
 

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 

Bd. 34 

2013 

Nr. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform der 
Max Weber Stiftung – Stiftung Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im 
Ausland, zur Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat 
urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des 
Textes, das Herunterladen, das Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger 
soweit die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und nicht-
kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber hinausgehende unerlaubte 
Verwendung, Reproduktion oder Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können 
sowohl zivil- als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



LARS PETERS, Romances of War: Die Erinnerung an die Revolutions-
und Napoleonischen Kriege in Großbritannien und Irland (1815–1945)
(Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2012), 348 pp. ISBN 978 3 506
77410 1. €49.90

‘Since Bonaparte’, the military theorist Carl von Clausewitz observed
in the early 1830s, ‘the character of war has changed completely.’
Clausewitz was referring not to the emperor’s undisputed military
genius, but to the way in which war had become the business of
whole nations since the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. This in -
sight remains pertinent, as historians still debate whether the twen-
ty-three years of almost uninterrupted fighting (1792–1815) and their
far-reaching political, social, economic, and cultural impact on popu-
lations around the globe amounted to the first total war in modern
history. A subject that has been attracting increasing interest, owing
to the memory boom and an agglomeration of important bicentenar-
ies in recent years, is how the Revolutionary and Napoleonic period
has been remembered by posterity. Whereas older scholarship often
tended to concentrate on its impact on nineteenth-century nation-
building, newer work in the vein of the Anglo-German collaborative
project ‘Nations—Borders—Identities’ (NBI) led by Alan Forrest and
Karen Hagemann has been more sensitive to nuance and transna-
tional entanglement in the transmission of memory. The study under
review, a doctoral dissertation completed under the auspices of NBI,
is one such contribution to this paradigm shift.

Lars Peters uses historical novels published during the heyday of
the British Empire (1815–1945) to interrogate how British and Irish
reading publics retrospectively imagined the places, events, and peo-
ple associated with the French Wars. Although scholars of Romantic
literature are no strangers to this subject matter, Peters rightly notes
that we still know far too little about Napoleonic historical fiction in
relation to the evolving cultural norms of British society, as reflected
in their topical gradations. To provide a broader impression of the lit-
erary canon over the longue durée, Peters presents a quantitative and
qualitative evaluation of 534 novels (the seemingly arbitrary number
reflecting the unevenness of extant sources). His analysis challenges
the thesis propounded by Linda Colley in Britons (1992) that a com-
mon hatred of France welded English, Scots, and Welsh together as a
British nation between 1792 and 1815; he suggests instead that a
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national master-narrative emerged only much later, in the mid nine-
teenth century, when communicative memory, that is to say, the first-
hand experiences of war survivors, gave way to cultural memory,
whose diminishing cognitive immediacy opened up opportunities
for a selective commemoration of the past. Peters argues that the fus-
ing of fact and fiction in historical novels became a catalyst of this
transition. To support his thesis, he does not examine novels in isola-
tion, but also draws on contemporary art, non-fiction, and Charles
Darwin’s theory of evolution to create a multi-dimensional impres-
sion of the changing historical discourse. Peters convincingly shows
that the French Wars provided the backdrop for so many novels
because their memory evoked a sense of nostalgic distance from the
age of sail, receding ever faster, while also achieving a timeless rele-
vance because many modern phenomena, including the Industrial
Revolution, British imperial expansion, and the political troubles in
Ireland, traced their origins to this era.

Peters’s monograph is divided into two segments that make for
enjoyable reading since the author eschews unnecessary jargon and
writes to the point. The first part focuses on the emergence of a liter-
ary mass market for middle- and working-class consumers in Britain,
fuelled by the entrepreneurial acumen of pioneer book traders like
Charles Edward Mudie, W. H. Smith, and Edward Lloyd. One of the
most interesting features of this exposition is the statistical data pre-
sented in the chapter ‘Cycles of Memory’. This shows that the pro-
duction of novels about the French Wars correlated closely with tem-
poral shifts in collective memory. Productivity petered out in Britain
towards the middle decades of the nineteenth century, as Napoleon’s
contemporaries were slowly passing away and national attention
turned to the Crimean War. Yet it picked up swiftly with the coming
of the great battle centenaries, only to be depressed again by the out-
break of the First World War. What is remarkable about this pattern
is the contrast with Germany and Russia, where the output of
Napoleonic novels spiked at diametrically opposed times—the late
1840s to 1870s, the First World War, and the inter-war period. Peters
proffers the explanation that the mid-nineteenth-century peak may
have been the result of German nationalists’ fixation on the anti-
Napoleonic Befreiungskriege to legitimize their cause after the failed
revolution of 1848, just as German and Russian novelists apparently
felt less constrained than their British counterparts by the reversed
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alliances in the First World War to exploit the victory over Napoleon
for propaganda purposes. Even after Germany’s crushing defeat,
Peters adds, publicists of the Right in Weimar and Nazi Germany
saw no reason to abandon the Napoleonic heritage because they
‘rediscovered’ the charismatic emperor as a role model. Though tan-
talizing, these claims will need more research to substantiate them
because the inconsistent timing of the spikes in the three countries
seems to be at variance with the cosmopolitan upbringing of Britain’s
most prolific genre authors and the pan-European inter-referentiali-
ty evident in historical fiction during the nineteenth century.1

The second half of Romances of War engages in detail with the
geography, protagonists, and themes that dominate British novels
about the French Wars. Peters recognizes four spaces of memory: the
sea, the Iberian Peninsula, Britain, and Ireland. Each of these envi-
ronments was linked to different central characters and problems of
identity. Nautical stories featured naval officers (and officer-cadets)
who embodied a new type of masculinity. Following John Tosh,
Peters contends that whereas eighteenth-century polite society lion-
ized the gentleman of independent means, wit, and culture, the pro-
tagonists of Frederick Marryat’s popular novels Frank Mildmay (1829)
and Mr Midshipman Easy (1836) distinguished themselves by their
physical strength, practical intelligence, and courage in battle, thus
rising above the previous class-based underpinnings of manliness.
Peters illustrates, however, that masculinity never evolved into a sta-
ble category. Marryat’s heroes had personal weaknesses and viewed
the martial prowess of their French adversaries with respect (even if
the British cause was made to appear as the only just one). The sailors
in G. A. Henty’s youth literature, on the other hand, fastened upon
Christian virtue to underline Britain’s superiority over other nations
at the fin de siècle.

The Iberian Peninsula engendered a prolonged negotiation of just
what Britishness meant in concrete terms. Agreement on whether
Englishmen, Scots, Welsh, and Irish had all fought for the same
nation was slow to materialize in novels. Based on his reading of
Christian Isobel Johnstone’s Clan-Albin (1815), Peters demonstrates
that Scots could well be depicted as brave warriors without thereby
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necessarily endorsing the political union with England. Only the
popularization of Highland culture later in the century generated a
national consensus of sorts. This rested on the mutual acceptance of
Scottish distinctiveness under the umbrella of the British Empire, as
exemplified by James Grant’s The Romance of War (1846). Otherness
came to reside in the ‘backward’ inhabitants of the Peninsula, Peters
believes. If that was the case, the reader is left guessing as to how for-
eign enlistees, who augmented the thinning ranks of the redcoats in
Spain, were perceived relative to ethnic Britons. Peters mentions
Grant’s dismissive attitude towards the German auxiliaries in just
one short paragraph, but does not enquire further whether xenopho-
bia was the prevalent feeling in Britain. After all, many memoirs
written by Napoleonic veterans after 1815 drew them in a favourable
light, as did Thomas Hardy in The Melancholy Hussar of the German
Legion (1890). In disregarding these sources, the study misses a prom-
ising opportunity to explore manifestations of cultural transfer in
British historical novels.

The final two chapters of Romances of War sensibly round off the
discussion by taking a closer look at the war at home in Britain and
Ireland. Peters approaches this difficult subject by examining the lit-
erary representation of how sailors were impressed into the Royal
Navy. Although opinions diverged concerning the lawfulness of
forced recruitment, he finds that the Navy enjoyed great respect
because of its pivotal role in national defence. The positives and neg-
atives of naval life combined to pique the fancy of novelists such as
Elizabeth Gaskell and Hardy, who employed impressment as a sty-
listic device to portray the effect of war on ordinary people. The last
chapter reminds us, however, that the war effort against Britain’s
hereditary enemy France was not the only source of inspiration for
novelists. It underscores that the rebellions of 1798 and 1803 exercised
the Irish public imagination more than any other subject in the mod-
ern period, despite, or more likely because, Protestant and Catholic
authors never arrived at a bipartisan interpretation of the two failed
bids for Irish independence. While this conclusion hardly seems sur-
prising given the persistence of sectarian divisions in Ireland to the
present day, reviews quoted from literary journals provide a welcome
glimpse of contemporary readers’ responses to novels.

The term ‘glimpse’ is chosen advisedly because Romances of War
has, on the whole, little to say about the social context of reception.
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Peters expertly marshals reviews and sales figures, but are these indi-
cators ultimately sufficient to gauge the performance of historical
novels as ‘European landscapes of memory’ (p. 216)? Cultural theo-
rists have long argued that the relationship between text and audi-
ence plays an idiosyncratic part in the production of meaning.
Intermediary media like the literary review are an ambivalent guide
because their authors brought political, artistic and religious assump-
tions to bear on works of prose which may or may not have coincid-
ed with the expectations of the end consumer, the common reader.2
It stands to reason that an upper-class English child who read
Marryat’s nautical stories along with Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonder -
land in the early 1880s experienced the French Wars differently from,
say, a young cocoa broker who read Marryat in combination with
treatises on socialism in the 1920s. In other words, a closer engage-
ment with the subjective autonomy of literary consumption would
have enhanced Peters’s analytical approach to the mnemonic shap-
ing power of literature, especially since the Reading Experience Data -
base hosted by the Open University (UK) in collaboration with inter-
national partners is now making it easier for scholars to pursue this
line of enquiry.3

The above conceptual shortcomings aside, Romances of War suc-
cessfully corrects the impression created by some scholars that
British writers and poets were agents of a ‘romantic militarism’ after
1815.4 The issues they covered, as Peters makes clear, were far too
diverse for such a one-dimensional objective. The study therefore
achieves something important. It invites further reflection on the con-
vergence of politics, art, religion, class-consciousness, and transna-
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2 In fact, the aftermath of the French Revolution created a reviewing dis-
course which deliberately aimed to polarize. See Zeynep Tenger and Paul
Trolander, ‘The Politics of Literary Production: The Reaction of the French
Revolution and the Transformation of the English Literary Periodical’, Studies
in Eighteenth-Century Culture, 24 (1995), 279–95. 
3 The two examples are those of W. Somerset Maugham and Gerald Moore.
For their and other people’s reading experiences, visit <http://www.open.
ac.uk/Arts/reading/>, accessed 24 Jan. 2013.
4 J. R. Watson, Romanticism and War: A Study of British Romantic Period Writers
and the Napoleonic Wars (Houndmills, 2003); Philip Dwyer, ‘War Stories:
French Veteran Narratives and the “Experience of War” in the Nineteenth
Century’, European History Quarterly, 41 (2011), 576.



tional entanglements in post-Napoleonic collective memory. The
next step will be to build on this foundation through multi-country
comparisons (which other members of NBI are already in the process
of doing) and to seek a more holistic understanding of imported
influences in Britain’s remembrance of the French Wars. In the mean-
time, readers will no doubt derive much profit from Peters’s skilful
navigation of Anglo-Irish history against the background of the
momentous changes wrought in the European imagination by what
Reinhart Koselleck called the ‘axial age of modernity’.

JASPER HEINZEN is a Marie Currie Fellow and Lecturer at the Uni -
versity of Berne. In 2010 he completed a Ph.D. dissertation on Prus -
sian state-building in the Second German Empire at the University of
Cambridge. He is currently researching the role of the Napoleonic
Wars in European collective memory and the transnational articula-
tion of military honour in the nineteenth century.

87

Romances of War


