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Notes on the Romance

“When a writer calls his work a romance, it needs hardly be observed that he wishes to claim certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which he would not have felt himself entitled to assume, had he professed to be writing a novel.  The latter form of composition is presumed to aim at a very minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the probable and ordinary course of man’s experience.  The former – while, as a work of art, it must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins unpardonably so far as it may swerve aside from the truth of the human heart – has fairly a right to present that truth under circumstances, of the writer’s own choosing or creation.  If he thinks fit, also, he may also manage his atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow the lights and deepen and enrich the shadows, of the picture.”

 -- Nathaniel Hawthorne, from Preface to The House of the Seven Gables 
Hawthorne’s romances have, he wrote in his preface to House, “more to do with the clouds overhead than with any portion of the actual soil of the County of Essex.”  In his preface to SL, Hawthorne described the Custom House upstairs room (where he claims to have discovered Hester’s letter) “a neutral territory, somewhere between the real world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the imaginary meet and each imbue itself with the nature of the other.”  In Hawthorne (1879) Henry James praised SL for being “absolutely American; it belonged to the soil, to the air; it came out of the very heart of New England.”  Yet James faults the novel for “a want of reality and an abuse of the fanciful element.”  James cites Hawthorne’s complaint about the lack of romantic props on which to base his romance; James agrees, but mocks Hawthorne.
-----

The term “romance” must signify, “besides the more obvious qualities of the picturesque and the heroic, an assumed freedom from the ordinary novelistic requirements of verisimilitude, development, and continuity; a tendency towards melodrama and idyl; a more or less formal abstractness and, on the other hand, a tendency to plunge into the underside of the consciousness; a willingness to abandon moral questions or to ignore the spectacle of man in society, or to consider these things only indirectly or abstractly.” (ix)

“By contrast [to the novel] the romance, following distantly the medieval example, feels free to render reality in less volume and detail.  It tends to prefer action to character, and action will be freer in a romance than in a novel, encountering, as it were, less resistance from reality.  (This is not always true, as we see in what might be called the static romances of Hawthorne, in which the author uses the allegorical and moral, rather than the dramatic, possibilities of the form.)  The romance can flourish without providing much intricacy of relation.  The characters, probably rather two-dimensional types, will not be completely related to each other or to society or to the past.  Human being will on the whole be shown in ideal relation – that is, they will share emotions only after these have become abstract or symbolic.  To be sure, characters may become profoundly involved in some way, as in Hawthorne or Melville, but it will be a deep and narrow, an obsessive involvement.  In American romances it will not matter much what class people come from, and where the novelist would arouse our interest in a character by exploring his origin, the romancer will probably do so by enveloping it in mystery.  Character itself becomes, then, somewhat abstract and ideal, so much so in some romances that it seems be merely a function of plot.  The plot we may expect to be highly colored.  Astonishing events may occur, and these are likely to have a symbolic or ideological, rather than a realistic, plausibility.  Being less committed to the immediate rendition of reality than the novel, the romance will more freely veer toward the mythic, allegorical and symbolic forms.” (13)
Richard Chase, from The American Novel and Its Tradition (Johns Hopkins UP, 1980, originally published 1957)
"Hawthorne was nineteenth-century America's most articulate advocate of romance, a form that, as he defined it, realizes the dream of ideal marginality.  In Hawthorne's idea of it romance is less a literary form than a cultural condition: romance exists where literature can establish a covenant suspending the control over it of the codes of social normality (the expectation of verisimilitude), and chartering it to produce reality, within it 'fairy precinct,' 'under circumstances...of the writer's own choosing or creation.'" (82)

-- Richard H. Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986)

Richard Chase, in The American Novel and its Tradition (1957) formulated the theory of the American romance, taking his lead from ideas in Lionel Trilling’s 1940 Partisan Review essay and later extended by Henry Nash Smith in The Virgin Land & R.W.B. Lewis in The American Adam.  All derive from Hawthorne’s 1851 Preface to The House of the Seven Gables.  But Baym finds Hawthorne’s distinction between novel and romance “idiosyncratic,” for the term romance was used broadly, vaguely and interchangeably with novel.  Readers would have expected from a romance “intensity, passion, excitement, and thrills resulting from ornate rhetorical treatment and from a focus on outer action.  Hawthorne did not deliver these.”  Hawthorne was not invoking romance to characterize his work as American; indeed, he spoke to the difficulty of writing a romance in America.  The novel, not the romance, was the consensus American form. -- Nina Baym, “Concepts of Romance in Hawthorne’s America.”  Feminism and American Literary History.  Rutgers Univ. Press, 1992.

