoy, War and Peace 
Shaara, The Killer Angels 
 

 
Forbes, Johnny Tremain 
Cheaney, The Playmaker 

 
Romantic 
 

 
Scott, Ivanhoe 
Shaara, The Killer Angels 

 
Garfield, John Diamond 
Pratchett, Dodger 
 

 
Magical/Alternative 
 

 
Pynchon, Mason & Dixon 
Anything by Henry Turtledove 
 

 
Cooper, King of Shadows 
Blackwood, Second Sight 

 
 
III. What makes it good? 
 
 Engaging character and story 
 
 A sense of place and time (familiar yet strange) 
 
 True historical perspective 



 
IV. Trends and Standbys; positives and negatives 
 
           Good For            But . . .  

 
“You Choose”  
 

 
Getting a broad view of a historical 
period or event 
 

 
Little or no character development 
or personal engagement 

 
Time Travel (e.g., 
Magic Tree House, 
Imagination Station, 
Treasure Chest, etc. 
  

 
Giving kids a sense of historical 
time periods and famous people 

 
Quickly becomes formulaic; such 
quick tours usually lack a sense of 
depth 

 
Steampunk and other 
sci-fi experiments  

 
Fun; calisthenics for the 
imagination 
 

 
Pretty much worthless for actual 
historical understanding  
 

 
“Marquee names” 
(famous historical/ 
fictional characters as 
protagonists) 
 

 
Offering unique points of view; 
engaging from both a literary and 
historical perspective 

 
Can be too much author intrusion; 
sometimes a bit gimmicky 

 
“I Survived” and 
similar series 

 
Gripping snapshots of dramatic 
moments in history; a sense of 
“you are there” 
 

 
Loses the broader picture in the 
relentless focus on DISASTER! 

 
American Girls 
 

 
Engaging, friendly slice-of-life 
stories set in the past  

 
Becoming trendy and “issue” 
oriented; less a sense of how 
things were than how they needed 
to change 
 

 
Dear America; other 
series? 
 

 
Engaging stories from topnotch 
authors (especially true of Dear 
America) 
 

 
Little crossover appeal; these 
novels are straight-up historical 
fiction. 

 
Mashups: historical 
fantasy, thriller, 
mystery, paranormal 
 

 
Getting fans of other genres into 
historical events and time periods  

 
Quality is wildly uneven; 
sometimes the gimmick 
overwhelms the substance 

 
Graphic Novels/ 
graphic nonfiction 
 

 
Helping nonreaders and reluctant 
readers to engage with history 

 
Uneven quality again; also can 
tend to goofiness 

 


