In her powerful

poem “Starvation Camp

Near Jaslo”, Nobel laureate

Wistawa Szymborska remarks

on the limitation of history:

“History rounds off skeletons to

zero./A thousand and one is still

only a thousand.” Where history ends, fiction begins. It falls

to writers to tell the stories of those uncounted individuals,

to question conventional understanding of what has come

before us, to fill in the gaps and silences of a vanishing

world, to show what might have happened or what nearly
didn’t.

Historical fiction is an intriguing hybrid of fact and
fiction. Set in the past and usually involving historical events
and personages, this genre inevitably demands some
reckoning with what remains in the archival records. Yet it
is, first and foremost, a work of literature requiring a leap of
imagination and creativity. For plot development or dramatic
purposes, events may be concertinaed, settings relocated,
gaps fictionalised, interactions embellished, dialogues
invented. When historical records and fictional narratives are
seamlessly blended, the line between reality and fantasy can
become ambiguous. This refined skill in storytelling gives
rise to anxiety among historians, who are concerned that
literary representations of history could be mistaken as true
and reliable accounts of the times. Hilary Mantel’s Man
Booker Prize-winning historical novels, Wolf Hall and Bring
up the Bodies, for example, are wrongly taken by some as a
factual depiction of the Tudor period. In one of her BBC
Reith Lectures, Mantel contends that while history is many
things, it is not the past. “History, and science too, help us
put our small lives in context,” she pronounces. “But if we
want to meet the dead looking alive, we turn to art.”

Hilary Mantel’s novels are neither the first nor the last
to influence the way people view certain historic events or
figures. The novel Gone with the Wind by Margaret Mitchell,
for instance, has allegedly shaped the popular perception of
the American Civil War and Reconstruction era. This raises
an interesting question. Do novelists have a duty to deliver
an accurate account of the history they present in their work?
Stephanie Merritt, a literary critic and the author of a
popular historical thriller series, clearly thinks not. She
declares, “A novelist has no real duty to anything except the
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story he or she is creating, the characters who inhabit it and
whatever view of the world he or she is offering with the
novel’s ending.” Indeed, if historical adherence were the
only criterion that mattered, one could only imagine the
bleakness of a world without Shakespeare’s history plays,
Homer’s Iliad, Luo Guanzhong’s Romance of the Three
Kingdoms (( =F#3£)) and a whole raft of other beloved
classics. However, maintaining a reasonable degree of
fidelity to historical facts is a necessity of the genre. The
setting, characters, dialogues, as well as political and social
atmosphere—all of these aspects must ring true in order to
achieve a sense of realism, which is the key to immersing
readers in the alternative reality of the novel. Anachronisms
and errors, such as characters with modern sensibilities, may
snap readers out of their reading trance. The most satisfying
works of historical fiction are often those meticulously
researched and skilfully crafted in a way that strikes a
delicate balance between hard facts and wild fancy.

When it comes to the blurring of fact and fiction, the
reader has as much responsibility as the author, if not more.
When we are mesmerised by the illusory world constructed
by the author, it is always helpful to remember that fiction,
historical or not, is fiction. There is no better way to pay
tribute to a great novel than investigating the real history
behind the story. To many readers, historical fiction is a
stepping stone to reading non-fiction accounts and
biographies. For example, Janet Lewis’s The Wife of Martin
Guerre is based on a real-life case in the 16th century.
Readers who are enthralled by the impossible moral
dilemma of Bertrande, the fictional heroine, would probably
want to read historian Natalie Zemon Davis’s The Return of
Martin Guerre to find out what befell the real Bertrande.
History and historical fiction, therefore, are not necessarily
mutually exclusive; they complement one another.

History is ultimately driven by desires, fears,
expectations and hopes—the very essence of humanity.
Through historical fiction, we are treated to a glimpse of the
private and human moments, and the inner lives of those
who have shaped the world we live in today. Historical
fiction at its best gives sense and meaning to the chaos of
history, allowing us to see the present more clearly and
reflect on how we have or have not changed. Pablo Picasso
says it best: “Art is a lie that makes us realise truth, at least
the truth that is given us to understand.”



While most stories of the rich and the powerful in the
Renaissance period have been left on the ash heap of history,
the curious case of their contemporary, a French peasant by
the name of Martin Guerre, retains its power to fascinate. This
true story of the return of a man who may or may not be Martin
Guerre after years of absence has been the subject of many
works, including films, fiction and non-fiction books, and even
musicals. Perhaps the most remarkable addition to this
collection of work is Janet Lewis’s short novel The Wife of
Martin Guerre, largely told from the perspective of Bertrande
de Rols, Martin Guerre’s wife.

The novella opens with the 1539 wedding of eleven-year-
old Bertrande and Martin of a similar age, the children of two
rich peasant families in Artigues, an isolated French village.
Everyone at the wedding is enjoying themselves except the
newlyweds. They have never spoken to each other until the
wedding day and Bertrande has only been told about the
marriage the day before. The wedding ends with the child
couple sharing a tray of custard and pastry in their new marital
bed, oblivious to the significance of the day.

A 16th century farm is a self-contained world unto itself.
The father rules his household like “some Homeric king” and
expects “strict obedience and reverence” from those in his
charge. Even Martin, the only son, receives severe punishment
for minor acts of disobedience. When he goes on a bear hunt
without asking for permission, his father’s fury gets Martin
two broken teeth and an aching jaw. This ordeal bonds the
young lovers, who become “a camp within a camp”. As time
goes by, Bertrande’s affection for her husband evolves into “a
deep and joyous passion, growing slowly and naturally as her
body grew”. She gives birth to a son at the age of 20. However,
little does she know that the pride she has in being the mother
of an heir is a prelude to calamity.

One day, Martin once again disobeys his father by taking
the latter’s seed wheat to plant a field—a trifling matter for the
good of the farm, but still seen as an act of insubordination.
Fearing the old man’s wrath, Martin tells Bertrande that he
will be away for a little while, eight days at most, until his
father comes round. Years pass. Martin’s parents die in his
absence and Bertrande tends the household, raises their infant
son and blooms in beauty as she waits for her husband’s return.
Eventually, Martin’s face fades from her memory, and she
begins to resign herself to the fact that she has been abandoned.

Eight years later, her husband returns to the family. Or
does he? The bearded man walking through the door
resembles Martin, knows things that only Martin knows. He
even has the same two broken teeth. He has changed
though—a wiser, more thoughtful man than the one she

remembers. Bertrande is intuitively worried—for one thing,
her husband, choleric and imperious, would never have
spoken so gently to his own child. For a while, she puts her
doubts aside, allowing herself to indulge in her husband’s
newfound kindness. Bertrande soon gives birth to a second
son. Yet her happiness is perpetually shadowed by a niggling
suspicion that the man who has returned is not her husband
and that she has therefore committed the mortal sin of
adultery.

As her uneasiness grows, Bertrande is confronted by a
difficult choice: should she expose the impostor and ruin
everyone’s happiness, or should she stay quiet and let sleeping
dogs lie? Bertrande’s dilemma may remind some readers of
the iconic scene from the 1999 film The Matrix, where Neo,
the protagonist, is invited to choose between the red pill of
truth and the blue pill of denial. While Neo chooses to be
enlightened, Cypher, a crew member disgusted with the
harshness of reality, betrays his comrades in exchange for being
brought back into the Matrix, a simulated reality where he can
live a comfortable lie. He declares, “Ignorance is bliss.” In a
similar sentiment, Bertrande’s old housekeeper says to her
master accusingly, “Madame, I would have you still be
deceived. We were all happy then.” What would we do if we
were in Bertrande’s place?

In barely a hundred pages, Lewis tells a compelling
historical story of depth and power that raises contemporary
questions about the value of truth, about identity and belonging,
about moral choices and responsibility, and about a woman’s
capacity to act within a strict patriarchal society. Since its first
publication in 1941, the book has been held by many as one
of the greatest short novels in American literature. Robert Hass,
a Pulitzer Prize winner, writes, “I don’t know how many times
over the years I've heard writers, making their lists of great
neglected books of the 20th century, begin talking with
excitement about The Wife of Martin Guerre.”

Although Janet Lewis is best known for this work, she is
as fine a poet as she is a novelist. Lewis stated in an interview,
“Probably my poetry was better than my prose because poetry
itself is better than prose, usually.” A verse of her poem “Helen
Grown Old” might serve as an accurate depiction of the fate
of Bertrande as well as Helen of Troy, both trapped by love
and duty in a male-dominated world:

When the last flame had faded from the cloud,
And by the darkening sea

The plain lay empty of the arméd crowd,

Then was she free

Who had been ruled by passion blind and proud?

Reality leaves a lot to the imagination.

John Lennon
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A year before his tragic death in 2014, Malik Bendjelloul
won the Academy Award for his first (and last) documentary
film Searching for Sugar Man. Still, the masterpiece is not
without its critics, who question the cherry-picking narrative of
the Swedish director.

Searching for Sugar Man revolves around the search for
Rodriguez, a mysterious singer-songwriter from the United
States, who released two albums Cold Fact and Coming from
Reality in the early 1970s. Although both records were
commercial flops in his homeland, many of his songs,

including “Sugar Man”, became great hits in South

Africa, gaining Rodriguez the same popularity as

The Beatles and Simon & Garfunkel. Yet little was

known about Rodriguez. Rumours had it that he
had killed himself on stage in front of a live
audience. However, in 1997, two South African
fans—one of them Stephen Segerman, a record
store owner—made an unexpected discovery
when they set out to find out what really happened
to their musical hero.

They found that Rodriguez, whose full name is

Sixto Rodriguez, was still alive and living in his

hometown of Detroit, Michigan. He was entirely

oblivious to his legendary status in South Africa.

Nonetheless, with the help of his fans, he went on a

concert tour there in 1998, finally earning his long
overdue and well-deserved recognition.

Critics argue that Rodriguez, unlike the man
depicted in Searching for Sugar Man, never was a
nobody. He actually toured Australiain 1979 and 1981.
By excluding key facts like Rodriguez’s Australian tours,
Bendjelloul is accused of committing the sin of omission
to tell a more impactful and emotional story. Similar
criticisms ensue, questioning the honesty of Bendjelloul’s
work and insisting that this film be thought of as nothing
more than an exercise in myth-making. One reviewer
asks, “Is it okay to bend the truth in order to make the
story better than it really is?”

This question hints at an assumption about
documentaries that they ought to give audience access
to the truth of things. Yet, documentaries might be
something more complex than merely presenting facts

and documenting the reality.

In his book Directing the
Documentary, Michael Rabiger raises
two questions in the ongoing debate
about the basis of documentaries:
What is documentary truth? How
objective is the camera? He points out
that people assume documentaries are

objective because the camera is a mechanical recording device.
However, documentaries do not bring us unmediated reality.
Similar to fiction films, they are authored constructs of selected
shots and viewpoints pieced together by filmmakers, who have
to make subjective decisions in the filmmaking process.
Sometimes, dramatic ingredients similar to those in fictional
stories may also be found in documentaries. Following this line
of thought, documentaries, as a film genre, are highly selective
in nature.

With Michael Rabiger’s observations in mind, we might be
able to look at the controversies surrounding Searching for Sugar
Man in a different way. Before travelling to South Africa in 2006,
Malik Bendjelloul had no idea who Rodriguez was. During his
journey, he met Stephen Segerman, who recounted to his new
acquaintance the story of how his digging into the past of a
supposedly deceased musician turned into the rediscovery of a
living legend. Realising the potential of this real-life fairy tale,
Bendjelloul went on to make the film. While it might be factual
that Rodriguez has had some sort of reputation in Australia since
the late 1970s, the reality is that Bendjelloul’s work retells the
story of Rodriguez mainly through the perspective of Segerman
rather than that of an omnipotent narrator.

Werner Herzog, a renowned German filmmaker, emphasises
the subtle difference between “fact” and “truth” in documentary
cinema. He reckons that facts cannot be overlooked, but they
neither constitute truth nor give us insight into it. Using books
as a metaphor, he says, ‘“The book of books is not the New York
phone directory with four million entries correct.” Instead of
solely focusing on “factual truth”’, Herzog attempts to go beyond
the mere facts of things in order to dig deeper into a documentary
story for the sake of revealing a deeper stratum of truth—the
“ecstatic truth”—which can inspire and enrich the audience.

By Werner Herzog’s standards, Searching for Sugar Man
manages to reach beyond the surface of facts to the deeper
emotional undercurrents, yet without muddling reality. It
explores a universal theme that resonates with us all: coping
with failure and success. After being dropped by his record label,
Rodriguez simply carries on with his life, obtaining a degree in
philosophy near the age of 40 and continuing to make a living
as a construction worker. When he performed to sell-out crowds
in South Africa in 1998, one would naturally expect him to be
bewildered at his newfound success. On the contrary, he took to
the stage with an air of absolute serenity and modesty. In
Searching for Sugar Man, viewers can draw inspiration from a
committed artist who preserves grace and dignity in the face of
both adversity and prosperity.

Instead of asking whether it is proper for a documentary
film to bend the truth, a better question, in Michael Rabiger’s
words, might be: “Must one show literal truth or can it be the
spirit of the truth?”

Fantasy is hardly an escape from reality.
It’s a way of understanding it.

Lloyd Alexander
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Issue No. 89 (October 2022) : Outsiders

Issue No. 90 (January 2023) : Dreamers

Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details.

With vivid imagination and captivating narrative, talented writers manage to get
readers emotionally attached to fictional characters. Some of us might forget our best
friend’s birthday or deadlines at work, but will never fail to recall every single detail

of our most beloved characters. Below are descriptions of some iconic characters
from novels, both classical and contemporary. Write “True” if the description is
accurate and “False” if otherwise.

In the canon of Sherlock Holmes by Sir Arthur Conan
Doyle, Sherlock Holmes moves to a small farm and keeps
bees after ending his career as a consulting detective.

In Life of Pi, Pi escapes to a small lifeboat when his ship
goes down in a storm. Also in the lifeboat are four animals,
namely a hyena, a pony, an orangutan and a tiger.

In The Great Gatsby, Jay Gatsby likes to use the term “old
pal” to address his friends.

Throughout Ian Fleming’s series of James Bond novels,
James Bond prefers to have his dry martini stirred and not
shaken.

. In Les Misérables, Jean Valjean is imprisoned for 19

years for stealing silverware from a bishop.

. In Journey to the West ({Pi#i5C)) , the Bodhisattva

transforms three willow leaves into three hairs with
lifesaving power, and gives them to the Monkey King.

. In the Harry Potter series, Harry Potter plays as a Seeker

in Quidditch, a sport played by two teams riding flying
broomsticks.

. In The Little Prince, the Little Prince has a rose with

three thorns on his home planet.

Please send your entry by fax (2521 8772) or email (csbolrs@csb.gov.hk) to the Editorial Board of Word Power by 25 August
2022. Watch out for our coming issue to see if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky ten to win
a prize. The Editorial Board will have the final say on the answers.
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If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway
Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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