
advert isement

www.chicagotribune.com/features/books/ct-prj-0224-historical-adaptations-
20130223,0,6408696.story

chicagotribune.com

A reflection on the merits of the historical novel vs. the
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Although there will presumably be no hoop skirts or beaver-skin top hats on the red
carpet, this year's Academy Awards are putting a spotlight on American history. I've
spent years studying, writing and teaching about the fight to end slavery, so I was excited when Steven
Spielberg and Tony Kushner brought that history to the screen in the Oscar-nominated “Lincoln.” But
for all the glamour of a cinematic blockbuster, watching a film like “Lincoln” reminds me that the
novel as a literary form has distinct advantages when it comes to deepening how Americans today
understand our history.

Daniel Day-Lewis has captured the gait, voice, melancholy demeanor, and undauntable (if not always
admirable) values of the 16th president. Watching "Lincoln," one might indeed feel as if one is
watching Lincoln. But there's the rub: The act of watching makes us spectators. Although we can be
thrilled, inspired, or horrified by what we see, as viewers we're distanced from what's on the screen,
no matter how moving or edifying it might be.

This piece first ran in Printers Row Journal, delivered to Printers Row members with the Sunday
Chicago Tribune and by digital edition via email. Click here to learn about joining Printers Row.

As an author, my goal is to remove that distance, to put my readers into every scene. And the novel is
an ideal medium to do that. My book, "The Secrets of Mary Bowser," offers a first-person account of
life during the most contentious era of American history. Having Mary, a character based on a real
former slave who became a Union spy in the Confederate White House, narrate the story was my way
to give a voice to this little-known historical figure. But it also gave readers something: First-person
narration creates an immediacy and an intimacy that draws readers in. Reading a character's thoughts
allows readers to experience events and emotions as the narrating character herself experiences them.
As stunning as it is to see Day-Lewis transformed into Abraham Lincoln, wouldn't it be more
astounding to transform into Lincoln, or another Civil War-era figure, yourself? It doesn't matter what
your actual age, race, or gender — or how much you know about American history. When you read a
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historical novel about the Civil War — a novel based on extensive research — the result is the
readerly equivalent of method acting: a deeply personal understanding of the cost individuals paid for
freedom.

My book begins during Mary Bowser's childhood in Richmond, Va., spent as a house slave to the
wealthy Van Lew family. The reader learns, as Mary does, what it means to come of age in slavery: I
aim to show what it's like to have parents who love and want to protect you, but who have no legal
ability to do so. When Mary is sent to Philadelphia by Bet Van Lew to be educated, the reader steps
into freedom with her, sharing her exhilaration at something as mundane as choosing which shoes to
buy, then suffering shock and humiliation along with her when she boards a streetcar proudly carrying
her newly purchased shoes, only to be thrown off. The reader discovers, as Mary does, that even in
Philadelphia, blacks are forbidden access to public transit: being free is not the same as being equal.
Living daily life from Mary's perspective, the reader is immersed in the contradictions and
complexities of antebellum America, North and South — and that's before the Civil War even starts.

I began thinking about the distinction between learning history through a first-person novel versus
learning it through a visual medium like narrative film or television documentary when I happened
upon a Facebook exchange between a social studies teacher and a librarian, comparing several recent
representations of the anti-slavery struggle. The social studies teacher posted his thoughts on the first
episode of "The Abolitionists," an "American Experience" documentary that aired in January on PBS.
He was concerned that the episode, with its focus on Angelina Grimké and William Lloyd Garrison,
was repeating a familiar but incomplete story about the anti-slavery movement. It was, as he put it,
"again the white redeemers," when he'd been "hoping for a more thorough and nuanced report of the
complexities of the Black Abolitionists' successes and setbacks."

The librarian responded by recommending "The Secrets of Mary Bowser" as an alternative. "What
was really interesting to me is Leveen's argument, through the voice of her protagonist, that slavery is
*intrinsically* immoral. Compare that to the rhetoric around slavery and abolition (150 years ago and
today) that says it is immoral because it is physically abusive, or because it breaks up families, or the
Union, or because God doesn't approve all of a sudden, or because a few activist white folks stood up
and said so. And duh, of course slavery is intrinsically immoral, but I don't hear hardly anyone saying
this."

In many accounts about slavery — from the earliest published slave narratives to "Lincoln" and "The
Abolitionists" — there's an obsession with representing brutality against slaves. The first episode of
"The Abolitionists" recreates a scene in which a black child watches helplessly as his aunt is savagely
beaten by their master. The second episode, which focuses on black abolitionist Frederick Douglass,
repeats that same footage, perhaps implying that only witnessing such a beating could lead Douglass
to oppose slavery. In "Lincoln," the young Tad Lincoln carries images of brutalized slaves around the
White House. Tad looks up from studying these images and asks his father's black steward, "When
you were a slave, Mr. Slade, did they beat you?" Slade responds that he was born free — a startling
reminder that our obsessive interest in witnessing black suffering can inaccurately reduce all African
Americans to little more than objects of a white viewer's pity.

As important as it is to acknowledge the historical reality of slavery in its most brutal forms, I've
always been troubled by this pervasive obsession with black suffering, which implies blacks somehow
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earned the right to be free only through the most horrifically brutal tortures.

As an author, I created scenes in which Mary endures the threat of being whipped, but I chose not to
have her experience that level of brutality. Instead, as narrator she reflects on how her experience of
being owned by purportedly kind masters in urban Richmond compares to common images of black
suffering. In one passage, her description of participating in an anti-slavery fundraising fair turns into
an extended address to the reader:

Colored and white, the abolitionists who gave speeches against the peculiar institution cited its most
extreme manifestations. But the slavery I was born into, though every bit as unjust, felt very different
indeed. Theirs, the sharp sting of the whip, the family wrenched apart by sale, the years spent without
proper food or clothing, in excruciating labor. Mine, the dull ache of exhaustion from long hours of
work, the longing for grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins I never met and never would. The
never time enough with Mama and Papa and me all together. I didn't know how I could make the
ladies in the Anti-slavery Sewing Circle understand all that, without making it sound as though I were
saying some slavery wasn't so bad just because it wasn't as terrible as slavery got.

I hadn't wanted to admit it at first, proud and excited as I was when Miss Douglass invited me to join
them, but deep down it hurt to realize what all the anti-slavery people thought of slaves. Just about
everywhere I'd turned my head at the fair, I saw things—note paper, embroidered potholders, even
broadsides to hang on the wall—decorated with pictures of slaves, always drawn up the same. Male
or female, wearing nothing but a loin cloth, shackled hand and foot, the slave knelt, hands clasped not
like prayer but like begging. The abolitionists loved all the degradation and desperation in that
image.

Something sour prickled my skin whenever I saw those figures. Was that how people in the North
pictured Papa and Mama? Did they think I'd been half-naked and chained up like that, till Bet rode in
on a white horse to liberate me? I don't know why the other colored ladies in our group didn't feel the
same way I did, even if they'd never been slaves. We were making money for the anti-slavery cause, I
guess, and it was easy enough to see what sold.

Writing a description like that required me to see the world in which Mary lives through her eyes, to
imagine what she feels in a way that leads the reader to feel it, too.

The difference between literature and film may ultimately be one of empathy versus sympathy.
Watching a film like "Lincoln" or a program like "The Abolitionists" puts history in front of us. But
reading a novel like "The Secrets of Mary Bowser" immerses us in history.

Lois Leveen, a novelist and former college professor, has written about literature, film and history for
The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Huffington Post, Bitch magazine and several
academic journals.
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