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1 Introduction: Biofiction and the Herstory of Science

Science is that body of knowledge that describes, defines and, where possible, explains
the universe — the matter that constitutes it, the organisms that inhabit it, physical laws
that govern it. This knowledge accumulates by a slow arduous process of speculation,
experimentation and discovery that has been an integral part of human activity since the
dawn of the race. Women have always played an essential role in this process. Yet, we
think of the history of science as a history of men. (Alic 1)

A male-centered focus has long determined the cultural narrative of the history of sci-
ence. From the millennia of prehistory onwards, women have been ongoing and im-
portant participants in the systematic development of scientific knowledge and technol-
ogy, Margaret Alic assures us (1). Undoubtedly, their historical interactions with the
sciences have differed greatly from those of men, since women often had to overcome
major obstacles to partake in scientific endeavors. Suzanne Le-May Sheffield points out
that for much of history “patriarchal society in general, and male scientists specifically,
have worked, both consciously and unconsciously, to keep women out of science”. She
explains that “[o]ften women were barred by their inability to gain access to knowledge
and learning, or by rules of social behavior that dictated that science was not for girls,
roles that funneled women toward socially acceptable and respectable positions as wives
and mothers in western society” (Sheffield xiii). “At other times,” Sheffield continues,
“male scientists have used scientific knowledge itself to ‘prove’ that women’s minds
were incapable of practicing science, and that their bodies were unable to stand the in-
tense intellectual work and physical labor required” (xiii). Despite the various barriers
and obstacles they faced, many women successfully negotiated their ways into the
‘men’s world’ of science. For a variety of reasons, however, their stories have long been
excluded from the official historical narrative of science and thus our recollections of
the scientific past. For much of history, the traditional cultural narrative of science read
like a list of ‘great men’. Aristotle, Copernicus, Newton, Darwin, Einstein: the history
of science was a story of significant discoverers and inventors, those exceptional and
overwhelmingly male (as well as oftentimes white and upper- or middle-class) individ-
uals, whose pioneering ideas, extraordinary observations, and groundbreaking theories
“drastically altered our view of the universe” (Alic 1). This began to change radically in
the latter half of the last century with the revival of the feminist movement and the
emergence of women’s history or herstory. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, ‘herstory’,
e.g., the feminist revision, re-evaluation, and rewriting of the traditionally male-domi-
nated and male-authored historical narrative from the omitted or sidelined perspectives
of women (‘herstory, n.”, OED), became an important endeavor — also within the disci-
plines of science. Discovering that all but a very few women had been left out of the
standard narrative of the history of science, feminist scholars began by searching the
archives for the lost, overlooked, and hidden stories of noteworthy women in the history
of science, to rescue from obscurity those women that had overcome gendered obstacles
to pursue scientific objectives in previous centuries. Building on and continuing the pi-
oneering efforts to narrate the herstory of science that writers have produced throughout
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history,! they set about identifying and recuperating the names of their female predeces-
sors and restoring their life stories and scientific achievements to the historical record
and thus our cultural memory of the scientific past (Schiebinger, Feminism 2). Doing
so, they have not only pointed to the achievements of women throughout the centuries.
They have explored the political, economic, and social barriers to women’s opportuni-
ties of getting involved in the sciences and disclosed the ways that science itself has
been used to create and continue sexist gender stereotypes. The desire to revise and re-
write the history of science from the previously often neglected or marginalized per-
spectives of historical women, to add the successes but also struggles of female scientists
to our recollections of the past, was thereby driven by a sense of justice, a wish to rescue
scientific women, their names, stories, and achievements from historical oblivion and to
set the record straight about female engagements with and accomplishments in the sci-
ences throughout the centuries. It was also stirred by the need to find historical women
in science and to document the achievements they had made despite the barriers that
were put in their ways to counteract the patriarchal and sexist cultural myth that “women
simply cannot do science as well as men” (Schiebinger, “History and Philosophy” 307)
and to provide future generations with positive female role models “to counterbalance
male stereotypes” (Schiebinger, Feminism 21).

Not only historians and biographers engage in the feminist endeavor of rewriting
and revising the history of science from the previously excluded and neglected perspec-
tives of historical women. This study is based on the observation that feminist efforts to
relate scientific herstory are in recent years taken up and supported by a steadily growing
number of artists who are reflecting and carrying on these concerns and goals within
their literary and cultural artefacts. Novelists who devote their literary works to the life
stories of historical female scientists also contribute to making the history of women in
the sciences accessible to a wide audience and thus changing the understanding of the
history of the sciences as one determined by men. With their fictional reimaginings of
the lives of actual women in science they are, consciously or not, building on and joining
feminist efforts at rewriting and revising the history of science from a female perspec-
tive. This dissertation will focus on these novels about historical women scientists, more
precisely, on contemporary Anglophone biographical novels dedicated to the life stories,
and with that the struggles and successes, of historical female scientists.

1.1 The Aim and Approach of this Study

Recent years have seen a real proliferation of biographical novels, e.g., fictional narra-
tives that have a historically documented person as their protagonist, dedicated to the

1 This is not to say that no attempts in recording and preserving female achievements in
science have been made throughout the centuries. In science history writing, one can find
a couple of pioneering yet frequently overlooked and/or neglected efforts to tell the his-
tory of women of science. See Londa Schiebinger for examples of such early herstorical
writings (“History and Philosophy” 306-311, The Mind 3-6, Feminism 21-24).
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oftentimes little-known or completely forgotten life stories of women in science history.?
Both well-known and lesser-known authors have contributed to bringing the life stories
of historical female scientists to a wide audience with their literary texts. Within the
Anglo-American literary context, they include:® Joan Spicci’s Beyond the Limit: The
Dream of Sofya Kovalevskaya (2002) (about Sofya Kovalevskaya), Tracy Chevalier’s
Remarkable Creatures (2009) and Joan Thomas’ Curiosity (2010) (both about Mary An-
ning), Kelley Swain’s Double the Stars (2014) and Carrie Brown’s The Stargazer's Sis-
ter (2015) (both about Caroline Herschel), Marie Benedict’s The Other Einstein (2016)
(about Mileva Maric), Jennifer Chiaverini’s Enchantress of Numbers: A Novel of Ada
Lovelace (2017) (about Ada Lovelace), Jillian Cantor’s Half Life (2021) (about Marie
Sklodowska-Curie), and Marie Benedict’s Her Hidden Genius (2022) (about Rosalind
Franklin). Those who adopt a broader understanding of the notion of science than merely
the disciplines that are involved in the study of phenomena of the natural world, e.g. the
natural sciences of astronomy, biology, chemistry, geoscience, and physics, as well as
fields which concentrate on formal systems, e.g. the formal sciences, which include the
areas of logic, mathematics, and (theoretical) computer science, might also consider ex-
amples that focus on women in the history of the social sciences or the applied sciences.
Examples that can be named here are Patricia Duncker’s James Miranda Barry (1999)
(about James Miranda Barry), Mary Sharratt’s ///luminations (2012) (about Hildegard
von Bingen), Danielle Dutton’s Margaret the First (2016) (about Margaret Cavendish),
Andromeda Romano-Lax’ Behave (2016) (about Rosalie Rayner), Lucy Jane Bledsoe’s
A Thin Bright Line (2016) (about Lucybelle Bledsoe), Margaret Potter’s Beautiful In-
vention (2018) and Marie Benedict’s The Only Woman in the Room (2019) (both about
Hedy Lamarr), or Tracy Enerson Wood’s The Engineer s Wife (2020) (about Emily War-
ren Roebling) as part of the noticeable and unprecedented literary interest in the history
of women in science. Together with the many plays and films dedicated to the life stories
of historical female scientists, these novels prove that the subject of the history of
women in science has experienced a discursive shift in recent times: from a mainly ac-
ademic topic to a popular literary theme picked up by various agents in the cultural
scene.* Although new publications reach the literary market every year, the growing

2 A thorough discussion of the genre and the terminology used to describe it will be offered
in the chapter following this introduction. For now, let me just point out that the terms
‘biographical novel,” ‘biographical fiction,” and ‘biofiction’ are understood as synonyms
here and will subsequently be used interchangeably throughout this study.

3 Though extensive, the list provided is certainly not intended to be exhaustive. It does not
include any newer publications that might have been released after 2023, which is the
year | finished my research for this dissertation.

4 Contemporary playwrights and filmmakers are also paying serious attention to the stories
of historical female scientists. Biographical dramas or ‘bioplays’ include Alan Alda’s
Radiance: The Passion of Marie Curie (2012), Arthur Giron’s Emilie’s Voltaire (2010),
Lauren Gunderson’s Emilie: La Marquise du Chatelet Defends Her Life Tonight (2010),
Silent Sky (2015), and Ada and the Engine (2018), and Anna Ziegler’s Photograph 51
(2015). Examples of biographical films or ‘biopics’ of this kind are Theodore Melfi’s
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literary interest in the history of women in science has received little academic attention
to date. The aim of this study is to close this gap and provide a thorough discussion of
the reconstruction and representation of the life stories of historical female scientists in
recently published Anglophone biographical novels. In doing so, my dissertation will
bring together studies of the genre of biographical fiction or biofiction and questions of
the history of women (in science).

The central questions I will be asking myself are what image does the respective
biographical novel create of the historical woman, her life story as well as her scientific
abilities and accomplishments? What (gendered) messages do the novels send to their
twenty-first-century readerships about (these) women in the history of science, their
lives, and their achievements? What is the relationship between the image generated of
the respective woman in science in contemporary literary fiction and other previously
produced portrayals of her life within factual historical-biographical discourse? To what
extent does the image created of the chosen subject continue, challenge, perhaps even
(seek to) correct previous (mis-)representations of her life, her aptitudes, and achieve-
ments in the traditional androcentric narrative of the history of science? By answering
these questions, I seek to determine whether these biographical novels truly live up to
their feminist potential of rewriting history from a female perspective and changing the
male-dominated perception of science in the past. Do they really tell zerstory or do they
narrate history, in the sense not only of privileging ‘great men’ but in perpetuating even
strengthening the narrative patterns and stereotypes that have led to women’s exclusion
from the traditional narrative of science, the distortion and diminishing of their scientific
abilities and achievements as well as their stories in the first place?

As might be guessed from the chosen research questions outlined above, the criti-
cal perspective I will adopt when examining the chosen biographical novels about his-
torical women in science can be assigned to the field of feminist literary criticism, i.e.
those approaches which take a gender-sensitive look at the literary text in the effort of
recognizing and determining the extent to which the narrative is entangled in the (re)con-
struction and continuation or deconstruction and challenging of traditional, patriarchal
gender myths and stereotypes. Building on arguments made by other literary scholars
who study female-centered historical and biographical fiction, such as Ina Bergmann,
Julia Novak, and Stephanie Bird, among others, I maintain that by centralizing a previ-
ously neglected or marginalized historical woman in science and retelling her little-
known or completely overlooked story from her supposedly own perspective and often-
times also in her supposedly own voice, the literary texts at hand make herstorical am-
bitions, e.g., ambitions at revising and rewriting the male-oriented and male-authored
historical narrative from the long-time sidelined and omitted perspectives of historical
women, clearly visible. Foregrounding the concerns, experiences, and perspectives of
female scientists and reimagining their life stories through the genre-typical combina-
tion of historical facts and creative invention the chosen biographical novels all engage

Hidden Figures (2016), Marjane Satrapi’s Radioactive (2019), and Francis Lee’s Ammo-
nite (2021).
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in the feminist project of herstory, which is why Bergmann’s recently proposed label
“herstorical biofiction” (“Historical Biofiction” 311) is surely applicable here. At first
glance, the selected biographical novels all seem to be driven by the feminist endeavor
of writing herstory, of reinserting women back into the historical narrative of science
from which they have all too often been excluded or in which they have so far been
marginalized. Frequently, this narrative goal is also underlined once more by direct au-
thorial commentaries through which the authors position themselves within recent fem-
inist endeavors at telling herstory aligning their literary ambitions with the cause of his-
torians and biographers of women (in science). However, feminist literary criticism has
long shown that a feminist motivation does not automatically generate a feminist novel,
in fact, that even apparently feminist-motivated narrative texts are not free from (re-)
creating and circulating problematic images and ideas of women and female lives. Al-
ready the titles chosen by the novelists (or their publishers) suggest that the text corpus
is not free from this. They reiterate stereotypes about women (Remarkable Creatures,
Enchantress of Numbers, Beautiful Invention), position the chosen female subject in re-
lationships to famous, canonical men (7he Other Einstein, The Stargazers Sister, The
Engineer’s Wife), or emphasize the women’s singularity or status as ‘firsts’ (The Only
Woman in the Room, Margaret the First). Against this background, a critical feminist
examination of this in terms of its subject matter undeniably very welcome corpus of
biographical novels about women in science history seems justified and legitimized.

In the context of this study, special attention will be paid to the genre of the bio-
graphical novel which the authors have chosen for their literary explorations of the her-
story of science. A particular focus shall thereby be placed upon its use(fulness) for the
feminist endeavor of telling herstory. As I will show in the second chapter of this study
with reference to current research, the biographical novel is a form of literature that uses
the biography of an actual, usually historical person and imagines the life story through
the lens of fiction. Biographical novels are always based on a complex interplay between
the historical-biographical facts about the respective person’s life and times and the au-
thors’ creative handling of the facts. Indeed, writers of biographical novels make sub-
stantial use of their artistic liberties and imagination when shaping the factual life into a
fictional story. The extent and way the above-mentioned authors fictionally supplement
or even freely change the available historical facts about their protagonists’ lives cer-
tainly differs. The liberties taken depend on the author’s own understanding of the genre
under discussion and the narrative privileges as well as ethical and moral responsibilities
that come with it. Some novelists closely follow the existing biographical records using
their fictional privileges only occasionally to provide some details which have been lost
in the historical records or to imagine their subjects’ interiority. Others take more liber-
ties with the material at hand making use of their poetic licenses not only for the inven-
tion of their protagonists’ often otherwise unavailable thoughts, feelings, and percep-
tions or to creatively imagine unrecorded private moments and personal conversations,
but to fictionally explore speculative but unprovable ‘truths’ offering their readers en-
gaging but completely fictive ‘what if’-scenarios. They sometimes also change some of
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the established facts about their female figures’ lives and times for their narrative pur-
poses. Michael Lackey emphasizes that writers of biographical fiction or biofiction
“consciously and strategically [invent] stories or [alter] established facts about the bio-
graphical subject” (American Biographical Novel 6). He argues that authors of bio-
graphical novels sometimes deliberately distort the historical figure to enhance the sym-
bolic significance of their stories and present their readers with a different kind of truth
(American Biographical Novel 67-68). The very narrative choices made possible by the
fictional nature of the literary text at hand and the ways in which they impact the images
created of the historical women, their life stories as well as their scientific accomplish-
ments, are what [ am particularly interested in here. In the context of this study, I am
especially concerned with the interplay between feminist politics and fictional privi-
leges, in the ways in which novelists use their narrative possibilities as writers of fiction
in the service of their feminist efforts at telling herstory or how they use them (uncon-
sciously) to undermine their herstorical ambitions. I argue that the biographical novels
examined can surely be called feminist for the sole reason that they bring back into
collective memory the life stories of historical women long neglected and marginalized
by androcentric scholarly discourse on science in the past. The choice of a woman sci-
entist protagonist and with that the centralization of female experiences, concerns, and
perspectives, frequently also voices, shows a clear feminist predisposition. However, the
realization of this feminist potential within the narrative text itself is at times rather
problematic. My argument is that while these biographical novels are clearly interested
and engaged in celebrating and commemorating previously neglected and marginalized
historical women in science and making their stories, and with that their scientific abil-
ities and achievements accessible to and acknowledged by a contemporary readership,
they often repeat, sometimes reinforce, problematic images and ideas of these female
figures and their stories instead of challenging and contradicting them.

My approach to the chosen novels necessitates a couple of methodological consid-
erations. On the one hand, familiarity with the historical and biographical facts that are
known about the chosen person, perhaps even disputed, or lost. As outlined above, au-
thors play with the facts, add to them, change them. Without knowledge of what is
known or controversial or perhaps cannot be known, it is impossible to recognize and
study the creative use of facts in fiction. On the other hand, an understanding of the
dominant image of her in academic and/or popular discourse, i.e., the previous reception
history of the chosen person, is central to the present study. As the research questions
listed above make clear, I am interested, among other things, in the extent to which the
authors make use of already established and possibly problematic images or consciously
question and perhaps even break through them. To do this, it is essential to familiarize
oneself with the previous portrayal of the chosen female figure.
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1.2 On the Chosen Text Corpus

My study does not pursue the goal of a comprehensive examination of all existing texts
about women in the history of science that can be assigned to the genre of the biograph-
ical novel and the English-speaking literary context. Rather, it provides examinations of
selected case studies that can be considered representative of the corpus of biographical
novels about historical female scientists outlined above. This will allow me to discuss
the biographical novels and the life stories represented therein in their complexity
(though certainly still not in their entirety). I will carry out the outlined project based on
four selected examples from the cycle of novels that I have identified: Tracy Chevalier’s
Remarkable Creatures (2009) which represents the life of the English fossil hunter and
dealer as well as geologist and paleontologist Mary Anning (1799-1847) constitutes the
first case study. The second example is Carrie Brown’s The Stargazer’s Sister (2015)
which reconstructs the story of the German-born and England-based comet huntress and
professional astronomer Caroline Lucretia Herschel (1750-1848). Marie Benedict’s The
Other Einstein (2016) which recalls a period in the life of Serbian physicist, mathema-
tician, and first wife of Albert Einstein, Mileva (Einstein-)Mari¢ (1875-1948) is the third
case [ will be studying. The fourth and last example is Jennifer Chiaverini’s Enchantress
of Numbers: A Novel of Ada Lovelace (2017) which reimagines the story of the English
mathematician and computer programmer Ada Lovelace (1815-1852).

The four novels selected here share a couple of common characteristics that unite
them as the corpus of this study. The most obvious connection is, of course, the chosen
subject matter, as they all tell (part of) the life story of a historical female scientist. I
have now repeatedly referred to the women featured in the selected narrative texts as
scientists. However, this designation is, strictly speaking, incorrect for at least some of
the historical figures that feature here. To use the notion of the ‘scientist’ to describe a
person who was involved in scientific investigations before the late nineteenth/early
twentieth century is anachronistic because William Whewell only coined the term in
1834. Prior to that most people who pursued scientific research would have been re-
ferred to as ‘natural philosophers,” ‘savants,” ‘cultivator of science,” ‘virtuosi,” or ‘men
of science’ (Kragh 25). Alternatively, the branch of study they were working in would
have identified them. Terms which describe the practitioners of a specific scientific dis-
cipline such as ‘astronomer,” ‘botanist,” ‘chemist,” ‘mathematician,” ‘geologist,” or ‘zo-
ologist” had been in existence for a long time (other terms like ‘biologist’ and ‘physicist’
were only coined at the beginning of the nineteenth century though) (Cahan 4, White
154). Taking the history of the word into account, to refer to someone like Mary Anning
or Caroline Herschel as a scientist is anachronistic. There is another reason why my use
of ‘scientist’ as a linguistic unity for the above-mentioned historical women is problem-
atic and that has to do with the very definition of the term itself. Due to a variety of
cultural, educational, and social reasons, women did often not perform the kind of orig-
inal research that is commonly associated with the ‘scientist’ or its predecessor, the ‘man
of science.” While women have been active and significant participants in the develop-
ment of scientific knowledge throughout the centuries, due to gendered constraints, their
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participation in the sciences has frequently differed from that of their male contempo-
raries. Most women who worked scientifically in previous times did so by adopting roles
other than researcher, for instance those of assistants, computers, illustrators, popular
science writers, translators, patronesses, or teachers, which, while considered suitable
for members of the female sex, are generally not seen as doing scientific work in the
proper meaning of the word. For reasons of simplicity and because it seems to be widely
done so in both public as well as academic discourses on the history of science, I will
still group the women together here under the notion of the scientist. The women de-
picted in the chosen novels come from various places and historical moments, yet all
were somehow or other engaged in scientific (here understood as the natural sciences)
or mathematical research and the production of new scientific knowledge. As common
in the genres of factual biography and biographical fiction, each novel focuses on the
life of a noteworthy historical figure who, despite her scientific accomplishments and
the attention and acknowledgment these brought for her in her own day, has received
little to no attention in traditional historiographical narratives of science or whose image
has been distorted in the past. Another common denominator is that the selected case
studies all are biographical novels in the narrow sense of the term, i.e., they “name its
protagonist after [the] actual historical person” whose life they depict (Lackey, Ameri-
can Biographical Novel 4, emphasis added). This means they are not written in the tra-
dition of the roman a clef, in which the historical figure is covered with a fictional fa-
cade. The chosen novels are written by relatively well-known and established authors
and were produced by large publishing houses. They might be classified as commercial
texts aimed at a general readership.

The corpus of texts also resulted from things I wanted to avoid: I wanted to focus
on biographical novels that narrate the lives of different women. For some of the women
featuring in this study (Anning, Lovelace, and Herschel) several fictional portraits exist.
A comparative approach that considers various biofictional representations of the same
person and the same life story from a diachronic or synchronic perspective would have
been an interesting endeavor as well, as proven, for instance, by Julia Novak in her
studies on historical women artists/writers such as Nell Gwen and Elizabeth Barrett
Browning (2014 and 2016 respectively). However, this is not the goal of this study. If
more than one novel about an individual woman existed, I have chosen the one that
appeared to be the commercially most successful. I also did not want to overemphasize
the work of an individual author by discussing several novels by the respective person
in this study. Benedict has written about quite a few women in the history of science,
namely Mileva Mari¢ (The Other Einstein, 2016), Hedy Lamarr (The Only Woman in
the Room, 2019), and Rosalind Franklin (Her Hidden Genius, 2022). 1 have chosen her
first novel of this kind, which is The Other Einstein.

Two characteristics which are common to the selected novels are not the outcome
of a purposeful selection but result from the material available on the book market. All
novels have been written by U.S.-American women novelists. The disciplinary affilia-
tion of this study to the field of English literary studies made it necessary to confine
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myself to novels first published in the English language. The focus that the study places
on novels first published in English and thus assignable to the Anglo-American culture
context shall by no means suggest that only novelists from Anglophone countries con-
tribute to the recent proliferation of biographical fictions about historical female scien-
tists. Examples such as German novelist Sabine Friedrich’s Immerwahr (2007), Swedish
writer Per Olov Enquist’s Boken om Blanche och Marie [The Book of Blanche and Ma-
rie] (2004), Spanish author Rosa Montero’s La Ridicula Idea de No Volver a Verte [The
Ridiculous Idea of Not Seeing You Again] (2013), or Croatian novelist Slavenka
Drakuli¢’s Mileva Einstein, Teorija Tuge [Mileva Einstein or the Theory of Solitude]
(2016) show that the rising literary fascination with the lives of actual women from the
history of science is a transnational development. While I chose only novels assignable
to the Anglo-American cultural context, a specific English-speaking country was not a
selection criterion. The U.S.-American background of the chosen authors (Benedict,
Chiaverini, and Brown are American; Chevalier was born in the United States but now
lives in the United Kingdom) reflects that so far mostly U.S.-American novelists are
dealing with the topic of women in the history of science. The gender of the author was
not a selection criterion either. However, in my research, I only came across biographical
novels written by female authors. This is why I could not include any male writers here.’

1.3 The State of Research®

Focusing on the ways in which contemporary Anglo-American novelists reconstruct and
represent the life stories of historical women in science in recently published English-
speaking biographical fictions or biofictions, this study addresses a gap in scholarship.
As I have shown, historical female scientists increasingly appear as characters in popular
culture — not only in novels but also in films and plays. However, these fact-based yet
clearly fictionalized portrayals have so far received comparatively little critical consid-
eration. Of the four literary examples which constitute the object of study in the present
book, only Tracy Chevalier’s Remarkable Creatures has met with some academic inter-
est by now. The other three case studies chosen here, namely Marie Benedict’s The Other
Einstein, Carrie Brown’s The Stargazers Sister, and Jennifer Chiaverini’s Enchantress
of Numbers: A Novel of Ada Lovelace, have not captivated any scholarly attention at all.
This lack of academic consideration paid to the steadily growing text corpus of bio-

5 This is not to say that male novelists do not care to write about the herstory of science.
When looking at filmic or dramatic examples of biofiction, for instance, one can find
works produced by men, too. Furthermore, when considering historical novels about
women in the sciences that are not rooted in the actual biography of a historical person,
one can find a couple of male novelists, too, even though women authors clearly dominate
here as well.

6 The state of research provided is certainly not intended to be exhaustive. It does not in-
clude any newer publications that might have been released after 2023, which is the year
I finished my research for this dissertation.
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graphical novels dedicated to the life stories of historical women in science is surprising
given the huge amount of scholarship produced on the genre of biographical fiction,
especially on biofiction about historical women, in recent times.

The generic hybrid of the biographical novel had long been considered an undesir-
able even contemptible aesthetic form and had consequently been critically neglected
for much of the twentieth century, as Michael Lackey has shown (Admerican Biograph-
ical Novel 1-34). However, in the last thirty years or so, academic interest in the histor-
ical origins and development, formal characteristics, generic boundaries and locations,
thematic concerns, cultural functions, and recent popularity of biographical fiction is
growing substantially. Some of the major theoretically oriented works on the genre of
biofiction include: Ina Schabert’s monograph In Quest of the Other Person. Fiction as
Biography (1990), Martin Middeke and Werner Huber’s edited collection Biofictions:
The Rewriting of Romantic Lives in Contemporary Fiction and Drama (1999), Lucia
Boldrini’s Autobiographies of Others. Historical Subjects and Literary Fiction (2012),
Michael Lackey’s Truthful Fictions: Conversations with American Biographical Novel-
ists (2014), The American Biographical Novel (2016), his edited volumes Biofictional
Histories, Mutations, and Forms (2017), the already-mentioned Biographical Fiction:
A Reader (2017), and Conversations with Biographical Novelists: Truthful Fictions
across the Globe (2018) as well as Biofiction: An Introduction (2021) and Ireland, the
Irish, and the Rise of Biofiction (2021), Julia Novak and Lucia Boldrini’s edited collec-
tion Experiments in Life-Writing: Intersections of Auto/Biography and Fiction (2017),
and Marie-Luise Kohlke and Christian Gutleben’s edited volume Neo-Victorian Bio-
fiction: Re-Imagining Nineteenth-Century Historical Subjects (2020). For their typolog-
ical approaches to the genre Ansgar Niinning’s article “Fictional Metabiographies and
Metaautobiographies: Towards a Definition, Typology and Analysis of Self-Reflexive
Hybrid Metagenres” (2005) and Marie-Luise Kohlke’s paper “Neo-Victorian Biofiction
and the Special/Spectral Case of Barbara Chase-Riboud’s Hottentot Venus” (2013) are
surely also important contributions to advancing the understanding of the genre of bio-
graphical fiction. All these studies have laid out basic understandings of the genre. They
provide useful frameworks for approaching fictional narratives that have a historically
documented person as their protagonist. It is to these studies that my own work here
owes much of its theoretical and methodological foundations.

Additionally, many academics have contributed important studies on individual
historical figures or collectives of people and the ways in which contemporary biofiction
represents or appropriates their live(s). Current novelists show themselves particularly
fascinated with the stories of their literary predecessors, especially those of the Victorian
period: Oscar Wilde (Peter Ackroyd’s The Last Testaments of Oscar Wilde, 1983),
Gustave Flaubert (Julian Barnes’ Flauberts Parrot, 1984), Lewis Carroll (Katie
Roiphe’s Still She Haunts Me, 2002), Sylvia Plath (Kate Moses’ Wintering: A Novel of
Sylvia Plath, 2003), Henry James (David Lodge’s Author, Author, 2004), Katherine
Mansfield (Janice Kulyk Keefer’s Thieves, 2004), Elizabeth Barrett Browning (Laura
Fish’s Strange Music, 2008), Charles Dickens (Richard Flanagan’s Wanting, 2008), Vir-
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ginia Woolf (Susan Sellers’ Vanessa and Virginia, 2009), Emily Dickinson (Jerome
Charyn’s The Secret Life of Emily Dickinson, 2011), or Georg Eliot (Dinitia Smith’s The
Honeymoon, 2016), among others, have been recently resurrected by novelists. By con-
sequence, scholars within the field of biofiction studies have often focused on fictional
reimaginings of the lives of historical writers. The edited collection of Paul Franssen
and Ton Hoenselaars, The Author as Character: Representing Historical Writers in
Western Literature (1999), Laura E. Savu’s monograph Postmortem Postmodernists:
The Afterlife of the Author in Recent Narrative (2009), Bethany Layne’s PhD thesis
(Post-)modernist Biofictions: The Literary Afterlives of Henry James, Virginia Woolf,
and Sylvia Plath (2013), her edited volume Biofiction and Writers’ Afterlives (2020) as
well as her monograph Henry James in Contemporary Fiction. The Real Thing (2020),
or Azure Engelbrecht’s dissertation Neo-Victorian Dickens(es): The Hogarth/Dickens
Circle and Recent Biofiction (2016), are only a couple of English-language examples
here. In addition to these comprehensive anthologies and monographs, innumerous free-
standing academic papers on what has been termed ‘literary biofiction’ (Stuart-Reid 68)
could be named here as well.

While journal articles, book chapters, and scholarly monographs are multiplying
around biographical fictions dedicated to historical writers, those featuring actual scien-
tists from the past as their protagonists, e.g., ‘scientific biofictions,” have so far not raised
any academic attention at all within the field of biofiction studies — neither have other
dominant vocational groups been the subject of comprehensive scholarly studies yet.
This is surprising, indeed, for recent years have seen a real proliferation of anglophone
biographical novels which recount scientific life stories — something that also Jan Go-
linski (2007) and Norbert Schaffeld (2016) have observed in their studies. In addition to
the many biographical fictions devoted to the lives of historical women in science, John
Banville’s Doctor Copernicus (1976) (about Nicolaus Copernicus), Kepler (1981)
(about Johannes Kepler), and The Newton Letter (1982) (about Isaac Newton), Irving
Stone’s The Origins (1980) (about Charles Darwin), Claire Dudman’s Wegener s Jigsaw
(2003) (about Alfred Wegener), Neil Belton’s 4 Game with Sharpened Knives (2005)
(about Erwin Schrodinger), Janna Levin’s 4 Madman Dreams of Turing Machines
(2006) (about Kurt Gédel and Alan Turing), David Leavitt’s The Indian Clerk (2007)
(about Srinivasa Ramanujan), Anthony Flacco’s In the Matter of Nikola Tesla (2013)
(about Nikola Tesla), Avi Sirlin’s The Evolutionist: The Strange Tale of Alfred Russel
Wallace (2014) (about Alfred Russel Wallace), Thom Conroy’s The Naturalist (2014)
(about Ernst Dieffenbach), and Louisa Hall’s Trinity (2018) (about J. Robert Oppenhei-
mer), are all examples of contemporary biofictions which have found their subject mat-
ter among scientists from the past. While some of these novels have been critically dis-
cussed by academics, a detailed discussion of the representation of the historical scien-
tist’s life story is not what the existing studies offer.

While the intersections between biographical fiction and the history of (women in)
science remain largely undertheorized so far, what has been met with quite some atten-
tion in recent years from those working in the field of biofiction studies are the connec-
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tions and tensions between biographical fiction and women’s history or herstory. The
literary texts at the center of attention in this study clearly belong to what Julia Novak
and Caitriona Ni Dhuill have observed to be a recent boom of biofictional narratives
about notable women from the past (10, 16, cf. Novak, “Notable Woman,” “Feminist to
Postfeminist™). Female-centered biographical fictions have not only met with critical
acclaim and commercial success, but have in recent years become a growing field of
research for feminist literary and cultural scholars interested, above all, in the gender
politics inherent in these fictional reimaginings of actual historical women'’s life stories.
The scholarly output is growing substantially. One of the latest additions is undoubtedly
the edited collection by Novak and Ni Dhtill, Imagining Gender in Biographical Fiction
(2022), to which I had the honor of contributing myself. Other studies to be named here
are Stephanie Bird’s Recasting Historical Women (1998) and James Fitzmaurice, Naomi
J. Miller, and Sara Jayne Steen’s edited collection Authorizing Early Modern European
Women: From Biography to Biofiction (2021). Not specifically dedicated to biofiction
but still oftentimes featuring discussions of biographically-based examples among its
text corpus are the various studies on the historical woman’s novel, which have also
developed into a flourishing subfield within historical fiction studies (see for example:
Niinning 1995, Wallace 2005, King 2005, Cooper and Short 2012, Barlow 2014). Given
the predominance of historical women artists and writers in contemporary herstorical
biofiction, it might seem little surprising that the scholarly focus is mainly directed to-
wards literary or artistic biofictions again, with the huge number of biofictions about
women scientists not receiving any attention. Nonetheless, the available publications
have been tremendously helpful for developing my own arguments in this study. The
present study will draw from and build on existing critical examinations of the feminist
politics of herstorical biofictions and thus situate itself within the field of biofiction
studies. It seeks to add a new perspective to a growing body of scholarship dedicated to
contemporary biofictions about historical women, one that has so far not considered the
many novels depicting female scientists. By focusing on the ways in which contempo-
rary women writers reimagine the lives of historical female scientists within their pre-
sent-day biographical novels, the scholarly contribution of this study lies in its discus-
sion of a body of literary texts that has so far not received much critical attention from
academics. The academic value of this study is also to be found in the crucial contribu-
tions it makes to ongoing discussions about the functions and values of the genre under
discussion, especially its usefulness for telling herstory.

1.4 The Structure of this Study

The analysis of the selected biographical novels about historical female scientists forms
the centerpiece of this work. A couple of theoretical and methodological considerations
precede the four chapters dedicated to the examination of the literary texts. Grouped
together in chapter 2, these background chapters provide the critical framework against
which I analyze the chosen text corpus. I begin with an investigation of the genre the
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authors chosen for this study use for their literary explorations of the history of women
in science, that is the biographical novel. Naming their protagonists after historical
women in science and offering fictional(ized) accounts of their life stories or parts
thereof, the literary texts at hand can all be described as biographical fictions or bio-
fictions. Chapter 2.1 offers some basic reflections on this booming but also much-dis-
cussed genre, in which biographical facts are fused with artistic imagination. It explains
some of the distinctive features of and key issues surrounding biographical fiction as
they are presently being discussed within the thriving field of biofiction studies. The bi-
ographical novel is an interesting hybrid genre which, according to current scholarly
opinion, is situated between life writing or biography and (historical) fiction combing
elements of both. In addition to a basic understanding of the genre, its historical origins
and development, central features, and generic location, the chapter focuses primarily
on the genre’s characteristic relationship between fact and fiction, or more precisely, on
the question of how far a fictional narrative is allowed to go with the biographical tem-
plate and where its ethical and moral boundaries lie, if it has them at all. Despite the
increasing number of critical studies on the biographical novel, there continues to be
much confusion about how exactly the genre can be defined. This chapter should not be
understood as an attempt to fill in the gap and to give a clear, absolute definition. It is
rather characterized by my effort to make the plurality of understandings fruitful for the
texts under discussion in this study.

While the first background chapter places the chosen novels into a generic context,
the objective of the second background chapter 2.2 is to situate the chosen literary texts
within the ideological (gender-political) context from which they originate and to which
they contribute. In terms of ideology, literary scholars regularly connect female-centered
historical biofiction with feminist ambitions to rewrite and revise history from the pre-
viously neglected or marginalized perspectives of women, efforts that came to be known
as herstory. In this chapter, I will discuss the feminist endeavor of herstory, its goals and
manifestations (especially in the genre of biography), and show how present-day novel-
ists are reflecting and carrying on these ambitions in fiction. A special focus will thereby
be placed upon the question of how biographical fiction, because of its hybrid nature,
might be seen as especially suitable and useful for the feminist endeavor of narrating
women’s lives. The goal of this chapter is also to point to some of the insights that aca-
demics have gained regarding the feminist or gender politics of contemporary female-
oriented biofictions. The chapter will show that biographical novels which centralize the
lives and accomplishments of actual women in history and thus give visibility and voice
to their previously often marginalized and omitted perspectives, experiences, and con-
cerns are frequently and oftentimes rightly so applauded for the ways in which they
challenge our traditional, male-focused understanding of history. They allow to reinstate
women’s stories to the historical record and our cultural memory and to reinterpret their
lives from a gender-sensitive point of view. However, herstorical biofictions have been
accused of by scholars as sometimes also reinforcing cultural myths and patriarchal ste-
reotypes surrounding historical women and female lives. They, at times, reproduce and
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thus confirm the problematic images and conservative plots that feminists contest. Their
potential for subversive feminist historiography must therefore, scholars have sug-
gested, be treated with caution.

Before delving into the analysis of the gender politics of the chosen biographical
novels about the herstory of science, chapter 2.3 will address some methodological con-
siderations. As alluded to above, this study situates itself methodologically in the
broader field of feminist literary criticism, especially gender-sensitive approaches to
representations of historical women and their life stories as developed by scholars in the
fields of life writing and historical-biographical fiction studies. I will examine the avail-
able historical-biographical literature about the respective woman and her life and times
alongside the literary texts at hand. In doing so, my aim is not to evaluate the respective
novel’s faithfulness to historical evidence and/or biographical truth (if such a thing even
exists) as well as the dominant narrative of her story in scientific and/or popular dis-
course. [ am familiarizing myself with the details of her story — as far as they are docu-
mented and can be considered reliable — to be able to see where the novelists use their
poetic license in the biofictional retelling of her life, where they add to, deviate from, or
change the historical-biographical record as it exists. Likewise, I am studying her recep-
tion history, the ways in which her life has been represented in the past, to see the ways
in which the novels challenge and contradict the dominant cultural narrative of her story,
and with that some of the patriarchal stereotypes and cultural myths that surround it, or
reproduce and repeat it. Thus, I will also read the novels against the background of the
individual’s biography and reception history to see in what ways the novels critically
engage with and perhaps even reject the myths and stereotypes that have dominated her
story so far. In addition to the literary text itself I am discussing selected paratextual
elements. Like all works of literature, biographical novels are narrative constructs that
reveal their meaning through an interplay of different aspects. The paratexts are inter-
esting discursive spaces in which the authors often disclose their novelistic motivations
for writing about the chosen woman, the goals they seek to accomplish in telling her
story through a fictional lens. In the paratexts they also often discuss the relationship
between historical facts and creative invention, and reveal some of the omissions, addi-
tions, or changes they made to the biographical record of the chosen woman’s life story.
I am considering both epitextual and peritextual elements and thus aspects within the
novel itself, such as the afterword, author’s notes, or acknowledgements section, but at
times also elements outside the novel, such as reviews by critics and interviews with the
novelist.

The main part of the present book, which is chapter 3, consists of the examination
of the selected biographical novels about historical female scientists. I will discuss the
chosen narratives individually against the background of the outlined framework. Each
chapter will focus on a specific aspect of her story and the historical-biographical schol-
arship existing. As just pointed out, in my analyses of the selected literary texts, I will
draw on ideas developed by current research on the genre of biofiction and especially
herstorical biofiction. I will also consider some concepts and debates from recent femi-



Introduction 15

nist scholarship on the history of women in science whenever they are relevant in the
context of the respective woman'’s life story and its literary portrayal in the chosen bio-
graphical novel. The novels are discussed in chronological order based on their date of
publication.

Chapter 3.1, the first analysis chapter, will deal with Tracy Chevalier’s fictional
reconstruction and representation of the life and times of Mary Anning in her biograph-
ical novel Remarkable Creatures. Particular attention will be paid to the relational ap-
proach the novelist has chosen to adopt: the pairing of Anning’s story with that of her
friend and fellow fossilist Elizabeth Philpot who is known to have functioned not only
as her colleague but as her mentor and advocate. In retelling Anning’s story by means
of her relationship with Philpot, Chevalier addresses and appreciates an aspect of her
chosen heroine’s biography which has been rarely discussed by scholarly research so
far, namely the role of friendship and collaboration in her life, the kind of sisterly support
and solidarity Anning had received from like-minded women in science. The pairing of
Anning’s story with that of Philpot allows Chevalier also to highlight the remarkability
and exceptionality of Anning in the context of the history of women in science: the dou-
ble odds of gender and class despite which she succeeded in the male-dominated world
of early nineteenth-century geology and paleontology and eventually entered the annals
of history. However, as [ will show, it is by means of this relational approach that Re-
markable Creatures also continues, even emphasizes, a rather problematic, if, unfortu-
nately still dominant and highly stereotypical image of Anning that has often worked to
downplay or even dismiss her experience and expertise as a fossilist. Furthermore,
Chevalier’s reliance on gendered clichés of female lives and women'’s relationships with
each other as playing out in an entirely invented romantic interlude undermines the re-
visionist potential of this novel.

Chapter 3.2 focuses on Carrie Brown’s The Stargazer s Sister, a novelistic reimag-
ining of the life of German-born England-based astronomer Caroline Herschel. Despite
her own scientific accomplishments, among them the discovery of eight comets as well
as her important cataloguing work, Herschel has so far usually been perceived as nothing
but the dedicated and dutiful assistant to her famous astronomer brother. Even today,
biographers, historians, and laypersons alike often remember Herschel more readily as
William’s self-sacrificing ‘Cinderella sister’ rather than as a significant scientist in her
own right. As I will show, Brown’s biofictional account of Herschel’s life continues ra-
ther than challenges this problematic and patronizing portrayal of the female stargazer.
Undoubtedly, through its fictional exploration of Herschel’s otherwise inaccessible in-
teriority, the biographical novel at hand represents an important revisionist intervention
into the oversimplified image that has determined the historical memory of this pioneer-
ing woman in science throughout the centuries. Nevertheless, while Brown transforms
her chosen historical subject from a one-dimensional stereotype into a multi-dimen-
sional and clearly sympathetic fictional character, 1 argue that The Stargazer's Sister
does not qualify as a feminist revision of the dominant patriarchal representation of her
story. I criticize this fictionalized version of her life for perpetuating, even reinforcing,
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the tendency of traditional male-focused historiography to diminish and devalue Her-
schel’s personal and professional achievements in favor of a focus on her relationship to
her brother and her role as his devoted assistant. Moreover, I also criticize the novel for
telling her life story in the style of a romanticized and rather gender-clichéd fairy tale
which is also furthered by the author’s use of her poetic license for the inclusion of
fictional love stories.

Chapter 3.3 will take a closer look at Marie Benedict’s fictional recreation of the
life of the Serbian mathematician, physicist, and first wife of Albert Einstein, Mileva
Mari¢, in her biographical novel The Other Einstein. This chapter seeks to discuss the
author’s decision to use her artistic liberties to explore in fiction what has become a
widely held yet extremely speculative and highly controversial assumption about the
historical figure of Mari¢: that she was Einstein’s scientific assistant and collaborator as
well as the true originator of the special theory of relativity and that her spouse cheated
her out of recognition for it, like it was the case with many women in the history of
science. I will show that in her novel, Benedict seeks to reveal Mari¢’s own intellectual
brilliance and scientific productivity as well as the crucial part she had played in Ein-
stein’s scientific successes. Yet, Benedict’s fictional exploration of the so-called ‘Mileva
Story’ in The Other Einstein serves mainly one purpose, namely to foster the tragic vic-
tim narrative that she creates about this female figure in scientific history. I argue that
this deliberate if fictional misrepresentation of history does have the potential to create
a powerful reminder of the very mechanisms that have led to women’s exclusion from
science and its historical narrative for much of the past. However, ultimately, it runs the
risk of lastingly damaging both Mari¢’s and Einstein’s cultural afterlives and of harming
the feminist cause.

The fourth and final chapter of my analysis part, chapter 3.4, discusses Jennifer
Chiaverini’s Enchantress of Numbers: A Novel of Ada Lovelace, a biographical fiction
based on the life of the English mathematician and writer of the same name. Long re-
duced to little more than an interesting footnote in history because of her status as the
only legitimate daughter of the (in-)famous Romantic-era poet George Gordon Byron,
Lovelace has now become a key figure in the development of computer science. She is
widely celebrated today as the ‘world’s first computer programmer’ and is seen together
with Charles Babbage as the pair of parents for modern-day computer science. The self-
declared goal of the author in the present novel is to give her chosen protagonist long
overdue recognition for her intellectual labor and scientific accomplishments and bring
her to public consciousness. Furthermore, Chiaverini shows herself convinced that nar-
rating the stories of extraordinary and exemplary women in the history of science like
Lovelace is vital in counteracting problematic stereotypical beliefs and prejudices about
women and/in STEM which continue to impact negatively female participation and re-
tention in these fields. Shedding a critical-feminist perspective on the image and idea
this biographical novel presents of the historical female scientist and her life story, I will
show that Chiaverini, despite her clearly articulated feminist-revisionist ambitions, re-
members Lovelace primarily once again for her complicated family situation rather than
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for her pioneering efforts in computer science. In doing so, the novel perpetuates a long-
held idea of Lovelace as a memorable historical person because she was Byron’s daugh-
ter and not because she is an important and inspiring woman in the history of science.

To conclude, chapter 4 will provide a summary of my findings about the represen-
tation of historical female scientists and their life stories in contemporary biographical
novels and give an outlook which aims to underline their relevance in the context of
feminist efforts to address STEM’s gender problem in the present day.

Before proceeding, a note on my use of names might be useful. As is the overall
standard in feminist studies, I have chosen to refer to all women and men discussed in
this study by their last names after having introduced them with their full names. When-
ever the first name 1s used, this 1s because the author herself chose to use it within inter-
views or what is variously referred to as author’s notes or acknowledgements. To distin-
guish between the historical figures and the literary characters in the respective bio-
graphical novels, I will use last names whenever I am speaking about the historical per-
son and first names when talking about the literary character (unless the narrator insists
on using last names when referring to a certain person in the story). This practice of
differentiating between the historical figure and literary character by use of their first
and last names seems to be a common convention in (English) literary studies. If neces-
sary, further details on the use of names will be provided in the respective chapters.



2 Biographical Fiction, Female Life Stories, and Feminist Efforts
in Telling Herstory

2.1 Real Lives in Literary Fiction: On the Genre of the Biographical Novel

Biographical fiction or biofiction’ is a form of literature which takes the biography of
an actual, usually historical figure as a point of departure and offers a fictional account
of the chosen subject’s life. As Julia Novak explains, “biographical fiction — or ‘bio-
fiction’ — is a narrative based upon the life of a historical person, weaving biographical
fact into what must otherwise be considered a novel” (“Experiments” 10). Thus, most
basically, biographical fiction or biofiction can be defined as the novelization of a factual
life. It is essentially fiction based upon a real person’s life story.

While biographical fictions are based on the lives of actual persons and are there-
fore often understood as a form of life writing,? it is important to note that biofictions
do not follow the same conventions and do not make the same truth claims as factual
biographies. Certainly, postmodernist thought has severely challenged the traditional
differentiation between historiographical and literary discourse, between factual and fic-
tional writing, which has long been considered unproblematic. “Rather than strictly de-
marcating fact and fiction, biography and the novel, or a historical figure and a fictional
character, postmodernists suggest that fact is fiction and that fiction is inseparable from
fact,” Michael Lackey explains (“The Rise” 10). By demonstrating that writers of real-
world stories, like historians and biographers, use the same rhetorical means as writers
of creative fiction when constructing their factual narratives and that novelists often use
actual places, events, and persons for their fictional stories, our attention has been in-
creasingly drawn to the many parallels and overlaps between fictional and factual writ-
ing and the fact that every (narrative) representation, whether in historiography and bi-
ography or literature, is constructed and thus somehow artificial and subjective. How-
ever, despite the many parallels and overlaps between factual and fictional literature,
which are based upon the “narrative nature of both genres” (Middeke 3), there are still
some fundamental differences between them, since writings from these two realms make

7 Biofiction is a neologism coined by Alain Buisine in 1991 in his French-speaking article
of the same title. It was adapted for the English-speaking literary context by Martin Mid-
deke and Werner Huber in 1999 with their anthology Biofictions: The Rewriting of Ro-
mantic Lives in Contemporary Fiction and Drama.

8 The concept of life writing considers that the forms of writing about lives or parts thereof
have diversified, that they are no longer limited to the traditional forms of biography or
autobiography (and perhaps never were) (cf. Novak, “Experiments” 1-2). As Zachery
Leader explains: Life “writings include not only memory, autobiography, biography, di-
aries, autobiographical fiction, and biographical fiction, but also letters, writs, wills, writ-
ten anecdotes, depositions, court proceedings, ... marginalia, nonce writings, lyric poems,
scientific and historical writings, and digital forms (including blogs, tweets, Facebook
entries)” (1, omission in original).
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different truth claims and since their production and reception follow different conven-
tions.

Looking at the genres under discussion here, this means that, undoubtedly, both
biographies and biofictions are narrative constructs in which the writer creates the life
story of a person by carefully choosing from and arranging the available material that
the historical record provides. Yet, despite thematic, structural, and functional parallels,
the genres follow different writing contracts and raise different expectations in readers,
as Novak emphasizes:

While biographers are expected to adhere to the principles of truthfulness, verifiability,
and objectivity, no such restrictions apply to novelists, who can change facts, shift dates,
and invent dialogues, thoughts, and even characters, and who can thus be said to enjoy
greater freedom in representing, and appropriating their subject. (“Notable Woman™ 85)

Like biographers, writers of biofiction focus on the real-life stories of actual people.
However, writing within the conventions of fiction and not history or biography, there
are certain liberties they can take both on the level of narrative mediation and in their
selection of reality references. Novak continues: “This is not to say, however, that they
operate independently of biographical fact: they draw on the ‘facts’ of a life in their
accounts of the biographee, sometimes adding to and confirming, sometimes contesting
the image preserved of a subject in cultural memory” (“Notable Woman™ 85). In bio-
fiction, “the relationship between fact and fiction” can thus be “renegotiate[d]” (Novak,
“Biographical Fiction to Historiographic Metafiction” 146). Differentiating between the
two modes of writing, and with that also between genres like factual biography and
biographical fiction, is therefore not only possible but important. Criteria like historical
accuracy, scholarly objectivity, or verifiability of sources, which are central to biography
proper (Novak, “Notable Woman” 85), should not be used when discussing a biograph-
ical novel, which is, though based upon facts, clearly marked and thus to be understood
as fiction and does not claim to be true. Biofiction, as Valentina Vanucci argues, “casts
everything — biographical facts, inventions — on the same ontological order of fictional
creation, demanding not to be taken literally” (382). There seems to be little doubt that
“the biographical novel is first and foremost fiction” (Lackey, “Locating and Defining”
5). When reading biographical fiction, the unambiguous designation on the book cover
— biofictions frequently bear the subtitle 4 Novel — as well as the legal disclaimer on the
first page which states that This is a work of fiction... are meant seriously. The biograph-
ical novel, at least regarding its claim to truth and the conventions it follows, is clearly
to be classified as fiction and should therefore not be read with historical accuracy and
authenticity in mind. While subtitles and/or summaries on the dust cover or back of the
book as well as legal disclaimers often announce the literary narrative’s fictionality, the
inclusion of lists of historical-biographical sources or further readings as well as giving
credit to historians and biographers lays claim to at least some kind of authenticity and
accuracy of the represented life story. However, the factual basis of the story does not
alter the fictional status of the literary work at hand. Frequently, the authors themselves
overtly distance themselves from historiographical-biographical discourse when they
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emphasize the fictional status of their works. This is also the case in the novels chosen
for this study: “Enchantress of Numbers is a work of fiction inspired by history,” Chia-
verini claims (427). Benedict emphasizes that “[c]ertainly, speculation exists in The
Other Einstein — the book is, first and foremost, fiction” (313). Chevalier, too, states
clearly that “Remarkable Creatures is a work of fiction” (349). Brown stresses the fic-
tional nature of her novel The Stargazer s Sister noting that “a historian seeking to un-
derstand the Herschels’ lives would approach their story very differently than I have
done, though we might depend on many of the same sources of information™ (326). Such
comments are typical in biographical fiction. Lackey asserts that

[a]ccentuating the fact that they are writing novels rather than biographies liberates bio-
graphical novelists from what they consider the strictures of biographical representation
and allows them to take many liberties with the biographical subject in order to project
their own creative vision. (“Locating and Defining” 7)

Authors of biofiction, as Lackey notes, want their novels to be judged as works of crea-
tive art and not as biography or history (“Narrative Space” 10-11). Clearly labelling their
novels as fiction they contend that their literary texts be read as such and not measured
against biographical facts and historical accuracy and authenticity. By emphasizing the
fictional nature of their works, authors distance themselves from the conventions of fac-
tual biography and history writing. Instead, they accentuate their poetic freedom as nov-
elists.

The degree to which authors of imaginary life stories of actual historical persons
depart from the known biographical facts varies greatly and certainly depends on the
writer’s understanding of the narrative purpose of the genre under discussion and the
fictional privileges as well as ethical responsibilities that come with it (I will discuss this
further down 1n this chapter). There seems to be no universally valid answer to the ques-
tion of how much poetic freedom authors of biographical fiction can take in relation to
the historical record of the chosen subject’s life. Bethany Layne argues that “each bio-
graphical novelist must decide how much artistic license is permissible in the construc-
tion of an engaging narrative, and at what point the departures are so many, or so great,
that biofiction becomes simply fiction” (Henry James 8).

2.1.1 Biographical Fiction or Fictional Biography: Terminological Clarifications

Before proceeding, some terminological clarifications might be useful. Most scholars
use the terms biographical fiction and the compounded form biofiction to refer to bio-
graphical novels, as do I in this study. However, there are others who also employ it as
“a multimedia umbrella term” which encompasses “biofictions on page, stage, and
screen” (Kohlke and Gutleben 3), and thus also comprises bioplays/biodramas as well
as biofilms/biopics.

For Marie-Luise Kohlke, the notion of biofiction also functions as a collective term
that includes so-called ‘autobiofictions.’ This is how Kohlke differentiates: “Biofiction
re-imagines an historical Other’s life in the third-person or via an omniscient narrator,
while autobiofiction narrates the subject’s life from her/his purported first-person point
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of view” (6). Lucia Boldrini prefers the term ‘heterobiography’ for novels which “are
presented as if they were the autobiographies of historical personages” even though here
the autobiographical pact is broken since “the ‘autobiography’ is written by another,”
1.e., the author whose name is on the book cover (Autobiographies of Others 1, italics in
original). The possibility to make use of the various ways for structuring the mediacy of
the narrative is one of the privileges of biographical fiction as opposed to factual biog-
raphy, Novak notes (“Father and Daughter”). Biographers might include letters or diary
entries through which one may gain access to the inner life of a person, their thoughts,
feelings, and perceptions, and through which one might also hear the voice of said indi-
vidual. In biographical fiction the chosen subject can be focalized throughout the whole
story and literally be given a voice, e.g., the power to narrate their own story from their
supposed own viewpoint and in their supposed own words. Indeed, “because of its fic-
tional status,” Vanucci points out, “the genre appears to also be allowed to include fic-
tional autobiographies without any further distinction: biography, on the contrary is
based on a non-coincidence between the narrating and the narrated subject, whose life
1s reconstructed by the former” (382). Novak and Ni Dhill remind us that voices given
to historical subjects in biographical fiction are never actual voices but always fictional
ones: “Obvious though it may seem, the biofictional subject’s experiences, thoughts,
and utterances spring from the writer’s mind and are based to varying (and sometimes
negligible) degrees on historical research” (21). They continue by emphasizing that “the
‘recovered voice’ is not recovered but invented. In this sense, the ‘voice’ granted a sub-
ject through biofiction is that of a ventriloquist” (21). Though it appears quite common
among writers and scholars to claim that biographical novels engage in the act of ‘giving
voice to subjects rendered voiceless by history’ (Kohlke 9-10), Novak and Ni Dhuill
emphasize that one should never forget that letting historical figures in biographical
novels speak for themselves represents an example of ventriloquism that raises “critical
questions around agency and appropriation” (21). The ethical questions that surround
the act of “biofictional [...] re-voicing” (Kohlke and Gutleben 20) will be discussed in
a moment.

Fictional reimaginations of the real-life stories of once-living persons are some-
times also referred to as ‘fictional(ized) biographies’ or ‘novelized biographies.” The
different terms used to describe the genre under discussion might be seen as representing
diverging interpretative approaches regarding biofiction’s narrative purpose and by con-
sequence the extent of the author’s fictional privileges and ethical responsibilities. The
different terms linguistically convey the diverse directions from which scholars have
sought to understand the genre. Because it merges biographical fact and authorial imag-
ination and thus situates itself “somewhat uncomfortably” between historiography, bi-
ography, and literary writing, as Novak remarks (“Father and Daughter”), scholars
working on biographical fiction have tried to understand the genre within the generic
frameworks and thus cultural functions of biography or life writing as well as (historical)
fiction, as I will elaborate on later in this chapter. Some writers and researchers also use
the above-mentioned terms interchangeably, even if they seem to not represent com-
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pletely identical concepts. The difference between the concepts lies in the unalike em-
phases they place upon biographical representation and fictional creation — something
that is already suggested linguistically when considering the arrangement of nouns and
adjectives. After all, “[nJouns always trump adjectives,” as writer Thomas Mallon once
aptly put it (qtd. in Kohlke and Gutleben 15). Vanessa Guignery thus cautions against
using them as synonyms, for the different emphases the respective notions place on the
biographical and the fictional element might raise very different expectations in readers
and by consequence also reviewers and critics of the literary text at hand. She explains
that

[t]he distribution of nouns and adjectives is of utmost importance as a biographical novel
explicitly presents itself as fiction and therefore does not need to validate the information
it conveys, whereas a [...] fictionalised biography should, at least to a certain extent, be
accountable for the facts referred to. (162)

Thus, while the designations biographical fiction and fictional(ized) or novelized biog-
raphy are frequently used interchangeably, they still emphasize different genres, namely
fiction and biography, and thus carry different meanings. As it seems to be the more
widely used term, I prefer the notion of biographical fiction and the compounded form
biofiction. I use it synonymously with that of the biographical novel.

In biofiction, the fictional recreation of the historical subject does not necessarily
have to cover the whole life. Indeed, in contrast to factual biography which typically
strives for completeness, “a biographical novel will usually select only a few dramati-
cally interesting episodes and a specific period of the subject’s life, and expand these as
much as possible,” Guignery argues (161-162). Biography is, while inevitably selective,
generally expected to cover the whole story, or should cover as much as possible in the
case of a still living person, though not necessarily chronologically from ‘cradle to
grave’ (Lee 8). By contrast, the focus of the biographical novelist can only be directed
towards certain parts of a chosen person’s life story. The criterion of completeness,
which Hermione Lee defines as essential for biography proper (8), does not apply to
biographical fiction which ranges from stories covering only a few moments in a per-
son’s existence to full life cycles. The examples chosen for this study illustrate this:
while Chiaverini and Brown cover almost the entire life stories of their chosen subjects,
Chevalier and Benedict concentrate only on one specific chapter.

What is essential in biofiction is that the factual basis of the fictional story becomes
immediately and unmistakably clear to the reader through the unity of names between
the novels’ protagonists and the real-life figures they are modelled after. The fictional
characters of biographical novels, Lackey emphasizes, cannot only be based on the his-
torical individuals they represent but must bear their names. Through his insisting that
biographical fiction encompasses only those novels which “name its protagonist after
an actual historical person” (American Biographical Novel 4, emphasis added), Lackey
clearly distinguishes the genre from the roman a clef, in which the real-life story of an
authentic figure is overlaid with a fagade of fiction, including a fabricated name. Some
scholars have contested this criterion of the name, however. Kohlke, for instance, also
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discusses as biofiction literary works with “supposedly non-referential, made-up char-
acters and plots, [but] which are nonetheless extensively modelled on famous historical
subjects [...] often with little or no attempt at any effective disguise” (11). She refers to
them as “appropriated” or “glossed biofiction” which she positions in contrast to “real-
ist” or “named biofiction” (11, cf. Kohlke and Gutleben 6-7). Ina Schabert, too, lists a
couple of historical novels based upon real figures in disguise, among them Virginia
Woolf’s Orlando (1928) and Robert Penn Warren’s All the King s Men (1946), as exam-
ples of what she terms fictional biographies (Fiction as Biography 42-43). However, it
1s Lackey’s definition of the genre that most researchers in the current field of biofiction
studies seem to agree upon when looking at the kind of novels which they choose to
investigate and/or refer to in their respective scholarly works. Lackey’s understanding
of the genre of biographical fiction has therefore also been adopted for the present
study.’

2.1.2 Biofiction as Historical Fiction: An (Un-)Contested Generic Belonging

What already resonated with the definitions and examples given so far is that biograph-
ical fiction deals primarily with the lives of historical individuals. Theoretically at least,
it seems that biofiction could also be written about contemporary persons. After all, bi-
ography, too, is not only dedicated to the already-deceased but at times written about the
still-living. Yet practically, and possibly for the ethical, moral, and legal reasons that
accompany the genre’s playful and sometimes bold handling of the historical-biograph-
ical facts on the subject’s life and times, the protagonist of a biofictional narrative is
usually “a figure from the past of whom the author could not have direct, personal ex-
perience” (Schabert, Fiction as Biography 3). Ina Bergmann suggests that biofiction is
commonly understood “as being implicitly accompanied by the adjective ‘historical’”
(“Historical Biofiction 310). She therefore proposes the modified term ‘historical bio-

9 Consequently, not only those novels which approach the history of women in science via
a completely fictional character, like Elizabeth J. Church’s The Atomic Weight of Love
(2016), Elizabeth Gilbert’s The Signature of All Things (2013), Joyce Carol Oates’ The
Man without a Shadow (2016), Diane Smith’s Letters from Yellowstone (1999), or Sarah
Perry’s The Essex Serpent (2016), to name but some examples, have been excluded from
this study. Furthermore, those literary works have been left out, which, in the style of the
roman a clef, tell a story based on an actual historical figure, but nevertheless conceal
their factual basis by using fictional names for their protagonists. The central characters
of Amy Brill’s The Movement of Stars (2013) and Lily King’s Euphoria (2014), for in-
stance, are only inspired by but neither named after nor completely based on the historical
figures they represent, namely the American astronomer Maria Mitchell (1818-1889) and
the American anthropologist Margaret Mead (1901-1978) respectively. Even though
these novels clearly invite their readers to understand the fictional stories in view of these
women’s actual biographies, not least through direct comparisons in the afterwords or
author’s notes included in the respective books, and while some researchers might have
included them for that in their studies, because they use fictional names for their protag-
onists they have not been considered here.
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fiction’ to emphasize the genre’s focus on former lives (“Historical Biofiction” 310, cf.
Bergmann, “Poe’s Shadow” 248-249). Kohlke and Gutleben point to “biofiction’s death-
orientation” (20) which manifests in the genre’s preferred choice of “already dead his-
torical subjects” as the respective novel’s focal point as much as in the genre’s “fascina-
tion with subjects’ dying moments” (25, 20). They explain that “making us privy to
historical subjects’ dying moments, when individuals are at their most vulnerable,
stripped of confidence in the face of their imminent extinction as they face up to their
superfluidity to the world, which will go on without them” is a “typical move of bio-
fiction” (19).

Since biographical novels look overwhelmingly into the past, many scholars sub-
sume the genre under the umbrella term of historical fiction. Most essentially, the gerne
of historical fiction can be defined as “fiction set in the past” (Johnson 1) which is writ-
ten from research and not personal experience (Johnson 1).!° While Lackey advocates
“a narrative space uniquely its own” (“Narrative Space” 3) within the realm of fiction
for the biographical novel, most other researchers in the field of biofiction studies con-
nect the biographical novel to the established genre of historical fiction. Kohlke, for
instance, notes that “fictional life-writing of real subjects has established itself as a sig-
nificant subgenre of historical fiction” (4). Bergmann, too, claims that the genre of his-
torical biofiction “can be considered a subcategory of the new historical fiction” (“His-
torical Biofiction” 320) as it “shares its trajectories of recovery and revision” (“Poe’s
Shadow” 248). Likewise, Schabert sees fictional biographies or biographical fictions as
possible variants of those literary works, in which “collectively known history is thema-
tized,” e.g., historical novels (Der Historische Roman 34, translation mine).

The biographical novel’s belonging to historical fiction was already suggested by
Georg Lukécs. Lukacs, who is frequently still seen as “the most influential and thought-
ful critic of the historical novel” (de Groot 13), had great difficulties with “the popularity
of the biographical form in the present-day historical novel” (Lukacs 300). For Lukécs,
the biographical novel is part of historical fiction, albeit “an irredeemable aesthetic form”
even a “bastardized version,” as Lackey has shown (“Narrative Space” 1), since it fails to
achieve what he defines as historical fiction’s aim. In his fundamental study The Histori-
cal Novel (1937), Lukacs dedicates a whole chapter to “the problem of biography” in
historical fiction (301, for the whole chapter see 300-322). He emphasizes its inability
to achieve the historical novel’s goal of portraying “the great driving forces of history”
because of its focus on the psychology and biography of a historical figure (321). He
claims that in the biographical novel, which focuses on the life of a single heroic person,
the historical reality is misrepresented and distorted since “the character is inevitably
exaggerated, made to stand on tiptoe, his historical calling unduly emphasized while the
real objective causes and factors of the historical mission are inevitably omitted” (314).

10 While the time span between the moment of writing the novel and the setting of the nar-
rative has been a matter of much debate among historical fiction scholars and novelists,
it is beyond dispute that the narrated story must lie outside the author’s own life and times
and must subsequently rely on historical research and not personal memory (Johnson 1).
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He adopts a view shared by many historians who say that “biography is a misleading
way of writing about the past [because] concentration on an individual life distorts his-
torical processes and can trivialize or over-personalize events” (Lee 14). Lukécs points
out that

[w]e may generalize this weakness of the biographical form of the novel by saying that
the personal, the purely psychological and biographical acquire a disproportionate
breadth, a false preponderance. As a result, the great driving forces of history are ne-
glected. They are presented in all too summary a fashion and relate only biographically
to the person at the center. And because of this false distribution of weights what should
be the real center of these novels — the given historical transformation — cannot make
itself felt sufficiently strongly. (321)

For Lukacs the biographical novel is thus “doomed to aesthetic failure,” to put it with
Lackey (American Biographical Novel 2). Lukacs sees novels that place too much em-
phasis on individual biographies as unable to achieve what he understands to be the
central goal of the historical novel, namely to represent the forces that drive history
forward (33). The great historical persons who become the protagonists of biographical
novels are pushed to the periphery of his ‘classical historical novel,” where they may
only appear to underline the historical context of the story, while “more or less mediocre,
average” heroes, “who, in their psychology and destiny, always represent social trends
and historical forces” and thus function as “historical-social types” should be at the cen-
ter of the narrative (Lukacs 33-35, cf. Lackey, American Biographical Novel 1-34).

Lukacs’ definition of the historical novel, which he largely developed from Walter
Scott’s Waverley, or, ‘Tis Sixty Years Since (1814), has long dominated the public per-
ception and academic discussion of the genre of historical fiction. In the present day,
however, Lukacs’ definition is no longer considered the measure of all things as, for
instance, Schabert’s typology of historical fiction proves. Schabert considers the re-
striction of the historical novel to the kind of narrative that Lukacs defined based upon
Waverley as problematic (Der Historische Roman 34). For her, as for many other current
scholars, Lukasc’s classical historical novel is but one possible variant or subgenre of
historical fiction; the fictional biography or biographical novel, in which an actual his-
torical individual’s life and times are at the center of attention, is another (see Schabert’s
typology of the genre in Der Historische Roman 34-91). Bergmann, too, notes that the
classical or traditional historical novel a la Lukacs has developed into a new kind of
historical fiction that is characterized increasingly by generic hybridity (“Poe’s Shadow”
248-249). When adopting such a broad and more general definition of the genre of his-
torical fiction one can certainly locate the biographical novel under this umbrella term,
even though some scholars, Lackey perhaps most vehemently, have also contested this
generic allocation.

The generic allocation of biographical fiction to the historical novel depends very
much on the respective academic’s understanding of the genres under discussion. For
Lackey “biographical novelists do something radically different from historical novel-
1sts” (“Agency Aesthetics” 6). Therefore, biofiction is not historical fiction — neither is
it a form of biography in his understanding of the genre. It is a genre that seems to resist
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traditional generic classifications altogether and thus deserves ‘“a narrative space
uniquely its own” (Lackey, “Narrative Space” 3). Lackey’s rejection of the labels of
historical fiction and biography indicates his diverging approach to the genre. Contrary
to most scholars, the above-mentioned included, who understand biofiction as a form of
life writing and thus as being engaged in biographical representation albeit with different
means than the writer of straight or scholarly biography, he sees it as not involved in the
representation of the historical past nor a person’s biography (“Agency Aesthetics” 6).
Lackey claims that biofiction engages in the creation of a fictional story and a living
character which just happens to be based upon the real life of a historical person (“Lo-
cating and Defining” 6). For him, biographical novelists are “using rather than repre-
senting history and biography”; they are not pretending “to give readers unadulterated
historical or biographical truth” (“Agency Aesthetics” 6, 7). They can thus be neither
called historical novelists nor biographers. He argues that

[w]hat readers want from the historical novel is an accurate representation of ‘the realities
of that time,” but what they want from the biographical novel is a model of a figure that
transcends the deterministic forces of history and the environment, and this is something
that places the protagonist of the biographical novel in irreconcilable conflict with the
protagonist of the historical novel. (“Agency Aesthetics” 8-9)

What resonates here is a different understanding of the genre. I will come back to this
shortly.

2.1.3 Between Fiction and Biography: The Hybrid Nature of Biofiction

Biographical fiction is generally understood as a “hybrid genre” (Novak, “Nell Gwen”
374) which is “placed somewhat uncomfortably between historiography and the art of
fiction” (Novak, “Biographical Fiction to Historiographic Metafiction” 146). Indeed,
the use of the historical subject’s actual name, as Layne points out, “situates biofiction
on the ontological frontier between biography and fiction” (Henry James 3). Practition-
ers of the genre combine two ontologically different forms of writing about the past,
namely the factual or referential genre of biography as well the fictional genre of the
(historical) novel — something that is already visible in the generic term biographical
fiction, Guignery notes (161). With her modified genre designation historical biofiction
Bergmann not only seeks to emphasize the authors’ preferences of writing about past
rather than current lives, as discussed above, but to linguistically convey the two-fold
generic roots of this literary form, which lie in both biographical writing and historical
fiction (“Historical Biofiction” 310, “Poe’s Shadow” 248-249). Biographical novels, as
Niinning notes, blur traditional generic boundaries and thus “bear witness to the fact that
the conventional dichotomy between ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ has of late been called into ques-
tion” (“Fictional Metabiographies” 364, 366). Undeniably, the traditional differentiation
between factual and fictional writing, which has long been considered unproblematic,
has been severely challenged by postmodernists’ revelation of the “numerous parallels
between real-world stories and fictional narratives” (Neumann and Niinning 21). Con-
sequently, the strict, positivist demarcation between factual and fictional literature has
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become increasingly destabilized and the biographical novel, which fuses “fact and fic-
tion, authenticity and invention,” could be understood as the “logical consequence” of
this new permeability of the “ontological frontier” separating factual and fictional liter-
ary discourse, Guignery suggests (161-162). Biofiction can be seen, Novak agrees, as
“the product of a postmodern disregard for generic boundaries” (“Feminist to Postfem-
mist” 224).

Since biofiction crosses the line between the conventions of biographical narra-
tives and the (historical) novel, it is commonly understood as a generic hybrid. The hy-
bridity of the genre has been accounted for with various terms: “in-between genre” (No-
vak, “Notable Woman” 84), “transgeneric literary product” (Latham 105), “generic
cross-breed” (Niinning, “Fictional Metabiographies™” 367), or “hybrid aesthetic form”
(Lackey, “The Rise” 10) are just a few expressions that are in use for the “mixed genre
of the biographical novel” (Guignery 161) which fuses “true facts and imagined details”
(Latham 105).

The hybridity of the genre, its “liminal status” (Novak, “Biographical Fiction to
Historiographic Metafiction” 145) at the crossroads of history, biography, and literary
fiction, is often reflected on the level of the paratext. Here signals of the presented story’s
rootedness in historical-biographical facts co-exist with those that point to its fictional
nature. As Kylie Mirmohamadi clarifies, the “interplay between biography and fiction,
which is one of the crucial elements of the appeal of biofiction, is often claimed, high-
lighted, developed and elucidated in the material that exists in, around, and about these
fictional texts” (46). Biographical fictions commonly bear the generic marker “A Novel”
on the front cover, usually as a subtitle, which suggests that the represented story will
surely use the techniques and follow the conventions of fictional writing. In addition to
the genre label on the book cover, the legal disclaimer “This is a work of fiction...,”
which is always included in similar wording on the first page of every (biographical)
novel to prevent libel actions, also functions as an unambiguous signal for the depicted
story’s fictionality. This is also the case with the novels chosen for this study which are
all subtitled “A4 Novel.” Apart from Brown’s The Stargazer s Sister, they also all bear a
legal disclaimer that emphasizes the fictionality of the presented story on the first page.
The publishers of Remarkable Creatures write for instance: “This novel is entirely a
work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it, while based on real
historical figures, are the work of the author’s imagination.” Given the fact that all these
novels are based on real persons’ lives and times, such publishing statements might
“strik[e] one as a little bizarre,” as Novak points out (“Experiments” 12). For legal rea-
sons, they may, however, be necessary and understandable. While the subtitle and indi-
cation on the front cover emphasize the fictional status of the literary text under discus-
sion, the frequently included bibliographies point to the novel’s basis in scholarly re-
search and historical facts. Biographical novelists also often express their gratitude to
the many historians and biographers, without whose works the writing of their fictional
texts would not have been possible. Layne argues that by invocating established schol-
ars, writers of biofiction lend their works authority (“Biofiction and the Paratext” 20).
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While they do not include extensive foot- or endnotes with explanations and biblio-
graphic references as a biographer or historian would be expected to do, all the writers
chosen for this study provide their readers with comprehensive lists of sources or rec-
ommendations on further reading. They often reveal their writing methods when ap-
proaching the chosen subject, the combination of a use of fictional technique and their
basis in the practice of scholarly historical research. At the same time, it is precisely by
revealing the deviations, adjustments, and alterations that were made from the historical-
biographical material that the fictional nature of the story is emphasized once again.
Many biographical novelists untangle the mixing of fact and fiction in their novels in
the afterwords, author’s notes, or acknowledgements. Strategies of legitimation such as
references to source material, which can also be found in factual biography, exist here
alongside strategies of fictionalization. Thus, in biographical novels, the paratext be-
comes an important discursive space in which the genre’s hybrid nature is discussed and
reflected. Mirmohamadi explains, the paratexts often “illustrate the dual and sometimes
conflicting assertions of biofictional texts; that they are the result of creative imagina-
tion, but still hold some claim to verifiable ‘truth’” (49).

2.1.4 Biofiction as a Postmodern Genre

The generic hybridity, the fact that it questions traditional boundaries between estab-
lished genres, is undoubtedly one of the reasons why many scholars understand bio-
fiction as a “postmodernist literary genre” (Lackey, “Biofiction Studies” 343). Lackey
claims that “[f]or many biographical novelists, developments in postmodernism made it
possible to fuse biography and the novel” (“The Rise” 2). For Guignery, the biographical
novel is the “logical consequence” of a new postmodern understanding of the relation-
ship between fact and fiction, because for writers of biofiction the “ontological bound-
aries between fact and fiction” have become permeable (162). However, to speak of the
biographical novel only as a postmodern genre also rings false, Lackey notes, because
“the aesthetic, political, and epistemological innovations of modernist English writers
laid the groundwork for what would become the contemporary valorization and popu-
larity of biofiction” (“Biofiction Studies” 343). As he explains: “Lytton Strachey and
the new biographers revolutionized the biography by making liberal use of the creative
imagination and fictional techniques in picturing a person’s life, while Virginia Woolf
made biography and the biographer a central feature of her novels Orlando and Flush”
(“Biofiction Studies” 343, italics in original). Lackey acknowledges modernist thinkers
like Strachey and Woolf as paving the way to biofiction with their use of fictional im-
agination in biographical narrative (Strachey) and their metafictional/metabiographical
focus on the process and conventions of life writing (Woolf) (“Biofiction Studies” 343).
Novak agrees when she points to the existence of several novels from the early twentieth
century that meet the definition of biofiction as novels based upon the lives of actual
historical figures (“Experiments” 9-10).

Biofiction’s association with postmodernism has also other reasons. While bio-
graphical fictions certainly form part of “a postmodern blurring of the lines between
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truth and fiction” (Boldrini, Autobiographies of Others 6), many of the novels subsumed
here are furthermore concerned with what Kohlke with reference to Niinning describes
as a “typically postmodernist, self-reflexive ‘epistemological problematization of life
writing itself”” (5). Indeed, prominent examples of contemporary biofiction, Niinning
observes, are self-consciously engaged in the process of life writing itself, discussing
the possibilities and limitations of biographical representation and thus raising important
metafictional or metabiographical questions (“Fictional Metabiographies” 365-368).
The different degrees to which biofictional narratives are self-reflexively involved with
the constructivist process of creating a biographical subject and text and thus engage
with the generic conventions of biographical writing become visible in Niinning’s ty-
pology of biographical fiction or fictional biography, terms he uses interchangeably in
his study: “I would suggest designating these main subgenres, which are of course
merely ‘ideal types’[...], as ‘documentary fictional biographies,’ ‘realist fictional biog-
raphies,” ‘revisionist fictional biographies,” ‘fictional metabiographies,” and explicit
forms of ‘biographic metafiction’” (“Fictional Metabiographies” 368). For Niinning,
documentary and realist fictional biographies are characterized by references to reality.
According to his definition, documentary fictional biographies “have a great number
and wide scope of reality references and [...] foreground the conventionally back-
grounded factual reality” (“Fictional Metabiographies” 368). Realist fictional biog-
raphies “represent the life of a real historical individual, using conventional fictional
devices and foregrounding the plot against the backdrop of some identifiable historical
context” (Niinning, “Fictional Metabiographies” 368). In the third category it is not rep-
resentation but rewriting that is at the heart of the novel. In revisionist fictional biog-
raphies, authors “reinterpret the biographical record and revise the formal conventions
of traditional biofictions [...]” (Niinning, “Fictional Metabiographies” 368). In the latter
two subgenres it is not the representation of the life story of the biographee that is at the
center of the narrative but the reflection about that representation through the biographer.
Here, the emphasis is shifted from “the mere writing, or rewriting, of an historical indi-
vidual’s life to the epistemological and methodological problems involved in any at-
tempt at life writing itself” (Nlinning, “Fictional Metabiographies” 367). Thus, in bio-
fiction, the influence of postmodernism is not solely confined to the blurring of the fact
and fiction divide. It becomes visible in the novels’ self-reflexivity and self-conscious-
ness as attempts of life writing, its questioning and challenging of issues of representa-
tion (Niinning, “Fictional Metabiographies” 367). However, not all biofictions are ex-
perimental/postmodern in their form. Bergmann notes that many are realist and tradi-
tional in their depiction of the chosen persons and their stories (“Historical Biofiction”
320). While most of the novels I have chosen for this study seem to rather belong to the
category of realist fictional biography — in fact most of the novels that come together in
this study are rather conventional realist narratives about the lives of women from the
past — at least one example, Chiaverini’s Enchantress of Numbers: A Novel of Ada Love-
lace, could also be seen as being concerned with the representation and reconstruction
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of a real life, since here Ada Lovelace is creating her own autobiography and the novel
thus certainly draws attention to questions of life writing.

2.1.5 Life Writing or Story Telling? Biofiction’s Narrative Purpose(s)

Biofiction is not only a flourishing genre but also a much-debated one. Especially the
purpose of biographical fiction has been controversially discussed, something I already
hinted at in the beginning of this chapter when pointing to the different terms that are
used, sometimes synonymously, to refer to literary texts of this kind. While there seems
to be an overall agreement that biofictions are novels based upon the biographies of real-
life people from the past and that the protagonists are not only modeled from but also
named for the persons they represent, there is far less consensus about what authors aim
for and are allowed to do when they write novels based upon the real-life stories of
actual historical individuals. Over the last couple of decades, scholars have offered dif-
ferent interpretations of the genre in question. In the huge amount of scholarship pro-
duced on biofiction, two dominant positions might be discerned: one position sees it as
a form of life writing, and thus also uses notions of fictional(ized) or novelized biog-
raphy interchangeably with that of biographical fiction or biofiction. But there is another
position which understands the genre mainly or solely as a work of creative art though
based upon historical persons and their life stories. These scholars clearly reject desig-
nations like fictional(ized) or novelized biography. While representatives of the former
position argue that in biographical fiction writers use their creative imagination and fic-
tional techniques fo tell a life, proponents of the other view claim that in biofiction au-
thors use or appropriate biography to create a good story. Both positions will be ex-
plored now by focusing on scholars that might be seen as representative of the respective
approach to the genre.

As has already been stated above, biographical novels are not biographies insofar
as they clearly distance themselves from the genre’s claim to historical accuracy, schol-
arly objectivity, and the verifiability of the sources. However, biofictions are often un-
derstood as a fictional(ized) form of biography, which, analogous to its factual counter-
part, is interested in portraying a life but which has, due to its status as fiction, different
means to do so and enjoys greater freedom in depicting the chosen subjects and their
stories (Novak, “Father and Daughter”). This understanding of the genre is also reflected
linguistically, because precisely those researchers who understand the genre through the
lens of biography often use or even prefer the term fictional(ized) biography to bio-
graphical fiction or biofiction though some also use these terms interchangeably (which
leads to some confusion). For these scholars, the narrative privileges of the novelist
come into play above all where the genre of factual biography faces limitations and
constraints due to the historiographic conventions it follows. The poetic freedoms of
authors of biofiction allow them to consider those aspects of a life that are not or cannot
be considered in evidence-based biography because they are poorly or not at all docu-
mented. In this way, the fictional privileges allow not only a different approach to the
subject but also the telling of life stories, which are sometimes barely or controversially
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handed down, because here missing or debated facts can be freely supplemented and
interpreted.

This view is held, for example, by the German literary scholar Ina Schabert whose
study In Quest of the Other Person: Fiction as Biography (1990) was one of the first
intensive preoccupations with the genre. Approaching the genre from the perspective of
biography studies (as might be guessed from the chosen title of her just-cited mono-
graph), Schabert sees biographical fiction as “a special kind of biography,” one that is
engaged “in the comprehension of real historical individuals by means of the sophisti-
cated instruments of knowing and articulating knowledge that contemporary fiction of-
fers” (Fiction as Biography 4). Like its factual counterpart, e.g., biography proper, fic-
tional biography, a genre description she uses interchangeably with that of the biograph-
ical novel and which linguistically conveys her understanding of the genre, “attempts to
get knowledge of the real, other person” (Fiction as Biography 1). For Schabert both
fictional and factual biographies seek “to represent the lives of historical persons” and
to do so organize “as much factual evidence as possible within the interpretative con-
text” (“Fictional Biography” 287). She emphasizes that fictional biographies are not
necessarily characterized by a greater distance from traditional factual knowledge — in-
deed, as she notes, writers of biographical fiction insist as much on “scrupulous schol-
arship” as writers of factual biography (“Fictional Biography” 286). Nevertheless, the
two forms of biographical writing represent different realities (Schabert, “Fictional Bi-
ography” 287). Both genres, she explains, are “based on the facts of history and of an
individual’s life [...], [y]et the constructs are different in kind” (“Fictional Biography”
295). Unlike writers of factual biography, authors of fictional biography are not bound
by the restrictive conventions of historiographical writing but free to use creative inven-
tion and imagination when shaping the existing material into a life story (Schabert, Fic-
tion as Biography 60).

Precisely because fictional biography wants to represent a life, there seem to be
certain limits to the poetic liberties that authors can take with the historical life at hand.
For Schabert, fictional biography should remain connected to the persons as they are
conventionally known, it should “come as close as possible to individual reality” (Fic-
tion as Biography 32); biographical and historical facts are not to be changed to better
fit narrative purposes. Schabert draws a distinction between “an imaginative treatment
of the facts, which is desirable, and the imagining of facts, which is not allowed” (Fic-
tion as Biography 67). She speaks of a “responsible imagination” which “as a rule re-
spects the known facts, yet is free to interpret them, enlarge upon them and supplement
them according to the certainties of the empathic act” (Fiction as Biography 147). In
Schabert’s view, the narrative privileges of writers of fictional biography, may be used
where a lack of historical detail requires a compensation to represent the chosen persons
and their life stories adequately and accurately. For her, this compensatory function of
fictional biography plays out especially when it comes to revealing the chosen persons’
interiorities, their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions, which are often undocumented
and thus unable to be shown and known otherwise. She argues that fictional biography
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has developed itself into a flourishing genre, because it “fill[s] a void™ left by its factual
counterpart, which cannot “reveal an inner life” (“Fictional Biography” 295). Showing
the inside, which is generally undocumented, is for her the most important function of
fictional biography (Der Historische Roman 43). The ideal type of fictional biography
is one “which takes the facts of a historical life as external points of orientation, but from
these it reaches out with wide-ranging, meaningful narrative movements to create an
inner life” (Der Historische Roman 46, translation mine). She notes that it has been
claimed that biography should or should try to reach the inside of the biographee, that it
should portray “the inward, spiritual, creative, subjective dimension of the life which it
tells,” but the claim to factuality imposes “considerable restrictions on the act of com-
prehending the other as a full person” (Fiction as Biography 49, 48). Certainly, there
were efforts, Schabert emphasizes, to investigate the inner life in a scientifically objec-
tive way (Fiction as Biography 52, 54-55). Under the influence of psychology, new
forms of biography have been created that attempt to reconstruct the inside of a person.
However, the representation of (a stream of) consciousness is one of the narrative priv-
ileges of fiction (Schabert, “Fictional Biography” 295). Fictional biography, in
Schabert’s assessment, is thus a genre that makes up for certain deficiencies in biog-
raphy proper. Schabert argues that “fictional biography, because of its ability to com-
prehend an alien, historical person from the inside, becomes an important complement
to the other varieties of biography” (Fiction as Biography 48). For Schabert, the possi-
bility to use known facts about a historical person’s life for the creation of an imaginable
version of the subject’s interiority makes it so valuable and attractive as a genre in com-
parison to factual biography. For her, the genre is characterized by a different approach
to the historical subject, an inner, explanatory, and sympathetic interior view of the bi-
ographee (Der Historische Roman 52). She also evaluates biofiction as an important tool
for writing the lives of those individuals where a scarcity of available sources disquali-
fied them from the genre of biography when she notes that fictional biography “is most
successful with obscure lives, where lack of material reduces the factual portrait to a
mere sketch or silhouette” (“Fictional Biography™ 295).

Schabert’s assumption that biofiction wants to represent a life has also been called
into question, especially by Michael Lackey. Approaching the genre from the perspec-
tive of fiction rather than biography, the American literary scholar, who recently pub-
lished several foundational works on biographical fiction, among them Truthful Fic-
tions: Conversations with American Biographical Novelists (2014), The American Bio-
graphical Novel (2016), Biographical Fiction: A Reader (2017), and Biofiction: An In-
troduction (2022), purports a very dissimilar understanding of the genre and the writer’s
poetic license and ethical responsibilities towards the chosen subject and the historical-
biographical record of the life. Lackey, undoubtedly one of the leading scholars in the
field of biofiction studies, emphasizes biographical fiction’s status as a work of creative
art rather than life writing. Clearly distancing himself from the above-mentioned posi-
tion which sees biofiction as part of biographical discourse and thus as ultimately inter-
ested in offering a detailed exploration of an individual life, he defines it as categorically
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different from biography not only in the conventions it follows and the truth claims it
makes but also in the authorial objectives it pursues. Lackey shows himself surprised by
the large number of scholarly attempts which seek to describe and define the genre of
biofiction in relation to biography since “most authors explicitly claim that they are not
doing biography” (“Locating and Defining” 5). He emphasizes that biographical novel-
ists are not engaged in biographical representation at all but in the artistic construction
of a fictional story “which just happens to be based on the lives of real people” (“Locat-
ing and Defining” 6). He insists that in biofiction “biographical representation is subor-
dinate to fictional creation” (“Narrative Space” 2). Lackey claims that authors of bio-
graphical fiction intend to “use rather than represent the biographical subject,” that they
“appropriate the life of the biographical subject in order to express their own vision of
life and the world” (Lackey and Avery 1, emphasis added). For Lackey, it “is the nov-
elist’s vision of life and the world, and not an accurate representation of an actual per-
son’s life” that is of central concern in biofiction (“Locating and Defining” 7).

To underline his point of view, he refers not only to the reassurances of the novel-
ists in the author’s notes or acknowledgments sections as well as in the numerous inter-
views he conducted with writers of biofiction but, above all, to the various instances of
“explicit and intentional misrepresentation” (“Locating and Defining” 7) which can be
found in novels of this kind. Authors of biofiction, Lackey notes, “unapologetically
change facts” (“Narrative Space” 8); they “invent stories that never occurred in order to
answer perplexing questions, fill in cultural lacunae, signify human interiors, or picture
cultural ideologies” (Lackey, American Biographical Novel 14). For Lackey, the narra-
tive or fictional privileges of the writer of biographical fiction are thus far more wide-
ranging than for Schabert. Given that biographical novelists “consciously and strategi-
cally [invent] stories or [alter] established facts about the biographical subject” (Ameri-
can Biographical Novel 6), Lackey has strong reservations about the notion of fic-
tional(ized) biography. He claims that referring to biographical novels as fictional(ized)
biographies is not only inaccurate but inappropriate as the notion places too much em-
phasis on the biographical rather than on the fictional part and thus on the accurate rep-
resentation of a life rather than on the imaginative creation of a story, which he defines
as the overall goal of the genre (“Narrative Space” 2, 10). While biographical novelists
are free to “alter established facts in order to make what they consider a more important
intellectual point,” such liberties are denied to serious biographers, whose contract with
readers forces them to “represent the life of the subject with as much accuracy as possi-
ble” (Lackey, “Narrative Space” 8-9). Their freedom to use their poetical license clearly
distinguishes writers of biographical fiction from biographers. Of course, as Lackey
points out, biography is also not a neutral form of writing about the past but a discursive
construct shaped by the subjective, ideological position of writers and their time (“Nar-
rative Space” 9). After all, it is one of the central premises of postmodern thinking that
a true, faithful, and objective representation of historical people and events is impossi-
ble. But, as Lackey rightfully points out, we still need to differentiate between the “in-
advertent misrepresentation” inherent to all retellings of past lives and developments,
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and a “purposeful and strategic alteration of facts™ as it happens in the genre of biofiction
(“Narrative Space” 9). Thus, the distinguishing mark between biography and biograph-
ical fiction is not only one of authorial intention. It also manifests in the liberties taken
with the life.

For Lackey, these deviations from the historical-biographical record, the conscious
and strategic modifications or alteration of historical and biographical evidence that au-
thors make regarding a chosen person’s story are a clear signal that biographical novels
are not about the (representation of the) life itself but about “the novelist’s vision of life
and the world” (“Locating and Defining” 7). He claims that authors of biofiction seek
to present their readers with “a different type of truth from biographers” (“Narrative
Space” 9). As he explains: “The biographical novelist’s goal is to give readers fictional
truth, which is based on and rooted in the life of an actual historical figure but is then
converted into a literary symbol that could be used to illuminate much more than just
the individual subject’s life” (American Biographical Novel 67-68). For Lackey, the
meaning of the story depicted in the biographical novel thus clearly goes beyond the
individual life upon which it is based. He claims that biographical novelists do not seek
to narrate the life for its own sake but seek to create a literary symbol from the life that
suits their ideological and sociopolitical agendas, “a symbol that could expose and cri-
tique the culture” (“Narrative Space” 5, 6).

The artistic liberties of using real lives in fiction have ethical boundaries. While
legally, authors of biofiction in emphasizing their role as novelists and clearly marking
their narrative texts as such, should escape libel actions, there are, as Lackey argues,
certain responsibilities to adhere to in this appropriation of and playing with historical
lives (American Biographical Novel 229-254). Thus, biofictional stories are not only
determined by the stylistic and aesthetic choices that authors make but also by the ethical
responsibilities they have. Lackey remains vague, however, when he argues that while
authors who make “responsible and illuminating changes [to] produce more truthful fic-
tion” are welcome to do so, others who make “irresponsible and confusing” ones are to
be condemned for “misappropriat[ing] a life” which for him is “a form of identity theft”
(American Biographical Novel 229). Thus, according to Lackey, the artistic freedom of
the biographical novelist ends where historical facts are violated. The strategic and con-
scious misrepresentation that authors do in biofiction to create their metaphors and sym-
bols has ethical limits that each writer and reader appears to have to define for them-
selves. There seems to be no universal answer to the question raised by Lackey of “how
many and what types of liberties are ethically justifiable” (American Biographical Novel
251). In this context, the paratext often becomes an important discursive space in which
authors of biofiction emphasize the narrative privileges they possess as novelists and the
readerly expectations they are obliged to meet as writers of fiction while at the same
time discussing the ethical and moral responsibilities they nevertheless feel towards his-
torical accuracy and the biographical record.

The Austrian literary scholar Julia Novak moves the discussion of biofiction from
the author-centered point of view adopted by Lackey to a more reader-oriented perspec-
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tive. She approaches the genre from the combined viewpoints of life writing and cultural
memory studies, comparing it especially with the genre of biography. In doing so, Novak
clearly and strongly questions Lackey’s conviction that biographical fictions are not en-
gaged in or concerned with the fictional representation of a factual life story. She sees
the genre as “a medium of life-writing” (“Nell Gwen” 374), more precisely “as part of
the overall practice of biography” (“Father and Daughter”). Contrasting the intention of
the author with the possible, actual effect the literary text may have on the reader, she
notes that “no matter whether biographical novels should be read as fiction (and, thus,
as non-referential), their biographical content clearly interests readers and is recognised
as contributing to the subject’s afterlife” (“Experiments” 11-12, italics in original). Like
Schabert, Novak refers to biographical novels also as fictional(ized) biographies — at
least in her earlier works. She later prefers the notion of biographical fiction or bio-
fiction. For Novak, the genre clearly differs from factual biography, for writers of bio-
fiction have certain fictional privileges which allow them to disregard the conventions
and expectations of proper biographies (‘“Father and Daughter””). While the genres are
formally distinct, they “perform the same cultural work,” Novak claims (“Experiments”
11). Like Schabert, she feels that factual and fictional biographies or biographical fic-
tions can be seen as “complimentary cultural practices within the domain of life writing”
(“Father and Daughter”). As Novak clarifies: “like factual biographies, biographical fic-
tions enact the commemorative and exemplary functions of life writing, and contribute
to a historical person’s ‘afterlife’” (“Notable Woman” 85). They are important “instru-
ments of canonization, extending a person’s ‘afterlife’ by adding their stories to a soci-
ety’s cultural memory” (Novak, “Nell Gwen” 387). Both, fictional and factual life sto-
ries, Novak claims, “feed into the same notional archive of collective remembrance on
which societies draw when imagining their past and, through it, establish their cultural
identity” (“Experiments” 11). Though authors of biofiction often insist that their novels
should be read as fiction and not as biography or history, as Lackey has shown, when
approaching the genre from the perspective of the reader, biographical fictions are still
seen as a form of biography, which, like its factual counterpart, impacts the afterlife of
the respective historical person in our cultural memory. Novak’s line of argumentation
follows that of John Keener who argues in his 2001 study Biography and the Postmod-
ern Historical Novel that factual biography and biographical fiction or biofiction should
be considered “collectively as a continuum rather than a dichotomy” (1, cf. Novak, “Ex-
periments” 11). Using the umbrella term of biographical narrative, Keener notes that
“any such narrative can be viewed as a biographical text since, in one way or another, it
contributes to the cumulative cultural life story of that individual” (1). Thus, in view of
their societal function, biographical novels can be seen as a form of life writing, a text
of remembrance that, like factual biography, contributes to the afterlife of the person
and their canonization and continuation in our cultural memory of the past.

Since biofiction impacts and shapes the afterlife of a historical person, the genre is
regularly haunted by ethical questions and might even cause public and political scandal.
Novak illustrates this by referencing two extreme cases, namely the 2008 firebombing
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of the London headquarters of Gibson Square Books at the publication of Sherry Jones’
The Jewel of Medina and the libel action that Faber and Faber faced by former soccer
manager Johnny Giles upon the release of David Peace’s The Damned Utd (‘“Experi-
ments” 11-12). Thus, while the distinction between biographical fiction or biofiction and
fictional biography may be accurate and appropriate in terms of authorial intent as well
as the fictional privileges and ethical issues that accompany it, its validity must be ques-
tioned regarding the narrative purpose/cultural function that is performed by literary
texts of this kind and the actual responses such narratives might evoke by the public.
That being said, “complete emancipation of biofiction from the biographical may be
neither possible or desirable,” as Layne emphasizes (Henry James 6).

To conclude, it seems that a unanimous answer to the question of what biographical
fiction is and does 1s difficult to find and perhaps also unnecessary. Biofiction is a hybrid
genre that can be understood with biography and fiction and that changes its meaning
depending on the perspective from which one approaches it. It must be valued for its
hybridity. Biofictions, Novak explains, can “participate in biographical as well as in fic-
tional subgenres and align their structure, narrative mode and character properties with
the requirements of these subgenres” (“Feminist to Postfeminist” 224). Depending on
the perspective from which one looks, the assignment of the texts to the more factual
area of biography or the fictional area of the novel changes. I believe that precisely be-
cause of this hybridity, which is characteristic of the genre, it is difficult and even re-
ductive to nail down the purpose of biographical fiction as either being engaged in bio-
graphical representation of a historical person’s life, as Schabert and Novak claim, or
the fictional creation of a good story which just happens to be grounded in the real-life
story of an actual individual, as Lackey says. Authors might write biographical fiction
because they have a desire to get to know their subjects but also to use their subjects for
the possibilities that their life stories offer, for the meaning they unfold beyond the indi-
vidual life. Regarding their likely audiences, as Novak points out, biofictions can attract
both readers of biography and fiction: “Because of their hybrid nature, biographical nov-
els can appeal to two very different reader interests and provoke reader responses on
two different levels — as biography and fiction” (“Notable Woman” 101). “Such dual
responses,” she claims, “can be understood as symptomatic of the double life of fictional
biographies as biographical texts and works of fiction — and the twofold evaluations they
habitually provoke” (“Nell Gwen” 384, italics in original). I believe that both ap-
proaches to the genre offer interesting points of departure for the subsequent analyses
of biographical novels about historical female scientists. Both perspectives can also be
made useful to illuminate and understand the gender politics of biographical fictions, as
Novak and Ni Dhuill have shown (3) and as I will explore further down in this chapter
when discussing the relationship of biofiction and women’s history or herstory.
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2.1.6 From Minor Genre to Major Literary Form: The Present-Day Rise of Biofiction

While terms like biographical fiction or biofiction might be of recent origin, the bio-
graphical novel is not a new genre; the literary practice “of centering a work of fiction
around a real person from the past” has a long tradition, as Kelly Gardiner and Catherine
Padmore argue (1). Wallace, too, reminds us that “fictional life writing about real his-
torical subjects [...] is not a new form” (“Virginia Woolf” 50). She explains that novels
which feature actual historical figures as their protagonists can be traced back to the
nineteenth century and the early stages of historical fiction to whose origins biofiction
can be connected (“Virginia Woolf” 50). Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs (1810), Mary
Shelley’s The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck (1830), Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s Rienzi
(1835), The Last of the Barons (1843), and Harold (1844), Robert Folkstone Williams’
Shakespeare and his Friends (1838), The Youth of Shakespeare (1839), The Secret Pas-
sion (1844), and Strawberry Hill (1847), Harriet Martineau’s The Hour and the Man
(1840), Herman Melville’s Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of Exile (1855), and Helen
Waddell’s Peter Abelard (1933), to name but a couple of examples, are often cited by
scholars in the field as precursors to this current trend of fictionalizing real lives
(Schabert, Fiction as Biography 31, Lackey, American Biographical Novel 1, Wallace,
“Virginia Woolf” 50). Nevertheless, the current presence of novels on real historical
lives on the literary scene is clearly unprecedented. The genre of biofiction, Lackey and
Avery observe, has experienced a veritable boom in the latter half of the twentieth cen-
tury, especially since the 1990s, with many prominent writers with solid literary reputa-
tions like Margaret Atwood (Alias Grace, 1996), Michael Cunningham (7he Hours,
1998), Joyce Carol Oates (Blonde, 1999), Russell Banks (Cloudsplitter, 1999), Peter
Carey (True History of the Kelly Gang, 2000), Colm To6ibin (The Master, 2004), and
Hilary Mantel (Wolf Hall, 2009), among others, producing critically acclaimed, prize-
winning, and commercially successful biographical novels (1).

The genre’s journey to legitimization and popularity has been a long and compli-
cated one, Lackey argues (“Locating and Defining” 3). He dates a first boom of bio-
graphical novels to the 1930s with “well-known authors like Robert Graves, Thomas
and Heinrich Mann, Lion Feuchtwanger, Arna Bontemps, and Zora Neale Hurston [...]
publish[ing] noteworthy biographical novels during the decade” (Lackey and Avery 1).
Lackey claims that biofiction’s first boom was short-lived, however, in part because of
Marxist literary critic Georg Lukacs’ condemning approach to the genre in his now-
famous and still highly influential study The Historical Novel (1937), which led many
scholars, writers, and critics “to dismiss the biographical novel as a frivolous and/or
inferior ‘literary’ form” (Lackey and Avery 1). It is only now, Lackey argues, that “we
can [...] say with confidence that the biographical novel has officially arrived” (4Ameri-
can Biographical Novel 33). It was, above all, the aesthetic and intellectual develop-
ments of postmodernism that made the literary establishment see the value of the bio-
graphical novel, he claims (Admerican Biographical Novel 10). While biographical fic-
tion had often been eyed suspiciously, even dismissed for a long time, the genre experi-
enced a turning point in 1999 when two biographical novels, Michael Cunningham’s
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The Hours (1998) and Russell Banks’ Cloudsplitter (1998), were nominated for the Pu-
litzer Prize and one, Cunningham’s The Hours, won the prestigious award (Lackey,
American Biographical Novel 24-25). This was the moment when the literary establish-
ment finally recognized biographical fiction as a legitimate aesthetic form, Lackey is
convinced (American Biographical Novel, 24-25). By now, the genre of biographical
fiction has gained a secure place in the contemporary literary landscape; it has become
a “flourishing literary genre” (Latham 103), even “a dominant literary form” (Lackey,
“Biofiction Studies” 343). Some describe it as a new “literary phenomenon™ (Vicars,
“Discarding”). Whether you would like to read about the lives of writers such as Leo
Tolstoy (Jay Parini’s The Last Station, 1990), artists like Artemisia Gentileschi (Susan
Vreeland’s The Passion of Artemisia, 2001), former presidents such as Ronald Reagan
(Edmund Morris’ Dutch, 1999), musicians like John Lennon (Kevin Barry’s Beatle-
bone, 2015), or philosophers such as Friedrich Nietzsche (Lance Olsen’s Nietzsche’s
Kisses, 2006), anyone interested in fictional reimaginings of the real-life stories of once-
living persons will find countless examples on the current book market to satisfy their
desires. Given the omnipresence of biofiction on the contemporary literary scene and its
increasing popularity with readers and critics, it is not surprising that it has also devel-
oped into a flourishing field of scholarly research in recent times mainly so within the
Anglo-American academic context. Indeed, the growing novelistic attention to the real-
life stories of actual historical figures is in recent years supported with an increasing
number of scholarly studies dedicated to this generic hybrid, as was outlined in the in-
troduction.

That biofiction “has gained immense popularity” (Novak, “Notable Woman” 84)
is often explained by experts with the general societal attraction to the lives of notable
(historical) personalities, which also manifests itself in the continuing popularity of fac-
tual biography. “The telling of life-stories,” Lee stresses, “has become the dominant
narrative mode of our times” (17). In our contemporary culture, there seems to be a great
interest in people’s lives, especially the lives of well-known public figures, hence not
only the success of biographical fictions but also of factual biographies, Guignery notes
(168). “Other people’s life stories fascinate us, and we seem to have an urgent need to
record these stories,” Novak points out (“Experiments” 1).

That fiction has become such an important “biographic space to explore the lives
of real people,” to use Vicars’ words here (“Biographic Space” 107), might have to do
with the narrative privileges of the genre which allow writers and readers to transcend
the limiting boundaries that determine the writing of lives in traditional historiography
and biography and to thus explore aspects that have so far been neglected. Undeniably,
what makes the genre of biofiction so attractive and appealing to both writers and read-
ers (and not seldomly highly problematic for literary critics) is that, due to its narrative
privileges, its ability to draw on both historical fact and creative invention, it can “boldly
go where no biography has gone before” (Novak and Ni Dhuill 1). Novak and Ni Dhuill
are convinced that “it is exactly this narrative privilege that accounts for the fascination
the genre exerts on its readers, and it is this privilege that critics periodically use as



Biographical Fiction, Female Life Stories and Feminist Efforts in Telling Herstory 39

grounds for invalidating biofiction” (2). What seems to fascinate us about biographical
novels appears to be an interest in aspects that have so far been neglected by traditional
historiography and factual biography, Bergmann assumes (‘“Historical Biofiction” 319).
Since biofictions “mingle art and archive,” they can “compensat[e] for historical over-
sights” (Kohlke and Gutleben 1, 13). They can “speculatively [fill] in gaps in the record
to construct feasible supplementary scenarios of what might have happened but went
unrecorded” (Kohlke and Gutleben 13, italics in original). While authors of biofiction
certainly rely upon the findings of biographers and historians, for this kind of fiction is
rooted 1in facts, they are also able to use fiction to reinvent, to reimagine what has not
been recorded; they are able to fill in the gaps, the silences in the historical and bio-
graphical record with their creative imagination and artistic invention and thus “shine a
light into dark corners and make connections that a professional historian or biographer
might be hesitant to make” (Parini 26). Since it combines historical facts with creative
invention, the genre of biofiction offers “enhanced scope for recovering lives from the
past,” Elizabeth Chappell explains (6). The ways in which this enhanced narrative scope
plays out in contemporary biographical fiction seems to be closely intertwined with the
kind of subject whose life story is at the center of attention.

2.1.7 ‘Appropriation’ or ‘Silencing’: Biofiction and Ethics

In the previous considerations I have already indicated that novels that make a historical
person the protagonist of their stories are, despite their status as works of biographical
fiction and not factual biography, often subject to ethical questions. For Boldrini, “[e]thi-
cal questions are at the core of the form, insofar as it contends with the ethics of assum-
ing another’s voice, of narrating another’s story, and therefore with the ethical implica-
tions of literary practices of representation” (“Ethics of Speaking” 20). Boldrini notes
that biofictional narratives, whether they are written in the first or in the third person,
have “an ethical dilemma at its core” which ranges around the issues of “either appro-
priation or silencing — with each choice involving the opposite ethical risk” (“Ethics of
Speaking” 20, 21). She explains:
On the one hand there is the potential to give voice to, or tell the story of, someone whose
voice or story may have been forgotten, even erased from history, or whose perspective
may need to be re-examined from a different angle. On the other hand, there is the appro-
priation of those subjects’ voices and stories, without their consent, and with the effect of
substituting one’s own voice, one’s own narrative reconstruction, for theirs. (“Ethics of
Speaking” 20-21)
According to Boldrini, writers of biofictional narratives need to make the choice to “ei-
ther refuse the appropriation of another’s voice but leave them without any voice; or
give them the possibility of having their history represented, but at the cost of substitut-
ing one’s voice for theirs, appropriating it, and with that, their identity” (“Ethics of
Speaking” 21). For Boldrini, this ethical question and the answer that authors find to it
are directly related to the subject whose story is to be told in the given narrative. She
refines that
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the ethical implications of appropriating the voice of an emperor, a tyrant, a nobleman, or
even a famous writer — of figures that have had the historical opportunity to speak for
themselves or of having their stories celebrated — can be very different from those raised
by the appropriation of the story or voice of someone who has not had the same oppor-
tunity, whether due to subordinated political or social position, or to lack of access to
writing or publishing, or to illiteracy. (“Ethics of Speaking” 21)

Ksenia Shmydkaya also draws a connection between ethics and the degree of public
knowledge about the respective person. She writes that

[1]f the subject is a well-known historical figure, there is already a wider general
knowledge about her [or him], and the writer of biofiction is less likely to cause ‘serious
damage;’ in contrast, the fictionalisation of more obscure figures imposes a greater ethical
obligation, because of the potential influence on their afterlives. (276)

Boldrini asks whether a writer ever has the right to speak as another, “to ‘usurp’ someone
else’s voice and words — at best, to give voice to another, as if that voice (one’s own)
were the other’s” (“Hypocriticism” 252). But then, she points out, “what if that subject
would otherwise never have been represented? If they did not have the chance of self-
representation of his or her own life in his or her own voice? What if it is only through
the voice of the other that theirs can be heard, even if only as the reverberation of an
echo?” (“Hypocriticism” 252-253). The creative handling of the chosen life, which is
characteristic of the genre of biographical fiction, also raises ethical questions, as [ have
already alluded to on various occasions in the above remarks.

2.1.8 The Famous and the Marginalized: The Preferred Subjects of Biofiction

Biographical fiction, like factual biography, is populated by well-known historical fig-
ures. A cursory look at some of the most prominent examples of biofictions recently
published in the Anglo-American literary world suggests a strong focus on the lives of
well-known people. Kohlke defines ‘celebrity biofiction’ as “possibly the most domi-
nant mode” of (Neo-Victorian) biofiction (4). The focus on ‘notable’ historical figures
is not surprising when considering that “a degree of well-knownness is the prerequisite
for almost any biographical project,” as Mayer and Novak state (149). Indeed, as they
note: “life writing and celebrity are closely related as cultural phenomena and practices,
conditioning each other discursively as well as economically” (149). Writers’ prefer-
ences for prominent subjects can also be explained with pecuniary reasons, Novak sug-
gests: “a famous name guarantees high sales figures” (“Notable Woman” 85). Most ba-
sically defined as “the story of a life told by somebody else” (Lee 12), biography, with
its historical roots in hagiography, has a long tradition of depicting the lives of notewor-
thy people whose achievements are considered exemplary (Lee 19-38). Biography’s in-
terest in exemplary lives, as Lee notes, stems from its educational and moral purpose.
Biography’s goal is to represent a life worth living, “a model for good behavior or spir-
itual aspirations” (Lee 16). Even if biography also has the potential to provide exemplary
lives which function as deterrence, historically, biography was defined by its didactic
purpose of offering positive reference models whose lives are worth imitating (Klein,
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“Analyse” 33). Noteworthiness is not only a criterion for selecting the subject of biog-
raphy but also of biofiction. While biographical fiction is clearly interested in the lives
of famous people, it does not necessarily engage in hagiography, Kohlke notes: “As
much as springing from celebratory or commemorative impulses to produce a quasi
homage, then, [...] biofiction may also serve irreverent or prurient purposes” (8).

The narrative privileges of biographical novelists, the possibility to (re-)create the
chosen subjects’ lives by combining historical fact and creative imagination, allows
writers of biofiction to fill in the blank spaces that exist in the respective historical fig-
ures’ stories. These blank spaces are often especially pronounced when it comes to their
inner lives. [lluminating the private moments, hidden secrets, and personal thoughts of
notable historical figures and thus providing access to their otherwise inaccessible inner
worlds seems to be one of the prime motivations behind the writing and reading of bio-
graphical novels. Contemporary audiences, as Buisine notes, show “insatiable fervent
to know the life of the other in all its details and all its failures, fervent to go into the
intimate parts of another’s life, to become a voyeur” (162, italics in original). Novak and
Ni Dhuill speak of “contemporary celebrity culture’s voyeuristic desire to pry into the
privacy of prominent figures” (21). While biographers can only present a chosen sub-
ject’s interiority when it has been recorded, for instance, in personal correspondence,
journals, or autobiographies, writers of biofiction are free to use creative invention to
envision their chosen subject’s minds and hearts. Indeed, biographical fiction permits
its author to use their narrative privileges to reveal “the inner lives, secret desires, trau-
mas, and illicit pursuits of high-profile public figures [...] that may have been left out
of surviving records, including [the] subjects’ own self-representations, for example in
letters, diaries, or memoirs,” Kohlke explains (7). In presenting their subject’s undis-
closed memories, personal opinions, intimate conversations, and unacted wishes, nov-
elists may complicate or even outright challenge the dominant perception we have of
the person (Kohlke 7). Novak and Ni Dhuill are convinced that, like other narrative
choices made by novelists writing about real-people’s lives, this biofictional invasion of
a historical subject’s privacy, the retrospective “filling certain gaps that historical per-
sons may have very well left on purpose,” certainly raises ethical issues (21). This seems
to be especially true when the motivation behind this gap filling exercise is more vo-
yeuristic than political (Novak and Ni Dhuill 21). In biofiction, “empathetic commem-
oration and exploitative revelation” (Kohlke and Gutleben 3) often coincide.

While famous subjects dominate biofiction, biographical fiction is also seen as a
prime way of writing the lives of little-known or forgotten people, as it can imagine
where no historical record or only few biographical details exist. James Vicars defines
fiction as ““a biographic space in which ‘lost’ lives can be recovered and rediscovered”
(“Biographic Space” 100), especially female lives which are often less well documented
than men’s (“Biographic Space” 105). Indeed, the genre is also used to give voice and
visibility to historically marginalized subjects, Kohlke notes, and doing so “commemo-
rates not just the marginalised subjects, but the injustice of their historical disregard and
silencing” (10). She defines this variant as follows: “Biofiction of marginalised subjects
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recuperates untold stories of individuals relegated to bit parts, adjuncts, or appendixes
in the life-stories of subjects that mattered, while deemed of comparatively little or no
matter in and of themselves” (10). She clarifies that “[t]his strand of writing has a clear
re-visionary and political purpose, underpinned with feminist and postcolonial tenden-
cies of realigning the centre and margins of discourse, redefining who is accorded power
of speech” (10). The reasons of marginalization, Kohlke explains, are not restricted to
gender or race but also include other forms of discrimination as well as their intersec-
tions (10). One might suggest that the telling of the chosen life becomes indeed only
likely because of the possibility to compensate with fictional imagination and artistic
invention for a lack of biographical facts about the historical person who might be
known but did not leave sufficient traces in the archives of history to be considered in
fact-based historical-biographical writing. Biofiction’s great potential for recovering
and rediscovering “lost lives” (Vicars, “Biographic Space” 100) and “restor[ing] voice
to the historically voiceless” (Kohlke 9-10) might explain why the genre has become an
important space for the exploration of historical women and their life stories, as I will
discuss in more detail in the next main chapter.

2.2 (Re)Imagining HerStory: Female Lives in Biofiction

Having focused on some of the characteristic features of the biographical novel in this
chapter, I will now take a closer look at what has seemingly become one of the genre’s
favorite subjects in recent times: the historical female figure. Within this recent boom
of literature that names its protagonist after an actual historical individual women take
on an increasingly central position as protagonists. A quick search