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T H E  P UBLICATION  of Waverley in 1 81 4 marked the emergence of the 
modern novel in the western world. It is difficult now to recapture the 
impact of this and the following novels of Scott on a readership accus­
tomed to prose fiction either as picturesque romance, ‘Gothic’ quaint­
ness, or presentation of contemporary manners. For Scott not only 
invented the historical novel, but gave it a dimension and a relevance 
that made it available for a great variety of new kinds of writing. Balzac in 
France, Manzoni in Italy, Gogol and Tolstoy in Russia, were among the 
many writers of fiction influenced by the man Stendhal called ‘notre 
père, Walter Scott’ .

What Scott did was to show history and society in motion: old ways of 
life being challenged by new; traditions being assailed by counter­
statements; loyalties, habits, prejudices clashing with the needs of new 
social and economic developments. The attraction of tradition and its 
ability to arouse passionate defence, and simultaneously the challenge of 
progress and ‘improvement’, produce a pattern that Scott saw as the 
living fabric of history. And this history was rooted in place; events 
happened in localities still recognisable after the disappearance of the 
original actors and the establishment of new patterns of belief and 
behaviour.

Scott explored and presented all this by means of stories, entertain­
ments, which were read and enjoyed as such. At the same time his 
passionate interest in history led him increasingly to see these stories as 
illustrations of historical truths, so that when he produced his final 
Magnum Opus edition of the novels he surrounded them with historical 
notes and illustrations, and in this almost suffocating guise they have 
been reprinted in edition after edition ever since. The time has now 
come to restore these novels to the form in which they were presented to 
their first readers, so that today’s readers can once again capture their 
original power and freshness. At the same time, serious errors of tran­
scription, omission, and interpretation, resulting from the haste of their 
transmission from manuscript to print can now be corrected.

D a v id  D a ic h e s

E D I N B U R G H

University
Press




