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TIIVISTELMÄ 
 
Tutkielmani aiheena on alaviitteiden merkitys kerronnassa Susanna Clarken romaanissa 
Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell. Tutkittavana oli pääasiassa alaviitteiden rooli: mitä tarkoitusta 
ne kirjassa palvelevat, kuinka ne voidaan luokitella ja lisäävätkö ne tarinan kerrontaan 
enemmän todellisuudentuntua vai sadunomaisuutta. Romaanin lajia määriteltäessä on pohdittu 
myös postmodernismin ja fantasian käsitteitä.      
     Tutkimuksen alkuvaiheessa piti ensimmäiseksi pohtia, pitäisikö alaviitteitä ylipäänsä yrittää 
luokitella, erityisesti ottaen huomioon Clarken lähes kaksisataa erityylistä ja monilajista 
alaviitettä, joilla kaikilla oli vaihteleva merkitys tarinankerronnassa. Fiktion ja faktan jaottelua 
on myös tarkasteltu muun muassa Borgesin ja Pynchonin teorioiden valossa.  
     Alaviitteiden luokittelussa on tässä tutkielmassa käytetty postmodernismin, fabuloinnin, 
metafiktion ja historiografian käsitteitä. Terminologian valinta oli paikoin ongelmallista, joten 
tutkielmani tarpeisiin on käytetty Hutcheonin ajatuksia postmodernista, Scholesin käsitystä 
fabuloinnista, Waugh’n metafiktion käsitettä sekä Graftonin määretelmää historiografiasta. 
Olen lisäksi käyttänyt Genetten intertekstuaalisuuden käsitettä tutkiessani alaviitteiden käytön 
syitä romaanissa. Analyysiosiossa poimin kaikki alaviitteet romaanista ja analysoin niitä 
romaanin viitekehyksessä edellämainittujen luokitusten mukaisesti, perustaen nelikenttäjakoni 
Scholesin luokitukseen, jota hän on käyttänyt tutkiessaan fiktiivistä romaania. Myös 
Pynchonin käsitys ensyklopedisestä tarinankerronnasta on esitelty tässä tutkielmassa, samoin 
kuin hänen ideansa ‘maailmasta kirjana’, joka sopii erinomaisesti keskusteluun Clarken 
alaviitteistä.  
     Alaviitteiden käyttöön löytyi useita perusteita. Alaviitteitä löytyy jo muun muassa T.S. 
Eliotin ja Coleridgen runoista, joissa runoilija on joko itse kommentoinut työtään tai siihen on 
lisätty viitteitä runoilijan kuoleman jälkeen. Kirjailijat kuten Nabokov, Barth, Gass ja O’Brien 
ovat 1900-luvun ehkä tunnetuimpia alaviitteiden hyväksikäyttäjiä, kun taas tältä 
vuosituhannelta esimerkeiksi voidaan ottaa Vila-Matas ja Clarke. Kirjailija voi alaviitteillä 
esimerkiksi ilmaista asioita, joita ei välttämättä halua sanoa omalla äänellään. 
     Lyhyenä yhteenvetona tutkielman tuloksista voidaan sanoa, että alaviitteet muodostavat 
keskeisen osan Clarken romaanissa ja että tarinankerronta kärsisi merkittävästi niiden 
poisjättämisestä. Alaviitteet ovat tärkeä osa romaanin persoonallisuutta ja lisäävät lukijan 
osallisuutta tarinassa. Aina niitä ei ole yksinkertaista luokitella, sillä toisinaan ne voidaan 
katsoa kuuluvaksi useampaan kuin yhteen kategoriaan. Alaviitteet tuovat lisää ulottuvuuksia 
tarinaan, antaen lukijalle mahdollisuuden päästä syvemmälle tarinan sisäisiin tarinoihin. Niiden 
tarkoitus on joko lisätä tarinan todenmukaisuutta tai fantasian tuntua. Clarken kirja voidaan 
nähdä ensyklopedisenä teoksena, sillä se yrittää kattaa monia kirjallisuuden lajeja ja tyylejä, 
journalismista satuihin ja historiallisesta novellista runouteen. 
 
Avainsanat: alaviitteet, postmodernismi, fabulointi, metafiktio, historiografia, 
ensyklopedinen kerronta, fantasia, maaginen realismi, fakta, fiktio, Clarke
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1  Introduction 

 

     We live in the era of revival of magic and fairy tales. Tolkien has had his loyal followers 

for decades, but the Lord of the Rings film trilogy (the first of which was released in 2001, the 

second in 2002 and the third 2003) brought him closer to even those who had never read any 

of his books. C.S. Lewis has fascinated us since the fifties, but now has he risen to the public 

awareness again in the form of Narnia the movie (2005). It would be difficult to find any 

teenager who has not seen at least one Harry Potter movie. And finally, there was a recent 

film release on Philip Pullman’s Dark Materials trilogy (2007). Magic and fantasy are back 

and they seem to be stronger than ever and more accessible than previously. Serious studies 

have been made of all these pieces of work and there are scholars following each of the 

authors – some would probably even say that there is no comparing the above works to each 

other. However, it does tell something about our time, about the craving for the supernatural 

and the need to escape reality. Our world, which C.S. Lewis and his contemporaries might 

have called magical itself, is not miraculous enough for us any longer. Videogames, 

computers and all the virtual realities do not beat the desire to believe in fairies, witches and 

unicorns. 

     In this thesis, I want to introduce to the reader something new and fresh. We are talking 

about the revival of magic in England in the early nineteenth century. We are talking about 

Jonathan Strange, Mr Norrell, the Duke of Wellington, King George III of England, Martin 

Pale, and many others. If this does not sound magical enough it can be revealed that there will 

also be Fairies and the Faerieland, talking birds and statues, enchanted mirrors, and waking 

the dead. This is the world of Susanna Clarke, as portrayed in Jonathan Strange & Mr 

Norrell. I would have introduced her work as Harry Potter for adults unless I had noticed that 

the particular expression was already taken: “Rival magicians square off to display and match 
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their powers in an extravagant historical fantasy being published simultaneously in several 

countries, to be marketed as Harry Potter for adults. But English author Clarke’s spectacular 

debut is something far richer than Potter: an absorbing tale of vaulting ambition and mortal 

conflict steeped in folklore and legend, enlivened by subtle characterizations and a witty 

congenial omniscient authorial presence.”1 Tom Sykes, writing in New York Post2 is in the 

same line of thoughts, declaring that “this . . . work of fantasy – think of Harry Potter 

sprinkled with the dust of Tolkien and Alasdair Gray – posits an extraordinary alternative 

history of England where magic, fairies, spirits and enchantments were once part of everyday 

life …”3  

     In addition to bringing to general knowledge the fact that magic is again revived, Clarke 

has composed a mixture of fact and fiction which would be confusing even for a self-learned 

historian. She has not made it easy for the reader to navigate through the over 1,000–page 

volume; not only because one can never be quite sure which parts are historical events and 

which ones fabrication (and it will start to disturb the reader eventually), but also because the 

book is crammed with footnotes and references. Sometimes it is difficult to know which story 

one is reading; the Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell narrative that one started with, or the 

folklore about a boy who was stolen from his parents by a fairy king which has suddenly 

opened up underneath the actual context and may go on for pages and pages. Either one gets 

used to it after the first hundred pages or quits reading.  

     Clarke has stirred up appraisal after appraisal ever since her first novel, Jonathan Strange 

& Mr Norrell, was published after ten years of writing. Since then, she has also published a 

short story collection The Ladies of Grace Adieu and Other Stories (2006) and a radio play 

for BBC 7 called The Dweller in High Places (2007). She has also won a Hugo Award and 

World Fantasy Award for best novel in 2005. 

                                                
1 Kirkus reviews on www.jonathanstrange.com. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
2 The online version of The New York Post, 29.08.2004. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
3 www.jonathanstrange.com. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
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     To justify further that she is as worthy a subject for study as Austen or Dickens or any 

other author a literature student might include in his or her literary canon, it is essential to 

present some comments Clarke has evoked. The Jonathan Strange website displays a variety 

of reviews, ranging from personal (Neil Gaiman) to several newspaper reviews. Gaiman states 

that “Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell is unquestionable the finest English novel of the 

fantastic written in the last seventy years”. Charles Palliser, the author of The Quincunx 

(1989) and a lecturer of modern literature in both Scotland and the United States, has said that 

he “loved all the invented scholarship and was fascinated by the mixture of historical realism 

and utterly fantastic events.” Furthermore, he adds that he “almost began to believe that there 

really was a tradition of ‘English magic’ that [he] had not heard about.” Time Magazine 

describes the book as “a chimera of a novel that combines the dark mythology of fantasy with 

the delicious social comedy of Jane Austen into a masterpiece of the genre that rivals 

Tolkien…” New York Times Review of Books places her straight amongst the great ones:  

With a cheery tone, Clarke welcomes herself into an exalted company of British 
writers – not only, some might argue, Dickens and Austen, but also the fantasy 
legends Kenneth Grahame and George MacDonald – as well as contemporary writers 
like Susan Cooper and Philip Pullman. Aging fans of T.H. White and young Turks 
who idolize Neil Gaiman will find much to their liking here, too. 
 

     After having read Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, it was an inescapable choice to start 

researching the references Clarke makes all along the novel. Even if one was not planning on 

writing a thesis, the desire to find out which references, places and people are truthful and 

which ones fabrication is almost overwhelming (there are 26 real historical characters in the 

novel). The divide between fact and fiction has been widely discussed amongst critics; for 

example Patricia Waugh presents the views of Goffman in relation to Barthes’s work4. Waugh 

quotes Goffman as follows: 

The study of how to uncover deceptions is also by and large the study of how to build 
up fabrications . . . one can learn how one’s sense of ordinary reality is produced by 

                                                
4 Waugh, Patricia. 1984. Metafiction – The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction. London: Routledge. 
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examining something that is easier to become conscious of, namely, how reality is 
mimicked and/or how it is faked.5 
 

Barthes refers to self-conscious fiction as ‘a play’ or ‘make-believe’6. He discusses the 

concept of alternative reality, which can be achieved by ‘framing’ the set anew. The reader is 

not led to believe that something ‘real’ is taking place, but rather reminded from time to time 

that it is only a game. This is Clarke’s device as well and will be explored further in chapter 

3.1 (Metafiction).   

     The most striking feature of the book is the use of footnotes and the stories and references 

they contain. Normally people associate footnotes to scientific literature, reference books, or a 

historical novel. Clarke, however, has perfected this into art on its own. The initial impression 

is that there are footnotes nearly on every page, and from time to time they continue over 

three or four pages. They vary from simple references or translations to stories within the 

story and refer to 36 different (imaginary) books, three periodicals, one essay and one poem. 

The footnotes have fascinated others, too. Washington Post reviewer Michael Dirda is 

astonished by the powerful imagination behind these footnotes: 

Her footnotes … represent dazzling feats of imaginative scholarship. To gloss the 
background of English magic, the novel’s anonymous narrator provides elaborate 
mini-essays, relating anecdotes from the lives of semi-legendary magicians, describing 
strange books and their contents, speculating upon the early years and later fate of the 
Raven King. Some of these notes are simply wonderful folktales, others recall the 
gossipy 17th-century style of John Aubrey’s Brief Lives, and still others convey the 
slightly prissy voice of an Oxford don correcting popular misconceptions … 7 
 

I started to think about the function and pattern (or whether there is one) of Clarke’s 

footnotes, the narrative, and the embedded stories.  

     The questions that arise from the footnotes are numerous. Where does Clarke want to take 

us with them? What is the purpose of footnotes in Clarke’s storytelling? What kinds of 

reactions do footnotes evoke in readers; are they engaging, adding value, or just the voice of 

                                                
5 Waugh, p. 34. 
6 Ibid., p. 35. 
7 Washington Post, online article 5.9.2004. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
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an old aunt who does not let anyone finish their sentence without interrupting? Some people 

choose to ignore them, but would this novel lose anything essential if it was read without 

them? Some of the references lead to real historical events and people. Which ones are real 

and which ones complete fabrication? How can we categorise this kind of writing; or should 

we? Does an exhaustive analysis of the novel take our attention away from the aesthetics of 

the novel itself?  

     Footnotes have been used in literature mainly for recognising the research material or 

providing criticism. Thinking of different functions of footnotes, one can, in addition to the 

abovementioned reasons, list a few motives for authors to use footnotes, such as giving 

opinions or points of view, directing the reader in a desired direction or moulding his8 

opinions, drawing parallels between the main story and a story within the footnote, or simply 

providing useful information which may help the reader to interpret the forthcoming events in 

the novel. Gérard Genette9 has discussed these themes in his book Paratexts: Thresholds of 

Interpretation. Paratexts, according to Genette, are the components which create interaction 

between the reader, author, publisher and the book itself. Genette further divides paratexts 

into peritexts and epitexts. This has also been studied by Mikko Keskinen in Reading 

Reading: Essays on the Theory and Practice of Reading
10

. In his essay “Reading on the 

Threshold: Gérard Genette’s Peritexts as Interpretive Commentary”, Keskinen categorises 

such components of a book as the author’s name, title(s), chapter titles, forewords, notes and 

epigraphs as peritexts which affect the way reader interprets the novel; basically everything 

that surrounds the novel itself11. Epitexts, furthermore, are for instance interviews, journal 

entries or letters which can be integrated in the book when it is reissued. Genette mentions 

                                                
8 For the sake of simplicity, both the reader and the narrator have been referred to as ‘he’ in this thesis, regardless 
on gender. 
9 Genette, Gérard. 1997. Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
10 Bennett, Andrew (ed.). 1993. Reading Reading: Essays on the Theory and Practice of Reading. Tampere: 
University of Tampere. 
11 Ibid., p. 160. 
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eight different categories for the use of notes in novels, namely assumptive authorial notes, 

disavowing authorial notes, authentic allographic notes, authentic actorial notes, notes by 

translators, fictive authorial notes, fictive allographic notes, and fictive actorial notes
12

. This 

is looked into in more detail in chapter 2, where an attempt has been made to categorise 

Clarke’s footnotes. I set to examine whether these reasons are also Clarke’s motivation to use 

footnotes. 

     In Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, Clarke seems to be playing mind tricks with her 

readers. The novel starts as follows: “Some years ago there was in the city of York a society 

of magicians.” (1). The reader will know immediately that he is not reading a factual novel. 

However, the text continues:  

They were gentleman-magicians, which is to say they had never harmed any one by 
magic – nor ever done any one the slightest good. In fact, to own the truth, not one of 
these magicians had ever cast the smallest spell, nor by magic caused by one leaf to 
tremble upon a tree, made one mote of dust to alter its course or changed a single hair 
upon any one’s head. But, with this one minor reservation, they enjoyed a reputation 
as some of the wisest and most magical gentlemen in Yorkshire. 
 

This counterfeits what the first sentence framed us to believe. The gentlemen are not real 

magicians but just a group of old – possibly silly – men, who like to gather together every 

month and discuss their papers. This is perfectly believable. The author has led us back to 

reality. 

     Nevertheless, the next surprise comes with the sentence that follows the abovementioned 

paragraph. It has a little number ‘1’ at the end, which guides the reader to follow the very first 

footnote at the bottom of the first page, and it reads: The History and Practice of English 

Magic, by Jonathan Strange, vol. I, chap. 2, pub. John Murray, London, 1816. Now the reader 

is confused. Is there a book written by one of the protagonists of this novel, Jonathan Strange? 

It looks convincing and real. John Murray is a famed publisher in London, who has published 

                                                
12 Genette, pp. 322-3. 
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authors from Lord Byron to Jane Austen. It makes one think whether Strange has been on 

their books as well. Footnotes are references to actual source books, are they not? 

     The aims of this thesis are firstly to define what type of a novel Jonathan Strange & Mr 

Norrell actually is; is it postmodern or does it belong to the fantastic? Does it display the 

signs of metafiction, fabulation or a historiographic novel, and is this because of footnotes or 

in spite of them? Does it belong to the genre of alternate histories? Secondly, I will identify 

what part the footnotes play in the novel and whether they provide us with a better 

understanding of the novel, and the possibilities and potential restrictions of footnotes alike. 

This is done by analysing the technique of using footnotes in this type of novel. In order to do 

this, some objectives of this study need to be laid down. My thesis will identify the type of the 

novel and determine to what category it belongs; define how footnotes are used in the novel; 

explain the concepts of metafiction, fabulation and historiographic novel writing; analyse 

how footnotes contribute towards the structure of the novel, and strive to understand the 

impact of footnotes and study what the novel would be like without them. The terms 

fabulation, metafiction and historiographic novel will be explained in the following chapters. 

 

1.1 Authors of the Footnote 

 

Clarke is by no means the first or only novelist to use footnotes. Some poets have used 

footnotes as a commentary on their own work, for example T.S. Eliot in The Waste Land 

(1922). Other poems, such as Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1797 – 99), have 

obtained footnotes after they were written, and following Genette’s classifications they would 

classify as authentic allographic notes; the notes by editors. Vladimir Nabokov in Pale Fire 

(1962) and Flann O’Brien in The Third Policeman (written in 1939 and 1940 but not 

published until 1967), for instance, have used (or abused) footnotes, just to mention two 
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predecessors. In Pale Fire, the book seems to be multi-layered: Nabokov as the author is the 

outermost layer; Botkin – the teller of the tale – forms another layer, whereas Kinbote, 

Botkin’s editor, is the third. Pale Fire itself – a poem by John Shade – is a layer in that it 

divides the real and the imaginary, although it could be argued whether there can be anything 

‘real’ in fiction in the first place. After Shade’s death, his editor, Charles Kinbote, starts 

editing the poem of which, he claims, only one line is missing. His editing turns into another 

story of his own alter ego, Charles II Xavier, an exiled king of a northern country. Therefore, 

the novel is made of five different narratives or layers, the order of which has been debated 

over the years13. However, scholars have argued whether Kinbote, Botkin and Charles II 

Xavier are all alter egos of the same person – not least because Botkin and Kinbote are almost 

anagrams of the same name – and consequently, it can be said that Nabokov has succeeded in 

what he aimed to achieve, as scholars disagree where the fiction in Nabokov’s work begins 

and where reality starts. The structure of the novel is a subtle demonstration of Jorge Luis 

Borges’s Chinese boxes; narratives within narratives. It has also been discussed whether it is 

beneficial to try and figure out which one of the fictional characters is ‘more real’ than 

another.14 This is very similar to Clarke’s footnotes, in which she refers to academic books 

written about magic by Jonathan Strange several years after the novel was finished.  

     In addition to this, similarities can be found in the structure of the novels; Pale Fire 

consists almost conclusively of Kinbote’s commentary, which resembles Clarke’s footnotes. 

According to Genette, Kinbote’s notes are fictive allographic notes: added by the editor, 

which in this case is a fictive character15. Clarke’s notes, however, would be best placed in the 

‘original note’ category: they are “author’s specification or justification for saying 

something”16. A good example of this is Genette himself when he says: “The original note to 

                                                
13 O’Stark, John. 1974. The Literature of Exhaustion. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 
14 Wood, Michael. 1994. The Magician’s Doubts - Nabokov and the Risks of Fiction. London: Pimlico. P. 189. 
15 Genette, p. 323. 
16 Ibid., p. 324. 
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a discursive text is the note par excellence, the basic type from which all the others derive to a 

greater or lesser degree . . .”, after which he has carefully placed a footnote stating “This 

should be understood in a structural and not historical sense: the earliest notes may well have 

been allographic.”17 However, whether Clarke’s notes are the author’s or the narrator’s 

opinions will be discussed later in chapter 4.2. 

     Pale Fire starts with Kinbote’s forewords, outlines John Shade’s date of birth and death, 

explains his life; then moves on to the actual poem, Pale Fire, until continues with Kinbote’s 

commentary from page 71 onwards in which he has commented on almost every line of the 

poem.18 Characters in the novel discuss the events as if they were real, prompting the reader 

to read these events in the newspapers, and referring to real persons such as Kruschchev. In a 

way, it could be claimed that the characters of Kinbote and Botkin are very alike that of 

Strange and Norrell’s; they remind each other of the other’s fictionality. Strange can at times 

be seen as Norrell; Norrell says himself that Strange reminds him very much of himself when 

he was younger, and after the tragedies that take place in Strange’s life he is said to have 

become more and more like Norrell. Towards the end of the novel they almost become one 

person. 

     The fictional character of de Selby in O’Brien’s novel The Third Policeman
19

 never 

actually appears in the book, but is mentioned in the narrative and in footnotes. The footnotes 

are mostly in the form of discussions and at times – just like with Clarke – continue for 

several pages. However, the number of O’Brien’s footnotes by no means rivals Clarke’s, but 

parallels can be drawn between O’Brien and Clarke’s footnotes. At first, de Selby can be 

mistaken as a real reference source; several of his works have been mentioned in the 

footnotes, perfect to the year of publishing and page numbers. The footnotes are consistent 

and mainly relate to de Selby’s books or philosophies; they seem to run along the main story 

                                                
17 Ibid., 325. 
18 Nabokov, Vladimir. 1962. Pale Fire. New York: Putnam’s Sons. 
19 O’Brien, Flann. 1967. The Third Policeman. London: Flamingo – An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers.  
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line and always bear a link to the protagonist’s thoughts and actions. This is contrary to 

Clarke’s footnotes, which are of several different styles and formats. The two authors share 

the same idea though in referring to a fictional writer and inviting the reader to believe in the 

veracity of the references. O’Brien can also be regarded as a writer of metafiction and 

postmodern fiction and although it is not known whether Clarke was ever familiar with 

O’Brien, it seems plausible that she has used O’Brien as an inspiration to her fictional source 

references. 

     Another contemporary writer that must be mentioned in this context is Enrique Vila-

Matas. His novel Bartleby & Co.
20

 was published before Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell and 

is a curiosity in literature in that the whole book is in the format of footnotes. The book 

consists of eighty-five footnotes on Writers of No, and does not have any main text besides 

the footnotes. Curiously enough, none of the authors or works that Vila-Matas presents in his 

book are referenced in any way, and thus the reader needs to do some research himself in 

order to find out whether these books actually existed. Bartleby & Co. is a book of footnotes 

that the narrator has wanted to write for a long time and it concentrates on authors who have 

chosen not to write, thus becoming a literary joke. Vila-Matas quotes Bobi Bazlen in one of 

the footnotes, saying: “I believe it is no longer possible to write books. This is why I no 

longer write books. Virtually all books are no more than footnotes, inflated until they become 

volumes. That is why I write only footnotes.”21  

     The narrator himself considers himself a Bartleby, referring to Melville’s character that 

spent twenty-four hours a day in the office. He starts to look for other literary Bartlebys and in 

doing so breaks his own twenty-five-year long literary silence. All Vila-Matas’s references 

are real authors and books, therefore differing from the direction that Clarke has taken. 

However, it shows similar kind of literary creativity, although Vila-Matas continuously 

                                                
20 Vila-Matas, Enrique. 2000. Bartleby & Co. London: Vintage. Translated from the Spanish by Jonathan Dunne 
in 2004.   
21 P. 23. 
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emphasises the fact that everything has already been written and therefore great authors 

choose not to write, as they know they could not produce anything original any longer. It 

almost seems that Vila-Matas is attempting to create an encyclopedic approach to the Writers 

of No; numerous artists and authors have been discussed in his footnotes, including Socrates, 

Buñuel, Dante, Kafka, Calvino, Barthes, Beckett, Freud, and many others. Vila-Matas refers 

to, among others, Jorge Luis Borges, whose ideas have been used in this thesis as well. The 

narrator in Bartleby & Co. is in the first person and explains his joy of being off from work:  

I now have all the time in the world, and this allows me – as Borges would say – to 
tire out shelves, to enter and leave the books in my library, always searching for new 
cases of Bartlebys that will allow me to add to the list of writers of the No which I 
have been compiling over so many years of literary silence.22  
 

The novel itself is a literary paradox; the author idolises writers who do not write, and studies 

literature which never materialised, breaking his own twenty-five-year literary silence. This 

reflects Borges’s principles as well; he is said to have stated that he “refuses to write an 

‘original’ text, instead producing a meta-text, a pseudo-learned commentary on other texts – 

texts which exist, however, only in his own imagination”23. Therefore, Borges is also creating 

the fiction he initially turned down.  

   

1.2 Literary Terms Explained 

 

Turning to A Poetics of Postmodernism – History, Theory, Fiction by Linda Hutcheon24, I set 

to find a definition of postmodernism, also referred to as “midfiction” or “paramodernism”25. 

It is to be noted that there are a number of terms out there when one begins researching 

definitions for the terms used in this thesis, and at times it is difficult to separate one term 

                                                
22 P. 29. 
23 McHale, Brian. 1992. Constructing Postmodernism. London: Routledge. (his italics) 
24 Hutcheon, Linda. 1988. A Poetics of Postmodernism – History, Theory, Fiction. London: Routledge. 
25 P. 5. 
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from another. For the purposes of this thesis, I have decided to follow Hutcheon’s definition 

of postmodernism , Anthony Grafton’s26 ideas on historiography, Robert Scholes’27 concept 

of fabulation, and Patricia Waugh’s28 description of metafiction.   

     It is unavoidable to mention postmodernism without bringing up Vladimir Nabokov, Kurt 

Vonnegut, Italo Calvino, Thomas Pynchon, William S. Burroughs and Angela Carter. These 

are the writers who defied the coherence of modernism, who do not succumb to the 

restrictions of modernism but embraced the “space age” in the mid-20th century. They 

accepted the absurd and greeted the indifference despite of the critics who blamed 

postmodernists of being ‘depthless’29. 

     Hutcheon bases her arguments on architecture and then applies the principles on literature. 

To summarise Hutcheon’s explanation on postmodernism before diving into the theory, 

postmodernism is not contemporary, it is not tied to one particular culture, and it does not 

refer to just metafictional (explained further in this chapter) or historical novel. Instead, it is 

definitely contradictory, self-reflexive, historical and political. In addition to this, 

postmodernism is seen as “the presence of the past”, deriving from realism, and naturally, 

modernism. Hutcheon uses expression historiographic metafiction to refer to one form of 

postmodernist novel genre; however for the purposes of this thesis, the term metafiction as 

defined by Waugh has been used to better separate it from historiography. Historiographic 

metafiction and metafiction can be seen as synonyms; therefore, when using Hutcheon as a 

reference, historiographic metafiction is mentioned to keep the authenticity of the citations.  

     Brian McHale introduces a concept of late-modernism to describe authors like Borges or 

Nabokov30. These authors are definitely post modern but do not, according to McHale, belong 

to the literature of exhaustion like many of the postmodern writers have been seen to belong. 

                                                
26 Grafton, Anthony. 1997. The Footnote – A Curious History. London: Faber and Faber. 
27 Scholes, Robert. 1979. Fabulation and Metafiction. Chicago: University of Illinois Press. 
28 Waugh, Patricia. 1984. Metafiction – The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction. London: Routledge. 
29 Oxford Concise Dictionary o f Literary Terms. Ed. Chris Baldwick. 1990. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
30 McHale, p. 29. 
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As McHale puts it, postmodernism should follow Borges’s late modernist period without 

feeding from the traditional values but by gaining revival through it. Therefore, 

postmodernism should be seen as literature of replenishment rather than that of exhaustion31.   

     Nevertheless, Hutcheon’s ideas of historiographic metafiction seems to fit in for Clarke’s 

novel because, as Hutcheon puts it, the term historiographic metafiction annotates to “those 

well-known and popular novels which are both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically 

also lay claim to historical events and personages”32. Clarke effectively mixes true historical 

events, places and persons with her imaginary equivalents. The reader is led away from the 

traditional way of reading by the use of footnotes; traditionally, the reader would find the 

footnotes at the end of a paragraph or chapter (“endnotes”), whereas with Clarke, they are 

scattered throughout the novel. They interrupt the pattern and challenge the reader not to stick 

with the storyline. The footnotes are there for the reader to establish a special bond between 

the narrator and the reader, and thus making the reading a personal experience. Genette also 

mentions that the addressee of the note is the reader; however, they are optional for the reader 

or can even be addressed to certain readers only33. There may even be readers who would 

only read the footnotes, although with regards to Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell this seems 

unlikely; the reader will buy or borrow the book because of the novel itself and does not 

necessarily even know at that point that he will be involved in reading footnotes. As for the 

placing of the footnotes, however, Clarke has chosen to insert them at the bottom of the pages 

rather than at the end of chapters, thus making it easier for the reader to observe them; had 

they been ‘endnotes’ it would have been more tempting for the reader to ignore them.  

     The narrator in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell is an omnipresent, know-it-all figure, who 

examines the deepest anxieties of the characters and reveals relevant and sometimes irrelevant 

details to the reader. The narrator does not only follow the two main characters, Jonathan 

                                                
31 Ibid., p. 27. 
32 Hutcheon, p. 5. 
33 Genette, p. 324. 
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Strange or Mr Norrell, but almost every person in the novel. This is typically not recognised 

as postmodern, as the theory normally refuses the omniscience and omnipresence of the third 

person34. The narrator in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell has the knowledge of the past, 

present and the future. He has an extensive knowledge on historical events, literature, 

languages, the supernatural, and, of course, on the thoughts and intentions of everyone in the 

book. At times, the novel almost feels like a biography, as one of the characters – John 

Segundus – is to write a biography on Jonathan Strange and this is also used as a reference 

from time to time. It seems that Clarke’s aim is to capture several possible genres of literature, 

that is, historical novel, war novel, realistic novel, folklore, fantasy and adventures amongst 

others, and put it together in order to create a potpourri of a novel. Astonishingly enough, it 

works. The reader faces a constant thrill of anticipation and change. Clarke’s experiment 

displays such joy and skill of creating these different styles that it does not fail to involve the 

reader.  

     The organisation of time is another factor that contributes towards postmodernism in this 

novel. One of the features of postmodernism is pluralism, and this manifests itself in the 

novel in various forms. Time in the novel is not linear; it shoots everywhere. If one imagines 

a timeline, where there is past, present and future, time in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell 

goes beyond this. There are also parallel timelines which take place in the Faerieland, the 

Hell, and other underworlds. As mentioned before, postmodernism (and some forms of 

modernism as well, for example Virginia Woolf) is characterised by “the presence of the 

past”. The past manifests itself in the novel at various levels; in the references to the Raven 

King, the ancient stories, buildings, the land of Faerie. Time is also manifold in the footnotes. 

They do not always refer to the current affairs which led us to read them, but might be 

references to past or future events. 

                                                
34 Ibid., p. 10. 
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     These multitude concepts of time are not the only parallels in the book. We also have 

plural protagonists (all in all the lives of nineteen different characters are described) even 

though the title characters Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell do stand up amongst the others. 

The book is divided into three volumes; the first one dedicated to Mr Norrell, the second to 

Jonathan Strange, and the third to John Uskglass, also know as the Raven King. 

Geographically, the novel is also not tied to one place but several, including locations from 

this world and the world beyond. The events are also described from different characters’ 

perspectives; for example, Stephen the butler sees the Fairy’s kingdom quite in a different 

light than the Fairy himself; Norrell and Strange have very divided opinions on the same 

issues; Mr Segundus and Childermass – Norrell’s man servant – see the results of an 

enchantment in a dissimilar way. This enhances the confusion of real and imaginary; how 

does the reader know which one is the ‘right’ interpretation of things? McHale discusses this 

“shifting of reality” as well. The reader is in constant state of anticipation: now the events are 

true, now false, and now again true. This fundamentally shakes the reader’s perception of 

‘reality’ and creates what McHale calls “the rule-breaking art”35.  

     The different kinds of footnotes create a distinctive voice of the narrator and make the 

narrator appear as a character himself. After a while, the reader is so used to the interruption 

of the voice of the narrator in the form of footnotes that he almost expects the voice to step in. 

Instead of just presenting the narrator as an omniscient additional person, the footnotes 

engender another protagonist; the narrator is at least as important a person in the novel as 

Strange or Mr Norrell. The narrator has suddenly become flesh and blood. 

     Postmodernism is also marked by irony and parody. Some of the parallels in Jonathan 

Strange & Mr Norrell are just that; the ironic mixture of war or historical narrative and magic, 

or the very 21st century point of view on class struggle and women’s rights. The voices of the 

                                                
35 McHale, p. 23. 
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black butler Stephen or even Strange’s wife Arabella would not have been heard in their own 

time. Hutcheon quotes Stanley Fish36, who recognises “dialectical” literary presentation. This 

is a presentation which disturbs readers, because it compels the reader to examine his own 

values and principles rather than giving straight answers and satisfying the reader’s curiosity. 

The ending of the book reflects this, too; it seems arbitrary rather than logical. The 

contradictory nature of postmodernism does not offer conventional, fixed concepts but 

multiple, conditional options instead37. 

     Another description that comes to one’s mind when reading Jonathan Strange & Mr 

Norrell is encyclopedic narrative. Edward Mendelson uses this description on Pynchon’s 

Gravity’s Rainbow
38. Clarke’s aim of capturing several possible genres of literature, that is, 

historical novel, realistic novel, folklore, war novel, fantasy and adventure amongst others, 

reflects in its generic multifariousness Joyce’s Ulysses or Cervantes’ Don Quixote. Mendelson 

states: “All encyclopedic narratives contain, inter alia, theoretical accounts of statecraft, 

histories of language, and images of their own enormous scale in the form of giants or 

gigantism”39. For all these pointers, Clarke receives a tick. According to Mendelson, 

encyclopedic narratives or encyclopedic authors take into account the scientific and aesthetic 

information which is valued by their culture40. To reach this purpose, Clarke uses compendia 

of methods: folklores within footnotes, letters, publications, journals, traditional narrative, 

scientific references, historical references and realistic observations. It seems that Clarke has 

not left anything out but has tried to reach the contemporary reader by any means possible. 

Like Pynchon, the narrator in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell directly addresses the audience, 

uses verse, directly judges on a situation, character or theory, and is an omniscient narrator in 

general. Furthermore, the ending of the book resembles Pynchon’s in the sense that it leaves 

                                                
36 Hutcheon, p. 45. 
37 Ibid., 60. 
38 Mendelson, Edward, ed. 1978. Pynchon – A Collection of Critical Essays. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 
39 Ibid., 10. His italics. 
40 Ibid., 9. 
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readers free to interpret it as they wish. It does not offer solutions to problems or answers to 

questions; only an idea as what might happen. Pynchon has also used the reader as a 

character. This means that the reader is so involved in the intertwined worlds of the real and 

the fictional that he does no longer know where one ends and the other begins. Therefore, the 

reader starts to mimic the characters and read signs in the novel, thus making the reading of 

the novel an individual experience based on his own interpretation41.       

     Borges’s ideas are also of the essence when studying Clarke. Donald L. Shaw discusses 

Borges’s “foreshadowing devices” or “framing devices”.42 These are elements which add 

dramatic suspense to the story and form the core of the novel. In Jonathan Strange & Mr 

Norrell, the Raven King’s prophecy functions as a foreshadowing device and everything that 

happens in the novel circles around the poem. Borges is keen on playing with the idea of 

plausibility and wants to make his readers think “What if?” He has used the concept of 

parallel times for example in The Garden of Forking Paths and Emma Zunz
43

. This is present 

in Clarke’s novel as well and will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3.1 (Metafiction).  

     In Borges’s Other Inquisitions
44, James E. Irby offers in his introduction some 

fundamentals of Borges which can be applied to the study of Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell. 

Borges was fascinated about “the world as a Book, reality transmuted into Word, into 

intelligible Sign”45. Books, and Mr Norrell’s library in Hurtfew Abbey, represent an integral 

role in the novel. Books are the main reason for the two magicians’ quarrel and they also 

represent a major role in the footnotes in the form of source references. Irby mentions that 

Borges’s stories are often climaxed by the discovery of unexpected text46. This literally 

happens in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, when we find that the long-lost book of John 

                                                
41 Cooper, Peter L. 1983. Signs and Symptoms: Thomas Pynchon and the Contemporary World. London: 
University of California Press. 
42 Shaw, Donald L. 1992. Borges’ Narrative Strategy. Leeds: Francis Cairns. P. 61. 
43 Ibid., p. 62. 
44 Borges, Jorge Luis. 1964. Other Inquisitions 1937 - 1952. New York: Simon and Schuster. 
45 Ibid., p. xii 
46 Ibid. 
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Uskglass’ is actually tattooed (or conjured) on the street sorcerer Vinculus’ body. The 

problem is that no one is able to read John Uskglass’ writing; the language is long forgotten. 

Vinculus effectively is a book. Towards the end of the novel, he boasts: “Perhaps I am a 

Receipt-Book! Perhaps I am a Novel! Perhaps I am a Collection of Sermons!” The only thing 

Childermass fears is that the Raven King’s text is lost: “I hope you are what you have always 

been – a Book of Magic.” (994).  

     The arbitrary nature of language is also present in the novel, when Childermass tries to 

interpret the letters and symbols on Vinculus’ skin: “What about this? This symbol like a 

horned circle with a line through it. It occurs over and over again. What does it mean?” 

Vinculus then replies: “It means last Tuesday,” he said. “It means three pigs one of ‘em 

wearing a straw hat! It means Sally went a-dancing in the moon’s shadow and lost a little rosy 

purse!” (p. 995). The arbitrary nature of language is presented in Borges’s essay “The 

Analytical Language of John Wilkins”47. Wilkins started to examine and carry out Descartes’ 

idea that all human thought could be organised in a language of numbers. Descartes was 

hoping to name all quantities to infinity by using the decimal system. Wilkins, on the other 

hand, divided the universe into forty categories – each class was allocated a two-letter 

syllable. This is what Vinculus also is: an encyclopaedia of a secret language, in which each 

symbol means a whole world. Similarly, in this thesis the different types of footnotes are 

attempted to be placed in certain categories in order to make sense to their variety and 

multitude. The importance of books will be further discussed in chapter 3.1 (Metafiction). 

     Borges’s ideas are also examined in John O’Stark’s The Literature of Exhaustion
48

. 

O’Stark studies the literary style of Borges, Nabokov and Barth. Borges’s work – especially 

“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”49
 - is described as Chinese Boxes

50
; fictional worlds within each 

                                                
47 In Other Inquisitions, p, 101. 
48 O’Stark, John. 1974. The Literature of Exhaustion. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 
49 First published in Borges’s collection The Garden of Forking Paths, 1941. 
50 O’Stark., 12. 
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other, a real or artificial system contained in each box. As O’Stark points out, Uqbar is an 

imaginary land and Tlön is another, which exists in Uqbar’s literature. However, real people 

in the society give it “an aura of reality”51. This is how Clarke works Jonathan Strange & Mr 

Norrell as well; following O’Stark’s ideas it can be claimed that she exhausts literature by 

using as many possible elements as she can.  

Fabulation, on the other hand, is a term used for the modern self-conscious fiction. It 

means that this mode of fiction openly displays its artificiality and does not try to follow the 

conventions of realism. The term is often connected to magic realism or the marvellous
52

.  In 

the scope of this thesis, however, the term fabulation will be employed in order to avoid the 

complexity which using several different terms might cause.It is interesting to realise that the 

definition of a fable is not only a fictional story but could also be seen as a lie. Clarke’s fable 

is moral, it is fictitious, it contains supernatural and mythical elements, and one of the key 

themes of the novel is a dramatic poem or a prophecy written in the form of a poem. In this 

sense, Clarke is a true fabulist, inventing fables and even falsifying historical events.  

     Robert Scholes introduces us to fabulation by recounting the story in which the word 

‘fabulator’ was probably used for the first time53. This is the eighth fable of Alfonce translated 

by William Caxton in 1484. The story presents a master and disciple. The master tells the 

disciple a story about a King and his fabulator, in which there is a story about a sheep.  And 

we cannot forget that it is Caxton who is translating the story which is written by somebody 

else. In Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, we have the third person narrative who introduces us 

to John Segundus, who effectively writes a biography of Jonathan Strange (for instance page 

75). There are also stories within stories, for instance the story of a little boy who was 

abducted by fairies, which is triggered by some gentlemen mentioning this particular event. 

Furthermore, the footnotes in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell reveal historical events, real 
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52 Oxford Concise Dictionary o f Literary Terms, p. 128, 129. 
53 Scholes, pp. 1 – 2. 
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and imaginary, which are tied to Jonathan Strange’s experiences in the war front. The 

references throughout the novel also portray tales that the main characters tell to other people; 

and thus fit in the concept of fabulation, as presented to us by Scholes, in the form of the 

original fabulators.  

     Scholes also refers to Borges’ ideas on reality and fabulation. Borges was particularly 

fascinated by mirrors and maps in his own fiction54. These are powerful means of creating our 

image of the world; both are just arbitrary systems of trying to outline our own reality. In 

Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, both mirrors and maps are used often to symbolise the 

arbitrary image we have of the world. During his time in the Peninsula with the Duke of 

Wellington, Strange constantly shapes the maps and the landscape to suit Wellington’s plans 

against Buonaparte’s troops. Several footnotes explain what kind of magic Strange did during 

the war and how he changed the geography as we know it. Clarke is showing the reader that 

maps are just one way as to how history has been formed and are not necessarily any more 

‘real’ than her interpretations on the matter. Mirrors, on the other hand, “reduce three 

dimensions to a plane surface of two, they double distance and reduce size (our face in a 

mirror is only half its true size), and, most significantly, they reverse right and left”55. This is 

demonstrated in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell by Strange’s adventures in the Faerieland 

through mirrors; he discovers a spell which enables him to step into any mirror and enter the 

Raven King’s old paths which can practically take him anywhere. This portrays the two 

parallels in the novel; which one is more real – the world in which Strange and Norrell live or 

the parallel universe of many other lands, including the Faerie, the Hell, and Agrace, John 

Uskglass’ third kingdom? They all interact, but depending on which one lives in, some of 

them are more real than others. In the novel, human beings are normally ignorant of the 

overlapping of their world into another, unless they are particularly sensitive to magic (as are, 
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for example, madmen and lunatics). Simultaneously, the fairy race is generally reluctant to 

interact with the human world, as they consider their race superior and humans not worthy of 

acquaintance. Mirror images are also present in situations where Norrell or Strange want to 

see in the future. All that is needed is a silver basin with some water in it, and the two 

magicians can fathom visions on events that take place on the other side of the world (for 

instance, when they need to clarify to the politicians where Wellington’s fleets currently sail) 

or glance into the future. This forms a great contrast to their present world and how ‘normal’ 

people, non-magicians see and interpret the world. The transition from the ‘real’ world into 

the fabulative narrative is very fine. 

     Another reflection of mirroring the reality in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell is the 

presence of art. Art, as Borges puts it, is a map of a kind that mimics something that actually 

exists56. Still, it is only a reflection of what the painter has seen and therefore cannot translate 

the reality objectively. However, we – the readers or the persons who are looking at a piece of 

art – are aware of its limitations and that is why we can rely on them. Artwork is also present 

in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell and paintings are intricately described. Paintings work in 

the same way as mirrors in the novel; wherever a painting is described the proximity of the 

Faerie can be felt. Paintings can be similar pathways to the Faerie as mirrors are. They also 

carry parallels to the events within the story; the atmosphere in the paintings often reflects the 

mood of the people in the room or that of the current events. They are also referred to later in 

the novel when someone is about to be enchanted and enticed to the Faerie.  

     O’Stark adds two more elements in the methods of creating fabulation although he does 

not use the term fabulation to describe it (the term was popularised later by Scholes): dreams 

and the image of labyrinth57, on which Borges especially was keen. In Borges’s collection The 

Garden of Forking Paths the title itself denotes to a maze; those forking paths form a 
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22 

labyrinth where the reader could easily get lost were he not aware where they lead. O’Stark 

suggests that the reader can have several options whilst reading: one path takes the reader 

further into another box, Orbis Tertius, a second towards another imaginary world, and a third 

to Tlön and its philosophical systems, and so on. Labyrinths are present in Jonathan Strange 

& Mr Norrell in the form of the Raven King’s roads which can be accessed either via mirrors 

or just by finding and old path. An exciting incident in a labyrinth is created when Strange, 

after years of opposing Mr Norrell, finally enters Mr Norrell’s library which is protected by a 

magical labyrinth. Strange manages to break the code and improve on the spell so that Mr 

Norrell himself cannot find his way to the library any longer. The two magicians creating 

mazes for each other in a battle of the final ownership of the famous library is a symbolic 

scene for the fabulative narrative. 

     Dreams, on the other hand, are experienced by several characters in the novel. Often they 

carry a prophecy-like element to them, for instance when Drawlight dreams of being 

swallowed by the earth. This eventually is his destiny. Furthermore, all excursions to the 

Faerie carry a dream-like ingredient in the narrative; when butler Stephen or Lady Pole spend 

endless, joyless nights in the fairy’s mansion dancing or watching curious processions, other 

people believe that they have only been dreaming when they try to recount their experiences. 

Strange’s wife, Arabella, has a similar destiny when she first starts wandering off to the hills 

in the night time; Strange cannot see any magic taking place there but is convinced that 

Arabella has only had nightmares. Dreams are very tightly entwined with reality in the novel 

and are almost like a third universe between the ‘real’ world and the Faerieland. 

     According to Scholes, metafiction attempts to “assault or transcend the laws of fiction”58. 

In the Oxford Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms, metafiction is defined as follows: 

metafiction, fiction about fiction; or more especially a kind of fiction that openly 
comments on its own fictional status . . . the term is normally used for works that involve 
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a significant degree of self-consciousness about themselves as fictions, in ways that go 
beyond occasional apologetic addresses to the reader.59 

 

Therefore, metafiction is something that is with, after, between or among fiction. It tries to 

look like fiction but is in disguise; it differs from fiction in that it tends to experiment with all 

different aspects of fiction and therefore be broader than the concept of fiction itself. 

Metafiction questions the line between fiction and reality. Linking back to postmodernism and 

its alternative endings, Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) is one of the best-

known metafictional novels as it leaves the reader to interpret and choose the ending to the 

novel. Another important piece of work in the metafictional genre is Calvino’s If on a 

winter’s night a traveler (1979), where he declares in the beginning of the novel: “You are 

about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a traveler.”60   

     Waugh, on the other hand, acknowledges that metafiction does not actually want to 

mislead the reader to believe in its authenticity: “. . . [metafiction] also fails deliberately to 

provide its readers with sufficient or sufficiently consistent components for him to be able to 

construct a satisfactory alternative world. Frames are set up only to be continually broken. 

Contexts are ostentatiously constructed, only to be subsequently deconstructed”61. This is true 

in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell as well; it seems that first Clarke spends pages and pages 

creating minute details on military procedures in the early 19th century, only to crash it all by 

putting Strange on the field casting spells and aiding the Duke of Wellington by moving a 

forest for him. In Waugh’s opinion, all fiction is effectively metafiction; this is what gives a 

novel its identity62. Creating fiction is to create illusions, and this is literally what Jonathan 

Strange & Mr Norrell is all about; the two magicians conjure up illusions one after another; 

England is but an illusion which can be swept away with one movement of a hand by a fairy. 
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     Waugh refers to a debate that Scholes and Kellogg started in 1966, where they suggest that 

the alternate history novel emerged by combining the epic (history/mimesis) and the fictional 

(romance/fable)63. Waugh suggests that “alternative worlds” are a sub-category of 

metafiction; an approach that has been adopted for this study as well.  

     Waugh also mentions the terms metatheatre, metapolitics and metarhetoric
64

. These terms 

have been used, since the 1960s, to express how individuals experience the world around 

them and follow William H. Gass’s thoughts; he is the first author to have used the term 

‘metafiction’.  Considering Clarke’s work, though, one wants to disagree with the fact that 

metafiction would deliberately lead the reader to remember that he is reading a work of 

fiction: Clarke is persuading the reader to forget that he is reading fiction. She wants to 

convince us that all this really happened, or persuade us to think what if it happened this way. 

     Other early metafictional novels include Cervantes' Don Quixote. However, metafiction 

gained wider audience in the 1960s with Gass, John Barth and Robert Coover. Barth's Lost in 

the Funhouse, Coover's Pricksongs and Descants, and Gass’s Willie Master's Lonesome Wife 

are probably some of the best-known examples of metafiction from that era. Following in the 

footsteps of William Gass, Scholes calls experimental fabulation “metafiction”65. Some 

examples as how an author might want to do this are, for example, a work of fiction within a 

fiction, a novel about a person writing or reading a novel, or a novel which itself is within the 

novel (e.g. Sophie's World by Jostein Gaarder, 1991). Nevertheless, in this thesis the terms 

fabulation and metafiction are used to denote different styles. Other metafictional methods 

which Clarke uses are, for example, a narrator who is a character in the book (John 

Segundus), different points of view on the same set, and a work of fiction within a fiction. She 

also uses some of the same settings that she uses in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell in her 
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second novel, The Ladies of Grace Adieu
66

, and some of the characters of Jonathan Strange 

& Mr Norrell appear in this book as well.  

     However, Clarke is not trying to re-write history even though she is creating an impressive 

storage of evidence to convince us on the authenticity of her references. When the reader 

picks up this book from the shelf and reads the back cover, he knows instantly that this is not 

meant to reflect real historical events: “The year is 1806. England is beleaguered by the long 

war with Napoleon, and centuries have passed since practical magicians faded into the 

nation’s past.” Even though we were familiar with the fact that England indeed was in war 

with France in the early 19th century, we would stop believing that this is a realistic novel at 

the mention of the magicians. Clarke is showing us from the very beginning that this is a 

fantastical novel. So why bother to try and convince us the readers that some of this really 

happened, by taking a long time to research military history and make sure that the battle 

scenes are of realistic nature? 

     My belief is that Clarke wanted to create as believable metafiction as possible. By adding 

all the detailed descriptions on the war, military camps and such, she adds veracity to her 

novel; grounding in history that was never there. This ensures that at least a couple of times 

during the reading of the novel the reader would ask: Did this actually happen? What if this 

did take place as described here? Was there really magic in the world two hundred years ago, 

or… is there still? Clarke is creating an alternate history; she is describing the era of 

Napoleonic wars, but what differs from what we know about this period of time is the fact 

that there is magic present. This style is often also called counterfactual or counterrealistic 

fiction
67. The author wants to embed the reader with the idea: What if it had happened like 

this? The same method is effectively used by authors such as Philip K Dick (The Man in the 
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High Castle, 1962), Christopher Priest (The Prestige, 1995 – also made into a film in 2006), 

and Carlos Fuentes (Terra Nostra, 1975).  

     However, as mentioned previously, Clarke does use events from the history which actually 

have taken place. The term historiography is not very clear, either: its meaning has changed 

several times in the past. To put it simply, historiography studies history, and therefore 

Anthony Grafton – a professor of History at Princeton University and a noted author of 

several historical studies68, is quoted in this thesis for any references to historiography. He 

has studied the footnote from the historical point of view, and this is suitable when examining 

Clarke’s historical footnotes, which contribute significantly towards the footnote count of the 

novel. 

     Grafton’s first example of footnotes is naturally Edward Gibbon. History of the Decline 

and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776 – 89) is famous for the epic and extensive footnotes, in 

comparison to which Clarke is but a novice. However, as Grafton remarks, Gibbon’s 

footnotes have aroused laughs as well as respect69. Even the most scholarly writers divide 

their admirers into two camps: those who devour every footnote, and others who find fault in 

them. Gibbon was a historian, but his referencing resembles Clarke’s in the sense that quite 

often they were not of scholarly nature. He used them to infuriate his opponents and entertain 

his friends. Clarke’s narrator also has the voice of a gossiper and entertainer. So does Gibbon 

(who is the narrator). He puts his own opinions in footnotes, such as the following: “It may 

seem somewhat remarkable . . . that Bernard of Clairvaux, who records so many miracles of 

his friend St. Malachi, never takes any notice of his own, which, in their turn, however, are 

carefully related by his companions and disciples”70. Despite being a historian, he uses the 

footnotes to his own benefit as well as means of referencing and recording his sources. 

                                                
68 Joseph Scaliger: A Study in the History of Classical Scholarship. 1983 – 1993. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. Forgers and Critics: Creativity and Duplicity in Western Scholarship. 1990. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.Bring Out Your Dead: The Past as Revelation. 2001. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
69 Grafton, p. 1. 
70 P. 2. 
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Grafton does remind us though that the interpretation of footnotes is always dependant on 

one’s background; whether you know the ‘code’ and belong to the relevant community to 

understand them to perfection71. Consequently, Clarke’s footnotes may reveal different 

aspects to different people, depending on their individual experiences. In spite of this, I 

assume that the historiographic footnotes are the most straightforward category as they either 

are or are not based on authentic historical events. The historiographic footnotes in this thesis 

will be the references which portray events, people, locations or texts in the recorded history.   

     Fantasy is a literary style that has been mentioned in passing a few times in this thesis and 

must not be ignored when discussing Clarke. Again, terminology can be problematic when 

one studies the fields of the fantastic, the marvellous, magic realism, counterfactual, even 

mise-en-abyme. In order to make a distinction between these terms, a brief explanation of 

each is required.  

     The Fantastic, as defined by Todorov Tzvetan72, is mainly identified by the reader’s 

hesitation; when the fantastic element is first introduced the reader pauses for a moment, 

before accepting the supernatural. It is as if this way the reader prepares himself for the 

supernatural climax. After this stage, the reader faces adaptation and adjusts his reading to 

acknowledge that he is reading a work of the fantastic
73

. Todorov as well as McHale discuss 

the element of as if which is needed when the reader is questioning the limit between real and 

unreal. As Todorov puts it, first the reader is uncertain of his understanding of the events in 

the novel and there is usually a degree of ambiguity involved which causes the reader to 

hesitate in his judgement74. The fantastic is definitely provoked by reality, but grounds to 

aspects which are imaginary. One of the examples Todorov mentions is Edgar Allan Poe and 

the tales of gothic nature and horror.  

                                                
71 P. 9. 
72 Todorov, Tzvetan. 1973. The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre. New York: Cornell 
University Press. 
73 Ibid., p. 31, 157. 
74 Ibid., p. 36. 
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     The marvellous, on the other hand, is a category of fiction in which these supernatural 

elements are accepted as real. It celebrates the supernatural, magical or mystical and in which 

these features are accepted as components of every-day life. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings 

trilogy (published in three volumes in 1954 and 1955)is often included in this category75. 

Other examples of this category are fairy tales, science fiction and fantasy. The term magic 

realism is used for modern fiction which can be recognised by its realistic tone but features 

fabulous and fantastical events. It is often based on folktale, fable and myth which are 

embedded in the narrative. Examples of magic realism are Angela Carter’s Nights at the 

Circus (1984) and Salman Rushdie’s Midnight Children (1981) 76. The expression mise-en-

abyme, in turn, was coined by André Gide and is best represented by Borges’s Chinese boxes; 

it is an event which is replicated to the infinity, often forming a frame story to the main text. 

Calvino has also been mentioned in this context77.  

     Lastly, counterfactual or alternate/alternative history is a genre which poses the question 

“What if it had happened differently?” This was briefly discussed earlier in conjunction with 

the definition of metafiction. Carlos Fuentes’ Terra Nostra, for example, creates an imaginary 

history – or future – of El Escorial; he “imagines a future without the expulsion of the Arabs 

and Jews in 1492, a future without the politics of the Spanish Inquisition . . .”78 Fuentes 

created a multicultural Spain where everything was possible. He draws from the energies of 

other texts such as the Kaballah, the Bible or the letters of Columbus and transforms history 

into his liking79. This reflects the method of writing in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell as 

well; Clarke has also used intertextuality in her novel by using other texts such as the Bible, 

Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1485) or the letters of Lord Byron. 

                                                
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid., p. 128. 
77 Ibid., p. 138. 
78 Williams, Raymond Leslie. 1996. The Writings of Carlos Fuentes. Austin: University of Texas Press. P. 48. 
79 Ibid., p. 64. 
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     How would we define Clarke’s style, then? Her novel definitely has elements from the 

marvellous, magic realism as well as counterfactual. Based on my research, it has proven 

difficult to place Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell in one class only and therefore I think it can 

be said that we are looking at a novel which is a postmodern alternative history with strong 

tendencies towards magic realism.          
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2 Foundations of the Analysis 

 

As a starting point of analysing the research material, I felt that I needed to discover a way to 

categorise the footnotes. However, I was doubtful whether the footnotes in Jonathan Strange 

& Mr Norrell could be compressed into boxes; would not this take the reader’s concentration 

away from the aesthetics of the novel rather than enhance the reading experience? Like Wood 

speculates, is it really relevant to try and make sense to fiction?80 As we are talking about 

postmodernism, however, it seemed suitable to exhaust the idea of possible categories. The 

different types of footnotes would also mirror the different layers of narratives, like Chinese 

boxes. Therefore, it seemed like the only solution to start thinking of convenient boxes for 

Clarke’s footnotes.  

 

2.1 Scholes’s Four Categories 

 

Before presenting Scholes’s theory, it needs to be justified why Scholes is chosen for this 

study above Genette. As stated previously, Genette has categorised notes into eight types and 

this could have been a good starting point for my own analysis. However, looking at 

Genette’s classifications, only few of them would have been suitable for Clarke’s footnotes. 

In Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, there are no authentic allographic, authentic actorial, 

disavowing authorial notes or any notes by translators. The allographic notes are often 

posthumous and therefore would not apply to Clarke’s novel. Some of Genette’s note types 

could certainly have been applied to Clarke’s footnotes; nevertheless at least half of them 

would have needed to be discarded. All the footnotes have been written by the same narrator 

for the same edition of the book, which limits the use of Genette’s types.  

                                                
80 Wood, Michael. 1994. The Magician’s Doubts – Nabokov and the Risks of Fiction. P. 189. 
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     Scholes81, on the other hand, presents us an idea of a four-fold approach to experimental 

fiction as follows: 

Fiction of forms 

(romance) 

Fiction of existence 

(novel) 

Fiction of ideas 

(myth) 

Fiction of essence 

(allegory) 

 

In this diagram, Scholes demonstrates the four dimensions that a fiction writer would need to 

cover in order to create something significant, even though the emphasis may be in one of 

them only82. Scholes starts by identifying the lower left-hand area, the fiction of ideas. Fiction 

of ideas means mythic fiction, such as in folktales. In this category, the idea is the controlling 

element; it can be studied as the subconscious, the imminent feelings and desires people used 

to have in the olden times before we became so conscious of our surroundings. Because of 

this increased consciousness, it has become more and more difficult to produce myths. 

     Fiction of forms (top left corner in the diagram) is subcategorised as ‘romance’. Romance 

can be interpreted in different ways, but as a literary genre, romance or chivalric romance is 

normally used to refer to a style of heroic prose from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. 

Parody is the other option in fiction of forms; if fiction chooses to avoid the legacy of the 

previous works it may take the opposite direction and turn it into parody83.  

     Fiction of existence (novel) seeks to mime human behaviour. The realistic novel is the 

most common form of behavioural fiction. It is almost like a report of peoples’ manners, 

habits and actions; mainly concentrating on the surface structure. As behaviour changes, so 

will its form, therefore guaranteeing the evolution of this form. However, reality is only 

shown as seen by the novelist and is only as manageable as his perception of the world. 

                                                
81 Scholes, p. 107. 
82 P. 108. 
83 P. 109. 
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     Finally, the fiction of essence concentrates on the structure of being. It is concerned with 

ethical ideas; it is the allegory which prods into and generates metaphysical questions and 

absolutes of value. It is possible for fiction to be both allegorical and behavioural; 

nevertheless, it may be complicated for an allegorist to manage the complex relationships 

between the formal, the behavioural, and the essential. This form of fiction is also prone to the 

changes that come with time84. 

     When I tried to categorise Clarke’s footnotes by using Scholes’s classification, I realised 

that his categories would not cover the variety of Clarke’s notes. Although perhaps the Fiction 

of Ideas (Myth) and Fiction of Forms (Romance) of Scholes’s classes might have been 

suitable, the Fiction of Existence (Novel) and the Fiction of Essence (Allegory) would have 

remained relatively blank. Although Clarke’s footnotes occasionally convey report-like 

observations on the characters (Fiction of Existence) and sometimes display ethical ideas 

(Fiction of Essence), in my opinion, these categories would not necessarily do justice for 

Clarke’s diverse footnotes. These elements are present in the novel, but not necessarily in the 

footnotes. New categories would need to be created in order to give justice to Clarke’s variety 

of footnotes; I wanted to know the purpose of each footnote and understand what it added to 

the novel and how it is integral to the story. Before I started to analyse the novel, my 

assumptions were that 1) there are footnotes on almost every page; that 2) most of the 

footnotes would go into the Fiction of ideas category, and 3) some of the footnotes were less 

essential than others.      

     Based on this initial feeling, I created a new experimental set of categories for the purposes 

of this study: 

 

 

                                                
84 P. 110. 
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Historiographic 

 

Fabulation and Metafiction 

 

Side remarks or Unnecessary Observations 

 

Translations 

 

Fabulation and Metafiction category would contain any fables or folklores that are presented 

in the form of footnotes within the story. In addition, included will be footnotes which are 

metafictional in nature, such as previously mentioned references by John Segundus. As 

mentioned previously, the novel contains 36 imaginary book references plus a couple of 

journals and periodicals, and my opinion is that these serve the same purpose in the novel as 

historical references, which is to add veracity, enforce the sense of reality, and more strongly 

bring forward the alternative histories. This class would also cover any references which 

clearly are fiction and cannot be taken as historiographic references. Scholes’s Fiction of 

Ideas would most accurately represent these footnotes as they portray the mythical element of 

a novel. 

     Historiographic footnotes would only include references to historical events, persons or 

locations, and also real source references. These are the components in the novel which create 

an air of reality. In the light of this finding, the translations (e.g. from Latin to English) 

seemed to enforce the same aim. When analysing the novel, translations were not a large 

group on their own, so I thought of including them in the historiographic category as they can 

be interpreted as adding scientific value to the narrative. This implied that the categories may 

need to be re-classified. 

     At first it seemed that quite a few of the footnotes served no specific purpose, therefore 

being almost unnecessary. I started to think of this type of footnotes more carefully. Why 

would an author include in her text references that did not bear any significance? A more 
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detailed study was needed in this particular category and I tried a new approach as displayed 

below: 

 

Historiographic 

 

Fabulation 

 

Metafiction 

 

Supplementary or Value Adding 

 

     At first glance, these additional footnotes do not give us any important information and 

could easily be ignored. A closer look, however, reveals that they are a means of exposing 

something essential about a particular character or preparing the reader for a forthcoming 

event; very much moulding our attitude towards a certain person or event in the future. 

Therefore it seems justified to give them a separate class which will contain the ones relevant 

to the characters and others essential for building up the story. The main feature of these 

footnotes is that they demonstrate economy in writing; they can reveal plenty without taking 

up the plot or derailing the reader from the main story. Some of them may be unnecessary to 

the plot but vital for the character building, or quite useless in relation to a certain character, 

but significant later on in the novel. Another function of these footnotes is that if they do not 

convey anything of importance about the plot or the protagonists, they build up the character 

of the narrator. He is like any other character in the novel; sometimes annoying in all his 

scholarly superiority, occasionally biased, at times too opinionated. Therefore, the character 

of the narrator needs to be taken into account when looking into this particular class of 

footnotes as the dismissal of this factor would be a misjudgement from the reader’s part. The 

name of the category also reflects Genette’s thoughts on notes; they serve as a supplement 
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and incorporating them into the main text could result in a “lumpish” outcome or “confusion-

generating hernia” as he puts it85. 

     Moreover, it seemed sensible to make fabulation and metafiction as separate entries as 

these two areas are likely to be dominant in the novel and therefore exhaust the category, and 

thus fabulation will cater for the fairy tales, folklore, verse and short stories, whereas 

metafiction will cover the events and references which resemble reality but are imaginary. 

     Due to the extensiveness of the research material (1,006 pages), it is necessary to narrow 

down the research area for the purposes of this study. Therefore, not all the footnotes are 

analysed as this would take too much space. The sample footnotes have been chosen from 

each category based on how varied and unpredictable ground they provide for the analysis. 

The following chapters will examine these footnotes and their function in the novel. For the 

purposes of clarity and comparison, the analysis has been split according to the three volumes 

of the novel. However, let us first examine how the footnotes fall into the set categories. 

 

2.2 The Frequency of Footnotes 

 

The starting point of this study was that there is an excessive number of footnotes in the novel 

– in the Introduction I mentioned that there are footnotes on almost every page. In order to see 

whether this is true or not, the footnotes needed to be mapped and counted. The result was 

somewhat surprising: there are several chapters in the book where there are no footnotes. 

Many chapters only contained one or two footnotes. This proves the point that Clarke has a 

method of embedding footnotes into the main text seamlessly and effortlessly; the reader 

senses the presence of the footnotes even when they are not there.  

                                                
85 Genette, p. 328. 
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     Volume I consists of 22 chapters, including 39 footnotes. Eight chapters do not have any 

footnotes. Only three chapters have more than three footnotes and the most common number 

of footnotes is two (in five chapters). This data already shows that the footnotes are not what 

the reader thinks they are in frequency; however, some of the footnotes are very long, 

extending over two or three pages. The number of historiographic footnotes is 10 (including 

two translations); only seven are fables in nature, and 16 fall into the category metafiction. 

Supplementary or Value Adding footnotes include 13 footnotes. The reason as to why these 

numbers do not add up to 39 is that several of the footnotes could be placed into more than 

just one category. However, it can be seen that the metafictional footnotes are highest in 

number. 

     Looking at the first volume, the high number of metafictional footnotes can be explained 

by the fact that Clarke is laying ground to future events, thus forming expectations and 

opinions of the reader. Historiographic and metafictional footnotes aid her in this as she 

creates a whole history of magical literature, different magical eras, and magicians and their 

followers. The supplementary footnotes, which at first glance do not seem important but 

which subconsciously mould our perception of certain characters, are also great in number 

and will be of significance later on. The whole Volume I, which is dedicated mostly to Mr 

Norrell, can be seen as a foundation to the future chapters. It allows the reader to acquaint 

himself with the concept of footnotes and learn to anticipate them.   

     In Volume II, there also are 22 chapters with 66 footnotes. Five chapters contain no 

footnotes. Three is the most frequently used number of footnotes (four chapters have three 

footnotes), and three chapters have four and five footnotes respectively, whereas one chapter 

has as many as nine. Majority of the footnotes again fall into the category of metafictional 

footnotes, the number of them being 31, thus increasing in number compared with the first 
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volume. Ten footnotes are historiographic, sixteen of them are fables and fifteen are 

supplementary footnotes, adding value either to the plot or to characters.  

     The reason for a great number of metafictional footnotes in Volume II is probably because 

the volume describes in large part Jonathan Strange’s adventures and magic in the war front. 

Clarke is fond of minute military descriptions and therefore the geographical locations, the 

Duke of Wellington’s horses, war terminology as well as general facts about warfare have 

been detailed in numerous footnotes. In addition to this, Strange’s magical experiments during 

the war have been carefully referenced; the narrator clarifies in several source reference 

footnotes whose spells have been used, how successful they have previously been, and when 

and by whom these were published. This also adds to the number of supplementary footnotes, 

revealing features of Strange based on the type of magic he uses to his advantage. Fabulative 

footnotes are rather common in Volume II as well. These footnotes are more often than not 

due to Strange’s and Mr Norrell’s conversations about magic, during which many tales are 

referred to and then further detailed in the form of footnotes. 

     In Volume III, there are 25 chapters with 82 footnotes; sixteen more than in Volume II and 

a significantly greater number than in Volume I. This is the world of John Uskglass and 

magic, and therefore fables represent clearly the highest type of footnotes. There are 16 

historiographic footnotes, 13 metafictional, 16 supplementary or value adding footnotes, and 

37 fabulative notes. Only five of the 25 chapters contain no footnotes. Five chapters contain 

five footnotes, four of them have seven. Footnotes in Volume III are generally longer than in 

the previous chapters due to their fable-like nature. The fabulative footnotes are closest to 

Scholes’s Fiction of Ideas category, which I anticipated to be the largest group in the novel. 

All in all, the fabulative footnotes are a total of sixty out of 187 footnotes, thereby forming 

one third of the footnote count of the novel. 
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3 Once Upon a Time: Fabulous Footnotes 

 

It has already been explained that metafictional and fabulative footnotes resemble each other, 

so much so that Scholes, for example, uses them as synonyms. In this study they have been 

separated and divided into two different chapters as it better serves the range and variety of 

Clarke’s footnotes. They do, however, share the same fabulous element; they are components 

of the fantastical in the novel and contribute towards magic realism and counterfactual. They 

contribute towards transforming history and take the reader to places where everything is 

possible. They also make the reader wonder which world it is that mirrors which in Jonathan 

Strange & Mr Norrell; England or the Faerie. Fuentes has perfected the concept of “history as 

mirror”; in his novel Terra Nostra the characters resemble real ones; however, he has 

rewritten the history of Spain to reflect his utopia of a perfect society86. The following 

chapters will examine how Clarke employs footnotes to create her ideal world.  

 

3.1 Metafiction 

 

The metafictional footnotes are the footnotes which try to make us believe the reality of the 

story: the bibliographical references, the scholarly source books, and the historical events or 

persons which, in fact, are not based on reality but very much appear so. However, one of the 

magicians mentioned in the novel, Valentine Greatrakes (or Greatorex), has actually existed 

and was an Irish healer87. Waugh argues that all novels are effectively metafictional; 

metafiction is the element which gives a novel its identity88.  

                                                
86 Williams, p. 86. 
87 http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/HST/staff.htm 
88 Waugh, p. 5. 
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     The very first footnote on page 3 is a metafictional reference to Jonathan Strange’s work 

The History and Practice of English Magic, publisher John Murray, London, 1816. This is an 

imaginary reference book but the footnote alone has a significant role in the scene setting of 

the novel. Firstly, we do not learn anything about Jonathan Strange before chapter 14, in 

which his father is introduced and Jonathan Strange is born. As a main character, he only 

appears in chapter 22. Therefore, by mentioning his piece of work on the first page of the 

novel, he is already presented as a published scholar and magician and somebody of vital 

importance for the novel even though we do not know anything else of Strange as yet. This 

piece of information becomes even more relevant further on in Volume I, when Mr Norrell 

demands all the other magicians in Yorkshire to give up their profession; the reader will know 

that there will be another magician and that this magician will be prestigious enough to 

practice magic and get published despite of Mr Norrell’s efforts to prevent it. The footnote 

gains more significance when we consider its implications. Only by giving us this reference to 

Strange’s book, Clarke creates a history of magical publications; it indicates that there has 

been and will be a volume of books about magic in England, thus giving credibility to the 

events. She creates a whole library of magical publications. Secondly, the fact that John 

Murray is a real publisher, established in 1768, will give this footnote further veracity89. 

Authors such as Charles Darwin, Jane Austen and Sir Walter Scott have really been 

customers of John Murray. This is one vital method how Clarke experiments with metafiction 

and leads the reader into believing the authenticity of the events.   

     Furthermore, the source reference is from 1816, whereas the events that are being 

described take place ten years earlier in 1806. This also gives us an idea of the timeline; the 

ten-year stretch indicates that the novel will probably cover at least a period of ten years or so. 

In addition to this, it reveals to the reader that the narrator’s is an omnipresent voice which is 

                                                
89 http://www.nls.uk/jma/index.html; The John Murray Archive. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
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not present in the same space or time of our characters, but tells the story from the future 

perspective. It is important to notice that the footnotes do not always refer to the present time 

but can refer to past as well as future events. However, the future, as presented in the 

footnotes, is not the 21st century where the audience live, but the future in relation to the 

events in the book; the narrator’s voice is still very much in the 19th century – not in the 

present time. This is a typically postmodernist feature in the novel; the story is not tied to a 

certain period of time but operates on various levels in time and space. We can therefore agree 

that only two lines at the bottom of the first page have already formatted our expectations and 

established authenticity in the events that are taking place. 

     This continues on page 11, where another reference book is introduced. This is A Complete 

Description of Dr Pale’s fairy-servants, their Names, Histories, Characters and the Services 

they performed for Him by John Segundus (from 1799). Segundus is something like a 

chronicler in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell; his source books appear in several places as he 

closely follows Strange’s life as his biographer. The second footnote on the same page tells us 

more about Dr Martin Pale: 

Dr Martin Pale (1485 – 1567) was the son of a Warwick leather-tanner. He 
was the last of the Aureate or Golden Age magicians. Other magicians 
followed him (c.f. Gregory Absalom) but their reputation is debatable. Pale 
was certainly the last English magician to venture into Faerie. 

  

The footnote is scholarly and detailed, further grounding to history that never existed. With 

four lines, Clarke introduces centuries of magicians and establishes the Golden Age for 

magicians in England. Had this been embedded in the main body of text, it would have drawn 

the reader’s attention away from the plot and taken up space. Therefore, by using a footnote to 

convey this demonstrates economy in writing; if included in the main text the same 

information could potentially have taken several paragraphs or even pages. The reader has 

numerous clues in this footnote to cement the authenticity of Martin Pale. He is a doctor and 
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died when he was 82 years old. His father was a leather-tanner from Warwick, which reveals 

to the reader that Pale came from the working class. He belonged to a group called the Golden 

Age magicians (or Aureate; again just by giving a synonym to this phenomenon creates a 

more credible flair to this reference) and was prestigious enough to have had followers, of 

which one is named. Gregory Absalom is mentioned further in the novel as well so this 

footnote also prepares the reader’s opinion on him and other Aureate magicians, namely that 

they were not as trustworthy or prominent as Martin Pale was. Just by four lines, Clarke has 

told the reader everything he needs to know about Dr Martin Pale and formatted the 

expectations of the reader for when Martin Pale next is mentioned. Whenever he appears in 

the novel, the reader will think of him as a hard-working, brave magician, highly esteemed by 

his peers, a convincing source of information not only due to academic study but also through 

his journeys to Faerie. Without the reader even properly noticing, Clarke has manipulated his 

image of Dr Martin Pale in her desired direction. This is confirmed later on in the novel; on 

page 702, when the footnote states: 

Scholars of magic are always particularly excited about any new discovery concerning 
the great Dr. Pale. He occupies an unique position in English magical history. Until 
the advent of Strange and Norrell he was the only noteworthy practical magician who 
wrote down his magic for other people to read. Naturally his books are esteemed 
above all others. 
 

Now this does not come to the reader as a surprise at all; Clarke has already laid the 

foundation for the reader to have this knowledge very early in the novel.  

     On page 14 the scholarly but difficult world of the magical faculty is further explained in a 

footnote: 

---The great masters of magic, those we term the Golden Age or Aureate magicians 
(Thomas Godbless, Ralph Stokesey, Catherine of Winchester, the Raven King) wrote 
little, or little has survived. It is probable that Thomas Godbless could not write. 
Stokesey learnt Latin at a little grammar school in his native Devonshire, but all that 
we know of him comes from other writers. 
     Magicians only applied themselves to writing books when magic was already in 
decline. Darkness was already approaching to quench the glory of English magic; 
those men we call the Silver Age or Argentine magicians (Thomas Lanchester, 1518-
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90; Jacques Belasis, 1526-1604; Nicholas Goubert, 1535-78; Gregory Absalom, 1507-
99) were flickering candles in the twilight; they were scholars first and magicians 
second.---  
 

This reference is a very believable account of the different magical directions in England for 

the past three hundred years. The reader is introduced to several magicians, detailed to the 

length of their lives and for some, even their education. The terms Aureate and Argentine 

create a scholarly, academic air to the footnote; we could expect to see something similar in 

any research book. The voice of the narrator has, however, put its own stamp on the footnote: 

by using expressions such as “great masters”, “darkness was already approaching to quench 

the glory of English magic”, and “flickering candles in the twilight”, it becomes clear what 

his opinion is and where his loyalties lie. It also gives the narrator a slightly pompous 

characteristics; the reader will visualise an Oxford don who wants to interrupt and always 

have the last word. The footnote is half of the page and if read in its entirety, gives the reader 

even more insight into the narrator’s opinions. This, in turn, implies that the footnote could 

potentially belong to more than one category: it also tells us something about the narrator and 

could therefore belong to the category Supplementary or Value Adding footnotes.  

     The source references are vital in the novel when one considers the novel itself. Books and 

Mr Norrell’s library present a significant role throughout the novel and by referencing them in 

the footnotes Clarke draws the reader’s attention to the importance of books. It can be said 

that Mr Norrell’s library almost is a character in the novel itself; it is so relevant to the story 

that it almost starts to live a life of its own. The main reason for Mr Norrell’s and Strange’s 

disagreement and partition are books, and more specifically, on Strange’s part the lack of 

them. Mr Norrell cherishes his library and collection of magical books more than any living 

person and it even exceeds his affection to his pupil, Strange. The only thing preventing 

Strange from becoming the most powerful magician in the world is the absence of books to 

learn from. One footnote on page 401 even refers to an old addition to English magical law: 
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book-murder. If a magical book was intentionally destroyed, it was punishable in the same 

fashion as the murder of a Christian. Therefore, the significance of books in general in the 

novel and the appreciation that Mr Norrell and Strange carry towards books is carefully laid 

in the multitude of metafictional references to publications. 

     Another key feature in the novel is the missing book written by John Uskglass, the Raven 

King. Everyone – Mr Norrell more than anyone - wants to find this book and no one knows 

where it has disappeared. The reader will eventually learn that the book only exists tattooed – 

or rather, conjured – on the street-sorcerer Vinculus’ skin. The only Reader of the book has 

long been dead, and therefore no one knows how to interpret the Raven King’s symbols. 

Vinculus has learnt it by heart, though: it is the prophecy that he has quoted to both Strange 

and Mr Norrell, as this he was destined to accomplish. However, as soon as the prophecy has 

been fulfilled, the book changes itself. Vinculus is a living book, only no one knows what he 

says. Childermass, who at this point has been made redundant from Mr Norrell’s service, is 

determined not to let Vinculus from his sight. At the end of the novel, he has not yet decided 

whether to tell the two magicians of his possession of John Uskglass’s book. Here, Clarke 

neatly refers to every person as a book; every character in the novel has a story to tell which 

ties in with the view of the world as a book90. Metafiction is but a method of construing this 

world. 

     Some of the footnotes that I have categorised as metafiction could in fact be included into 

more than one class. The following example, for instance, lists some magical books but also 

gives the reader an insight into Mr Norrell’s character – and Strange’s likewise: 

In this speech Mr Lascelles has managed to combine all Lord Portishead’s books into 
one. By the time Lord Portishead gave up the study of magic in early 1808 he had 
published three books: The Life of Jaques Belasis, pub. Longman, London, 1801, The 

Life of Nicholas Goubert, pub. Longman, London, 1805, and A Child’s History of the 

Raven King, pub. Longman, London, 1807, engravings by Thomas Bewick. The first 
two were scholarly discussion of two sixteenth-century magicians. Mr Norrell had no 

                                                
90 Hutcheon, p. 3. 
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great opinion on them, but he had a particular dislike of A Child’s History. Jonathan 
Strange, on the other hand, thought this an excellent little book. (145). 

 

 The first part of this footnote outlines three books complete with their publishers, locations 

and years. The latter part, however, gives the opinion of Mr Norrell’s as interpreted by the 

narrator. The fact that Mr Norrell dislikes A Child’s History portrays his personality a great 

deal. He is not a person to appreciate a book written for children, nor has he any warm 

feelings towards children in general. As stated in the footnote, Jonathan Strange, in turn, 

thinks it a good idea to write a book about magic for children. This two-line sentence informs 

the reader of what the narrator wants them to picture, namely that Mr Norrell is a not-so-

likeable person, and this guides the reader’s sympathies towards Strange, who seems to 

possess more agreeable characteristics. Were Clarke to convey this meaning in the main text, 

it would have sounded blunt and forward; however, just by acknowledging their taste for 

books she manages to tell the reader what she wants him to think. 

     Occasionally, there are metafictional footnotes which almost are fabulations but have been 

categorised as metafiction because they involve a historical character – one of such being 

Julius Caesar. This creates an air of reliability to the footnote as the reader knows that Caesar 

indeed made two expeditions to Britain. The footnote, which is rather lengthy so will not be 

included in here, details a story where Julius Caesar had met with the fairy folk, who – out of 

gratitude for his help – offered him anything he liked as a payment. Caesar then said that he 

would like to rule the world, which they promised him (317). As an incident, this is closer to 

fabulation, but if the reader thinks of the outcome it cannot be argued that this did not happen, 

as Julius Caesar ended up ruling the world. As metafiction, or alternative history, it qualifies.  

     Another historical person who frequently appears in the footnotes is Wellington. As the 

reader is probably aware, Lord Wellington was made a Duke because of his achievements in 

the war. This is also discussed in a footnote on page 431 as follows:  
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The British Government made Lord Wellington a Duke. At the same time there was a 
great deal of talk of ennobling Strange. “A baronetcy is the least he will expect,” said 
Lord Liverpool to Sir Walter, “and we would be perfectly justified in doing something 
more – what would you say to a viscountcy?” The reason that none of this ever 
happened was because, as Sir Walter pointed out, it was entirely impossible to bestow 
a title on Strange without doing something for Norrell and somehow no one in the 
Government liked Norrell well enough to wish to do it. The thought of having to 
address Mr Norrell as “Sir Gilbert” or “my lord” was somehow rather depressing. 

 

The footnote quite clearly expresses the government’s feelings towards Strange and Norrell 

and implies how Norrell – despite of being valued as government’s magician – did not really 

enjoy popularity amongst the members of the cabinet. Strange always seems to be the more 

liked magician of the two; his natural chattiness, charm and willingness to display his talents 

always earned him success wherever he went. It seems that Mr Norrell’s fears of not being 

appreciated by the politicians are not completely without grounds. Interestingly enough, 

neither Strange nor Norrell ever mention their desire to be ennobled and this is the only time 

the issue is mentioned in the novel. However, the footnote gives the reader an insight in the 

minds of the members of the Parliament and shows how much the magicians and their work is 

esteemed – this is an enormous step for magic as profession or recognised field of science, as 

it has been a forgotten and undervalued choice of career for the past two hundred years. 

Finally magic has received the esteem our magicians believe it deserves.  

     The appreciation of the lords of the Parliament is also of significance later on in the novel 

when Strange realises that what he and Norrell have done is nothing compared to the true 

power and extend of English magic. Norrell would have achieved his life-long dreams just by 

being recognised by the government, but this is not enough for Strange. Norrell’s greatest 

ambition is to do magic together with Strange for the benefit of Great Britain, whereas 

Strange does not want anything less than to follow John Uskglass’s footsteps.  

     Furthermore, the narrator has slipped in a joke as well, because as the reader by now 

knows, it would indeed be quite ridiculous to call Mr Norrell “Sir Gilbert” and thus this is 
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likely to evoke a few laughs. This is an important element of the footnotes throughout the 

novel and reveals features of the narrator’s character. This will be presented in more detail 

when discussing the last category, Supplementary or Value Adding footnotes. 

 

3.2 Fabulation 

 

The second category to be examined is the fairy tales, the folklore – fabulation. As discussed 

earlier, this category is sometimes referred to as the marvellous; a genre of which Tolkien is 

the best-known example. Tolkien has also discussed a fairy tale as a ‘true’ story in On Fairy 

Stories (1947). Most fairy tales in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell are simply in the form of 

folklore. This is – one would like to say – the category closest to the author’s heart. Clarke’s 

second novel, Ladies of Grace Adieu, is a collection of short stories from the fairy world that 

very much resemble her fables in the footnotes of Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell and indeed 

include some of the same characters as well. 

     The connection to the main text is normally a side remark in a conversation between the 

magicians or other learned gentlemen; a reference into which the author does not want to lead 

the reader too much as it would disrupt the reader’s concentration from the actual story. In a 

footnote, nevertheless, the fairly tale adds unexpected dimensions that open up when the 

reader takes a moment to pay attention to them. Some of the tales are short, two or three 

paragraphs, whereas others stretch over three or four pages. Others are in the form of a poem 

or even a nursery rhyme. 

     One of the fabulations is presented on page 153; a poem or a prophecy which mentions the 

famous Raven King. A footnote corrects common misconception amongst magicians: “The 

Raven King was traditionally held to have possessed three kingdoms: one in England, one in 

Faerie and one, a strange country on the far side of Hell.” This footnote gives the reader an 
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insight into the wealth and power of the Raven King and is mentioned several times in the 

novel (also on pages 269, 395 and 783). One might wonder why the author has seen this 

reference so essential that it has been inserted in the footnotes four times. This is obviously 

something she wants to emphasise and ensure the reader remembers. One reason could be that 

the reader should not forget how powerful the Raven King once was, how far his estates 

stretched and how significant his authority was over the British people and fairies alike. The 

Raven King’s prophecy itself is also repeated a few times in the novel; however, not once in a 

footnote. Vinculus believes that it is his destiny to ensure that all the parties in the prophecy 

(the two magicians and the ‘nameless slave’, whom he believes to be Stephen the butler) will 

hear the prophecy from him. This is what was written in the Raven King’s lost book. 

Everything mentioned in the prophecy eventually comes true, and thus it could be said that 

the prophecy, as such, is a metaplot of the whole novel; it runs parallel to the main story. This, 

again, reflects Borges’s Chinese boxes and is a clear indication of the fabulative element of 

the novel. The prophecy is recited in the main points of the novel; first to Mr Norrell, then to 

Strange and finally to Stephen. When it has fulfilled its destiny, it changes into another book 

on Vinculus’ skin, potentially foreseeing forthcoming events for English magic.  

     Another, very short footnote which has been categorised as fabulation in this thesis can be 

found on page 70: “Merlin is presumed to have been imprisoned in a hawthorn tree by the 

sorceress, Nimue.” This occurs quite early in the novel when Mr Norrell, surrounded by party 

people, is questioned on his beliefs with regards to the Raven King. Mr Lascelles, later a most 

devoted supporter of Mr Norrell, exclaims his disbelief that Mr Norrell could so easily 

dismiss the greatest magician of all ages, the Raven King, who could swing Merlin himself 

from the tree, spin him around and put him back in. Merlin is bound to be a familiar character 

for readers – one could almost claim that he is probably the best-known wizard or magician in 

literature. Nimue, on the other hand, might not be quite as well-known as Merlin. She is a 
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character from the Arthurian legend, Le Morte d’Arthur
91

, together with Merlin, the Excalibur 

and Lancelot. Clarke is not only creating fables but also drawing to other famous legends and 

folktales, thus entwining other authors’ creations into her own. This generates vast 

opportunities for Clarke as an author; she has already crafted a whole history of magical 

books, but now she can also use other people’s libraries, which extends her possibilities 

indefinitely. With a simple mention by Mr Lascelles, Clarke has given the reader a glimpse of 

the magical archives that lay hidden behind the scenes. This not only demonstrates economy 

in her writing but also reflects an encyclopedic approach; if the world is a book, then 

everything in it is available for anyone to use. 

     Parallels could also be drawn between this two-line footnote and the story itself. As the 

reader may know, Merlin was so powerless before Nimue that he teaches her everything he 

knows, even though he knows that this is eventually going to destroy him. The story of Mr 

Norrell and Strange is not exactly a love story, but their relationship as master and apprentice 

resembles that of Merlin and Nimue’s. Mr Norrell knows that if he teaches everything he 

knows to Strange, Strange will become more powerful a magician than he ever were. That is 

why he never willingly lets Strange enter his library, where Strange would have access to 

thousands of magical books and could learn everything and more than Mr Norrell knows. 

Nevertheless, at the end of the novel when they are trapped in the library together, Mr Norrell 

does not seem to object the idea of working together with Strange again, towards Strange’s 

goals – on the contrary, he embraces the odd situation. It is as if he knew all along that their 

destinies were interchangeable. The method of intertextuality has been discussed earlier in 

this thesis in relation to Keskinen’s article “Reading on the Threshold: Gérard Genette’s 

Peritexts as Interpretive Commentary”. Intertextuality denotes to styles of writing where other 

books or authors have been referred to; they are almost like footnotes or references, but like in 

                                                
91 Malory, Thomas, Sir. 1997. Le Morte d’Arthur. Corpus of Middle English Prose and Verse. [Internet] 
Michigan: University of Michigan. Available from http://www.hti.umich.edu/c/cme/. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
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historiography, the reader needs to know the code that has been used. With regards to 

Clarke’s footnotes, the reader may recognise most of these codes, but like the footnote of 

Merlin, being familiar with the Arthurian legends will open new doors to the reader and 

expand his reading experience. They can reflect what happened in those tales and draw 

parallels between the stories, thus gaining more insight into the multiple layers of the novel.  

     Conjuring the dead is another recurring motif in the novel. In the very beginning, Mr 

Norrell acts against all his beliefs when he brings back the deceased Lady Pole. This he does 

in order to advance his own cause; to bring back magic to England and to gain acceptance 

from the government. Mr Norrell wakes Lady Pole from death with the help of our fairy 

emperor, or the gentleman with the thistle-down hair as he is referred to throughout the novel. 

He thus gains appreciation and gratitude of Sir Walter, Lady Pole’s husband-to-be, who also 

is an influential politician and can open many doors to Mr Norrell. The magician keeps this 

secret to the very end of the novel, and hiding this essential fact destroys many other lives, 

including Strange’s wife Arabella’s, throughout the story; had Strange known Mr Norrell’s 

questionable methods earlier, he could have potentially saved Lady Pole, Arabella and the 

butler Stephen’s lives from a great deal of misery.  

     Strange, however, encounters the same method of waking the dead during the Peninsula 

war. The footnote on page 281 explains to the reader: “In medieval times conjuring the dead 

was a well-known sort of magic and there seems to have been a consensus that a dead 

magician was both the easiest spirit to raise and the most worth talking to.” This has been 

categorised as a fable, as the reader could quite safely assume that this is a product of the 

author’s imagination rather than based on real events. The footnote itself reveals other things 

to the reader as well. The reason this is mentioned in the text is a reference to the 

characteristics of Mr Norrell, as he had bought all books of magic in a recent auction, thus 
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leaving Strange and other aspiring magicians wanting. This will be covered in more detail in a 

later chapter, where the category ‘Supplementary or Value Adding’ footnotes are examined.                                     

     The only means of learning more about magic that is left for Strange is to conjure up a 

dead colleague. This emphasises the fact that Strange is a keen supporter of the medieval 

methods of magic and believes that the Aureate magicians are closest to what he wants to 

become. In this he is successful, too, until Mr Segundus accidentally intrudes into his vision 

and ruins his opportunity to converse with Maria Absalom, the spirit he had just managed to 

conjure up. Mr Segundus sums this up: “As a means of getting knowledge, it strikes me as 

more dramatic than convenient” (281). Strange demonstrates this quality throughout the 

novel; Mr Norrell is the more conventional of the two, whereas Strange does not ward off 

risks or questionable situations. He also has an element of a showman in him; he never 

refuses if someone asks him to perform a bit of magic just to entertain friends, whilst Mr 

Norrell would not comply to do any magical tricks unless it were for a greater cause.    

     Although this attempt to conjure up a dead magician was not all too successful, Strange 

learns that it is perfectly feasible and uses the same principle in the war front when he brings 

from the dead seventeen Neapolitans in the hope of extracting some important information 

from them for the Duke of Wellington. Strange quickly learns that there is a reason this magic 

has not been performed for nearly three hundred years: it is extremely taxing and it is also 

quite difficult to make them die again after they have fulfilled their purpose. A footnote on 

page 426 reveals an extract of a letter that Lord Fitzroy Somerset sent to his brother in 1812:  

Concerning the dead Italian soldiers I can only say that we greatly regretted such 
cruelty to men who had already suffered a great deal. But we were obliged to act as we 
did. They could not be persuaded to leave the magician alone. If they had not killed 
him, then they would have certainly driven him mad. We were obliged to set two men 
to watch him while he slept to keep the dead men from touching him and waking him 
up. They had been so battered about since their deaths. They were not, poor fellows, a 
sight any one wished to see upon waking. In the end we made a bonfire and threw 
them on it. 
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This seems like a fairly cruel and gory section of the book, but then again Clarke has not 

avoided any descriptions of the war to highlight the fact that war is brutal. Although a fable, 

the footnote also acts as a metafictional tool, adding veracity to the military descriptions and 

the decisions that sometimes have to be made in war. The previous footnote, however, reveals 

to the reader what really should have been done with the living dead: “To end the ‘lives’ of 

the corpses you cut out their eyes, tongues and hearts” (425). Whether this is any more 

merciful than throwing them onto a bonfire can naturally be discussed. 

     Magic that Strange performed during the war is detailed in footnotes six, seven and eight 

on page 429. These feature moving a forest, changing a location of a city, and swapping the 

locations of two churches. Footnote seven returns to the concept of maps and geography:  

Owing to a mistake in Wellington’s maps of Spain the city of Pamplona was not 
exactly where the British had supposed it to be. Wellington was deeply disappointed 
when, after the Army had marched twenty miles in one day, they did not reach 
Pamplona which was discovered to be ten miles further north. After swift discussion 
of the problem it was found to be more convenient to have Mr Strange move the city, 
rather than change all the maps.   

 

It is mentioned later in the novel as well that the Spanish requested after the war Strange to 

return the maps as they used to be before he changed the landscape by magic. Strange always 

intended to rectify this but never got round to doing so. It seems that all the symbols of 

fabulation as presented by Borges, namely mirrors, labyrinths, dreams and maps, are in 

Strange’s command throughout the novel. He steps into mirrors to the King’s paths, he 

masters Mr Norrell’s labyrinth in the Hurtfew Abbey library, he conjures up visions or 

dreams where dead magicians appear, and changes the landscape of Spain extensively. Mr 

Norrell, on the other hand, is always a little apprehensive towards these elements: he seems 

them to be too close to the Golden Age magic, which he renounces. 

     Consulting dead magicians is revisited on page 688 where the footnote guides us: 
 

Consulting dead magicians may strike us as highly sensational, but it is a magical 
procedure with a perfectly respectable history. Martin Pale claimed to have learnt 
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magic from Catherine of Winchester (who was a pupil of John Uskglass). Catherine of 
Winchester died two hundred years before Martin Pale was born. John Uskglass 
himself was reputed to have had conversations with Merlin, the Witch of Endor, 
Moses and Aaron, Joseph of Arimathea and other venerable and ancient magicians.  
 

What strikes the reader here is the inclusion of biblical characters as magicians. Going back to 

Borges and “The Analytical Language of John Wilkins” and the arbitrary nature of language, 

the term ‘magician’ is only as much as we interpret it to be; why could the miracle makers of 

ancient times have not been seen as sort of magicians? Perhaps this is just a case of 

interpretation and translation; or this is at least what Clarke makes the reader wonder. 

Moreover, this footnote further clarifies Strange’s desire to belong to the clan of the Aureate 

magicians and his approval of their methods, as the footnote is presented in the context of 

Strange’s article in the periodical The Famulus. 

     One last mention on consulting Death himself is presented on page 702, where the narrator 

– in relation to a particular spell that confuses Strange – explains: “For centuries this passage 

was considered an interesting curiosity, but of no practical value since no one nowadays 

believes that Death is a person capable of being interrogated in the manner Pale suggests.”  

     Volume III is richest of the three in the fabulative footnotes. This reflects the presence of 

John Uskglass, the Raven King. Most of the fables are about John Uskglass and recount 

ordinary people’s encounters with the King. Language and names feature in the early chapters 

of volume III frequently. This, again, reflects Borges’s thoughts on the arbitrary nature of 

language. Several footnotes in volume III examine the Faerie language and especially John 

Uskglass’s name in the Faerie dialect. This is a language spoken by the fairies and John 

Uskglass alike, but has been long forgotten. As the footnote on page 640 states: “No one in 

England nowadays knows this language and all we have left of it is a handful of borrowed 

words describing various obscure magical techniques. Martin Pale wrote in De Tractatu 

Magicarum Linguarum that it was related to the ancient Celtic languages.” The fairies 

themselves are referred to as Sidhe in the Faerie dialect, and the Fairy Host is called Daoine 
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Sidhe. John Uskglass’s name in the Faerie language is a word that no one knows or can 

pronounce any longer. It is, nevertheless, believed to mean ‘starling’ (641). Names have a 

significant role later in the novel, when Strange and Norrell require the Raven King’s true 

name in order to be able to summon him. This also causes a misunderstanding when they use 

the name which is often used of him in Yorkshire, which is ‘the nameless slave’. The reason 

for this appellation is the fact that the King was abducted by the fairies when he was a boy. 

English nature, which is asked by Strange and Norrell to bow in front of the ‘nameless slave’, 

takes this to mean the butler Stephen, who momentarily obtains command over the trees, the 

sky and the rivers. The Raven King’s Sidhe name is referred to in a number of footnotes, for 

example on pages 641, 679 and 801. The inability to name someone is also relevant when the 

fairy emperor casts a spell on Strange but apparently only uses the term ‘English magician’ to 

mean Strange. This results in both Strange and Norrell being influenced by the spell, as 

English magic cannot make difference between Strange and Norrell and therefore they both 

are wrapped by the Darkness. Norrell is incapable of ridding himself from Strange’s 

proximity. Consequently, they are destined to share the same fate trapped inside of Mr 

Norrell’s library and working together towards releasing themselves of the spell. Curiously 

enough, in Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, Enzian also thinks: “There may be no gods, but 

there is a pattern: names by themselves have no magic, but the act of naming, the physical 

utterance, obeys the pattern.”92 This sentence almost sums up the abovementioned scene in 

Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell; there is definitely a pattern which carries significance in 

relation to names in the novel. 

 

 

 

                                                
92 Cooper, p. 29. 
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4 Back to Reality: Fact or Fiction? 

 

As stated previously, metafiction and fabulation compose the fairy tale element of the novel; 

the marvellous and the magical atmosphere. Historiographic footnotes and the supplementary 

or value adding references, in turn, give the reader a reality check: could this be true? They 

are the anchor that prevents the story from completely taking off into the Faerie and root it to 

England.  

 

4.1 Historiographic Footnotes  

 

Let us first have a closer look at the historiographic footnotes. On page 77, footnote 7 clarifies 

the status of the Duke of Portland. Mr Norrell asks his companion, Mr Drawlight, whether 

anyone has informed the Duke of Portland of his arrival in London. A well-informed reader 

might not require an explanation as to who the Duke of Portland actually was, but for the 

more ignorant audience, Clarke’s footnote explains: “Duke of Portland, Prime Minister and 

First lord of the Treasury 1807-09.” This is historically correct. It is negotiable whether the 

reader could have continued reading the novel without this piece of information and not be 

affected by it. However, it does pay off to read this footnote as it will be relevant later on in 

the novel. The statesmen and politicians in the novel carry significance and as the years go by, 

the lords of the Parliament change and thus the attitude of the government towards Mr 

Strange and Mr Norrell fluctuates. All this historically correct information further cements the 

reader’s belief in the course of events in the novel. 

     We also learn that the Duke was only in this position for two years; further reading 

discloses that the Duke was old and poorly, which left the Cabinet largely to run the country. 

At this early stage of the novel, the footnote also creates a climate of credibility; the reader – 
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if he is interested enough to study further – will learn that this is based on historical facts and 

this makes him wonder how much of the story is actually fictional. 

     Clarke uses several footnotes to explain different government buildings in London. The 

footnote on page 122 establishes some details on the Burlington House in Piccadilly, which 

was the London residence of the Duke of Portland. The building is mentioned in the main 

text, further to which this additional information is given as well as the state of the current 

government and its members. The narrator puts a sarcastic spin on the footnote in an almost 

gossipy manner: “The only advantage of [the Duke of Portland’s] leadership as far as they 

could see was that it allowed them to use his magnificent house as their meeting-place and to 

employ his magnificent servants to fetch them any little thing they might fancy out of his 

cellar. (They generally found that governing Great Britain was a thirsty business).” This does 

not give the reader a particularly favourable picture of the politicians in Britain at that time 

and may be seen as criticism towards the members of the Parliament. The reader may use this 

piece of information as he sees best; it may or may not sway his opinions on the use of 

magicians by the government in order to win the war, or if he so chooses it is rather easy just 

to ignore the information given in the footnote altogether. Burlington House comes up again 

on page 223, however, when Mr Norrell is visiting Lord Hawkesbury. The footnote explains 

who Lord Hawkesbury is and how he became a solid supporter of Mr Norrell, therefore being 

partly historiographic, partly metafictional and somewhat supplementary or value adding. 

This is because it states historical facts on Lord Hawkesbury, which are accurate, but also 

tells the reader something about his character: he favours Mr Norrell over Strange. This 

reveals to the reader that Lord Hawkesbury supports traditional values rather than Strange’s 

more radical views, thus telling him something about Lord Hawkesbury’s character. These 

facts put together make it a metafictional footnote; there is something accurate and something 

added.  
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     Had the reader not paid attention to the previous footnote and to the state of the business 

that was normally conducted in Burlington House, he might think nothing of this explanation. 

On the basis of the previous footnote, though, a more sceptical reader might not be impressed 

by the tasks the lords have come up with for the magicians and may even think that they have 

been rather busy in other businesses than running the country. In this way, Clarke has once 

again subtly guided the reader and prepared him for the forthcoming events, moulding 

opinions in a subtle way and not using up any space in the main text of the novel. 

     Other buildings are also listed in various footnotes to cement the authenticity of the story: 

Carlton House (218), Floors Castle (360), Windsor Castle (452), Fife House (551), and 

Vauxhall gardens (565). All these places and others are genuine locations and can, for 

example, be easily typed in Google to get some information on them and to realise that they 

really exist.      

     We encounter another authentic historical reference on page 124: “William Pitt the 

Younger (1759-1806). It is very doubtful that we will ever see his like again, for he became 

Prime Minister at the age of twenty-four and led the country from that day forth, with just one 

brief interval of three years, until his death.” The topic of William Pitt the Younger is brought 

up in a conversation whereupon the Cabinet members think of suitable persons to bring back 

from death in order to defeat the French army. It is no wonder, then, that it is difficult for the 

reader to make the distinction between factual and fictional historical references, as both types 

seem equally convincing. The made-up magical books and persons entwined with real events 

and characters create a framework for an alternate history; according to Clarke, magic was 

used in the Napoleonic wars and therefore the reader is to embrace the historiographic 

footnotes in the same way as the real historical references. 

     An interesting footnote can be found on page 146-7. We have already established that 

Strange’s publisher, John Murray, really existed in the past and still is one of the most noted 
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publishing houses in London. This footnote, again, possesses qualities that belong to both 

historiographic and metafictional categories; part of it is historically accurate, but John 

Murray has never in reality been Strange’s publisher, therefore mixing metafiction in the 

historiographic reference. The footnote reads as follows: “---John Murray was the publisher 

of The Friends of English Magic until early 1815 when he and Norrell quarrelled. Deprived of 

Norrell’s support, Murray was obliged to sell the periodical to Thomas Norton Longman, 

another publisher---“. Longman, naturally, is another real publisher that still exists today. 

Including two genuine publishing houses in the novel creates an impression of reality and 

tempts the reader to go and check whether he can actually find anything on the internet in 

relation to Longman having published a periodical called The Friends of English Magic. On 

the other hand, the reader can almost certainly assume that the purchase mentioned never 

happened. Therefore, this footnote must be classified as both historiographic and 

metafictional. 

     Carlton House was earlier mentioned as one of the buildings that are listed in the footnotes 

(218). Although this is a historiographic footnote (“The London home of the Prince of Wales 

in Pall Mall”), the context in which it is presented is curious and further plays with the idea of 

reality and dreams. The fairy – or the gentleman with the thistle-down hair – and Stephen the 

butler are discussing Lost-Hope, the residence of the fairy.   

“Lost-Hope is not a dream! It is the oldest and most beautiful of my mansions – which 
are numerous – and it is quite as real as Carlton House! In fact it is a great deal more 
so! Much of the future is known to me and I tell you that Carlton House will be 
levelled to the ground in twenty years’ time and the city of London itself will endure, 
oh!, scarcely another two thousand years, whereas Lost-Hope will stand until the next 
age of the World!”        
 

Clarke is thus planting an idea that it is not the Faerie which is a result of imagination, but on 

the contrary, the world we think is more real is less important than the parallel universe she 

has created. This is a very Borgesian thought and reflects his ideas of Chinese boxes and 
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worlds within worlds. Like Stephen, the reader is meant to start wondering which one is real, 

which one false. 

     An interesting historiographical fact can be found in footnote 3, page 391. It concerns 

Wellington’s actions during the war and states: “There were three great fortresses which 

guarded the border into Spain: Almeida, Badajoz and Ciudad Rodriquez. In the early months 

of 1811 all three were held by the French. While Wellington advanced upon the Almeida he 

despatched General Beresford with the Portuguese Army to besiege the fortress of Badajoz 

further south.” This reference is made in connection with a remark of Wellington’s in the 

main text – he has a task for Strange as “Beresford needs roads”. The footnote further clarifies 

Beresford’s role and is an excellent example of Clarke’s thorough military research; browsing 

on the internet, I found a book called Napoleon and Iberia – The Twin Sieges of Ciudad 

Rodriguez and Almeida, 1810 by Donald D. Howard (1984)93, which certifies the authenticity 

of this reference. As a footnote, its only function is to give the reader a piece of historical 

information, which further adds an air of credibility to the novel. Considering the main story 

line, it can be agreed that it would not have lost anything essential without the footnote. 

     In Chapter 33, Clarke gives the reader an insight into the King George III’s madness. 

Strange – having been successful as Lord Wellington’s magician in the war and otherwise 

performing magic to advance the various causes of the Parliament as well – has been asked by 

the Prince Regent to meet with the King in order to see whether his madness could be cured 

by magic. After all, Mr Norrell had brought Lady Pole back from the death; surely madness 

would be easier to heal than death itself? Strange does not believe so, but agrees to see the 

King anyway. Upon meeting him, the King is clearly in a confused state and keeps talking to 

invisible beings. In fact, had Strange been more familiar with the fairies by then, he might 

have realised that it was not the King’s hallucinations, but the gentleman with the thistle-

                                                
93 http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=10407020. Accessed 5th May 2008. 
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down hair that the King was speaking to. The King grows very talkative with Strange and 

explains all the things that he believes have gone wrong in England since his madness: “Mr 

Fox told me that three Sundays ago he went to St Vedast in Foster-lane where he heard an 

excellent sermon preached by a turbot.” A footnote informs the reader further: “Charles James 

Fox, a radical politician who had died some eight years before. This remark proves how far 

the King’s wits were deranged: Mr Fox was a celebrated atheist who would never upon any 

inducement have entered a church.” (459). 

     This is a valid interference from the narrator and clarifies the situation, as the reader might 

not have known otherwise who Mr Fox was. Curiously enough – or perhaps because the 

narrator knows the political atmosphere in the early 19th century better than the contemporary 

reader – the narrator does not judge the King’s wits to have deranged because he talks about a 

person who had died eight years ago, but because the King does not remember Mr Fox’s 

religious attitude. This footnote, although historically correct, can also be seen as evidence of 

the narrator’s quirky sense of humour. 

     A genuine historical person to appear in the novel as well as in the footnotes is Lord 

Byron. Most of the footnotes concerning Byron can be anchored in the history. On page 824 

there is a footnote which informs the reader that the events as described in the chapter are also 

documented in Byron’s letters to her sister, Augusta Leigh, in October 1816. I believe this to 

be accurate, although I have not managed to access the letters. However, in John Murray 

archives it can be seen that a number of Byron’s letters and writings are obtainable, and thus it 

can be assumed that Clarke has used genuine sources for this footnote.  

     A couple of pages later, on page 829, the footnote identifies to the reader that “Byron died 

of a chill five years later in Greece.” This also holds true. This is mentioned in a conversation 

between the gentleman with a thistle-down hair and Stephen the butler. The fairy has cast a 

spell of eternal darkness on Strange, and is not pleased to see that he is not quite as alone as 
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he would have liked him to be; Byron keeps visiting Strange. This so infuriates the fairy that 

he nearly kills Byron there and then. However, Stephen manages to persuade him not to do so 

quite as yet, and the fairy promises to delay Byron’s death out of love for Stephen – but not 

longer than for five years. It is a curious thought indeed that one of the greatest poets of the 

age would have died because he happened to be in the wrong place in the wrong time – and 

was killed by a fairy. The footnote is historiographic as it states the real reason for Byron’s 

death; yet the implied cause of death – the fairy’s revenge – is undeniably metafiction.     

     It can be agreed that the historiographic footnotes represent a vital category within 

Clarke’s references, carrying loaded messages that otherwise would have taken up 

unnecessary space in the novel itself. They also create a climate of authenticity and accuracy 

of the historical events, but also confusion as the reader tries to understand which ones are 

factual, which ones fictional. This category spices up the story-telling in an economic way, 

moulding the reader’s opinions and expectations in the desired direction. 

 

4.2 Supplementary or Value Adding Footnotes 

 

The Supplementary or Value Adding category is perhaps the largest and most complicated of 

the four classes; it contains references which do not really belong to any of the other 

categories but which expose important features about the characters or specific events in the 

novel. 

     Drawlight is one of the first persons to meet Mr Norrell when he arrives to London. The 

reader gets to know a little about Drawlight when he introduces himself to Mr Norrell in a 

party; however, despite of certain suspicions about his character, one cannot be sure what 

kind of a person he actually is. Therefore the footnote three on page 64 gives the reader a very 

fundamental image of Drawlight:  
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He had once found himself in a room with Lady Bessborough’s long-haired white cat. 
He happened to be dressed in an immaculate black coat and trousers, and was 
therefore thoroughly alarmed by the cat’s stalking round and round and making 
motions as if it proposed to sit upon him. He waited until he believed himself to be 
unobserved, then he picked it up, opened a window and tossed it out. Despite falling 
three storeys to the ground, the cat survived, but one of its legs was never quite right 
afterwards and it always evinced the greatest dislike to gentlemen in black clothes.   

 

The description of Drawlight is bound to make the reader dislike Drawlight even more than 

he already does, and it also foreshadows the future events in which Drawlight is an essential 

part. Clarke wants to disclose this to the reader so that later on, when Drawlight is to use very 

vicious means to advance his own case and destroy Strange’s for Norrell’s benefit, this does 

not come as a surprise to the reader. Had Clarke conveyed this in the main story, it would 

have taken the reader’s attention from the plot itself. In addition to this, the footnote reveals 

Drawlight’s vanity; the reader must wonder what kind of a person throws a cat out of the 

window just to protect his clothing. Eventually, when Drawlight is deeply in debt and 

abandoned by all his so-called friends, he still tries to keep up the appearances by disguising 

his yellowed gloves in flour to make them look white again and he even arranges a look-alike 

tinfoil chain to play the role of a pocket watch. His worst possible fate is to be poor or look 

dishevelled, which is exactly what he becomes towards the end of the novel.      

     Drawlight’s dear companion, Lascelles, is also described in a similar manner in a footnote 

on page 71. He is talking about the Raven King’s kingdoms, saying: “But surely . . . none of 

the other Aureates could rival his achievements? Kingdoms in all the worlds that ever were.” 

The voice of the narrator guides us to footnote three at the bottom of the page: “Mr Lascelles 

exaggerates. The Raven King’s kingdoms were never more than three in number.” This 

remark also casts doubt upon Lascelles’ character and predicts later duplicity without 

disturbing the main story line. Hence, both Drawlight and Lascelles, devoted supporters of Mr 

Norrell, are both presented in an unpleasant light very early in the novel. This cannot but 

affect the way the reader sees Mr Norrell as well; anyone who seeks the company of these two 
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gentlemen or cannot see their dubious nature must surely have a wicked side to themselves, 

too? Whether this is completely true or just the point of view of the omniscient narrator, will 

be left to the reader to decide. The narrator is rather eager to impose his own opinions on the 

reader and therefore the footnotes can be biased and even misleading occasionally.  

     The narrator returns to the issue of Lascelles’ unreliability again on page 145, therefore 

revealing that he truly does not have a very high opinion on Lascelles. In this incident, 

Lascelles mentions Lord Portishead’s publications which he believes consists of one or two 

books and had something to do with teaching magic to children. The narrator steps in, 

correcting this grave miscalculation and informing the reader that Lord Portishead actually 

wrote three books, and in his description Lascelles managed to combine all Lord Portishead’s 

books into one. The narrator then goes on stating the names and publication information of 

each of those books, and explains how wonderful a person Lord Portishead is and how 

Strange has witnessed him being a loving husband and father as well. The narrator is, 

nevertheless, quite subtle in imposing these opinions on the reader and never directly 

expresses his dislike of Lascelles. 

     The narrator’s character is often displayed in the footnotes. Sometimes the narrator has a 

patronising, even annoying know-it-all tone, which implies that he knows more than the 

reader. An example of this can be seen on page 260 when discussing a spell that Mr Norrell 

has used. The narrator informs the reader: “Mr Norrell appears to have adapted [the spell] 

from a description of a Lancashire spell in Peter Watershippe’s Death Library (1448).” Why 

exactly this is necessary to mention in a footnote is open to discussion: does this give the 

reader important information about the spell that has been used, or is it there to evidence the 

narrator’s vast knowledge on the subject? It is almost like the narrator wants to complete the 

author’s work; it is like a discourse between the narrator, reader and author. As Genette puts it 

in relation to these kinds of notes: “[it] suggests that the former [author], who is responsible 
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for the note, knows less than the latter [narrator], who is responsible for the narrative.”94 This 

curious setting between the narrator and the author can be seen throughout the novel.  

     Another instance of almost unnecessary interruption by the narrator can be seen in chapter 

56, in which nearly all footnotes seem to some extent patronising. On page 814, there is a 

translation which is rather self-explanatory: the German word Hexenmaister has been given 

the English equivalent, ‘magician’. This continues on page 823, where Lord Byron poetically 

talks about the Otherlanders. Despite the fact that the term has come up in previous footnotes, 

the narrator has given an explanation in a footnote: “A somewhat poetical name for fairies.” 

In the same speech, Lord Byron mentions “the desolate little isle”. Although it is quite 

obvious from the context that he is speaking of Great Britain this is clarified in a footnote. 

The reader is likely to feel a tinge of frustration by these footnotes which state the obvious. It 

is almost like the narrator is on autopilot and just keeps adding footnotes without really 

thinking of their necessity. Perhaps he is so awed by Lord Byron that he thinks no one else 

can follow Lord Byron’s quirky expressions. This is possible; after all, the narrator is also just 

another character in the novel; his existence resembles that of Shade’s in Nabokov’s Pale 

Fire. These are not the only instances – the same irritating voice occurs a few more times in 

the novel and gives the narrator special characteristics.  

     At times, the narrator simply disagrees with something that has been said in the main text. 

This is the case on page 710. Lord Liverpool explains to Mr Norrell that the Government does 

not have any say in military matters. The narrator jumps at this, saying: “This was not in the 

least true. It had been the Duke of Wellington’s bitterest complaint during the Peninsula War 

that the Government interfered constantly.” This could be a sneer at Mr Norrell’s naivety, or a 

genuine outburst due to the blatant lie of the politicians. The narrator’s frustration due to the 

fact that he cannot say this in the middle of the conversation but has to insert the comment in 

                                                
94 Genette, p. 335. 
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a footnote is tangible. The narrator, in a way, is an outsider; he can see everything, hear 

everything and know everything, but cannot interact with the characters in the novel. Perhaps 

this is the reason why he takes out the frustration on the readers every now and then. 

     The value adding footnotes – as can be seen in the paragraphs above – disclose plenty of 

information on nearly all characters in the novel, but none more so as Strange and Norrell 

themselves. In addition to this, important characteristics of fairies are presented in footnotes 

in order for the reader to better understand the nature of the creatures that our magicians are 

dealing with. Several fables on fairies and fairy-servants are told in the footnotes and these 

have been looked at in chapter 3.2. Some of them, however, could be seen to belong to the 

category of Supporting or Value Adding as well, because they expose information about the 

nature of the fairies. To sum up, they often reveal wicked features of fairies and can be seen 

as warnings to the reader and foreshadowing the future events; the audience can expect that 

dealings with fairies do not usually end well.  

     Strange’s image of fairies, however, is often more romantic than, for example, Mr 

Norrell’s, who generally just believes that any encounters with fairies should be avoided at all 

costs. On page 740, Strange talks about fairy magic passionately, exclaiming that any fairy 

has more magic in them than all magical books put together. In the footnote, the narrator is 

slightly sceptical: “The views Strange is expressing at this point are wildly optimistic and 

romantic. English magical literature is full of examples of fairies whose powers were weak or 

who were stupid or ignorant.” This complies with Strange’s attitude to almost everything: the 

way he became determined to become a magician, how he stormed to the war, and how he 

sets about to finding a fairy to part with some information. Strange is willingly entering a 

field of magic that he knows nothing about and which also harms him eventually; his dealings 

with the fairies cause him to be trapped forever in the Tower of Darkness. His almost naïve 

understanding of the fairy magic is the main reason that he cannot see it when it is 
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surrounding the ones he loves. One reason for this is, naturally Mr Norrell, who keeps all the 

information away from Strange and so he can never learn. Mr Norrell is keen to keep all 

books of magic out of the reach of Strange, but none so as the books involving the Raven 

King and fairy magic. Therefore, inadvertently, Mr Norrell can be seen partly responsible for 

Strange losing his wife, Arabella, to the fairy emperor.       

     Strange’s character is exposed in other footnotes, too, and he is not always presented in a 

pleasant light. The following footnote occurs in relation to Strange’s brother-in-law: 

At the time of Strange and Arabella’s marriage Henry had been Rector of Grace Adieu 
in Gloucestershire. While there he had conceived a wish to marry a young lady of the 
village, a Miss Parbringer. But Strange had not approved the young lady or her 
friends. The living of Great Hitherden had happened to fall vacant at this time and so 
Strange persuaded Sir Walter Pole, in whose gift it lay, to appoint Henry. Henry had 
been delighted. Great Hitherden was a much larger place than Grace Adieu and he 
soon forgot the unsuitable young lady (615). 
 

It seems rather unlike Strange to interfere with anyone’s love life and does not work to his 

favour. One could argue, however, that it was for Henry’s best – after all, he gained a vacancy 

in a larger place. In a sense, Strange is not that different from Norrell; Norrell raised Lady 

Pole from death in order to be able to use Sir Walter’s gratitude to advance his own career. 

Strange used Sir Walter’ friendship as well, but not to his own advantage but Henry’s. 

     Strange’s person is suitably mapped in one footnote particularly. On page 245, there is an 

additional footnote in relation to Strange’s career choices, which are brought to the attention 

of the reader in the context of Strange’s intent to marry Arabella. The problem is that Strange 

had always been in a lucky position of not having needed a profession to support his living. 

However, it is not a very favourable position when intending to propose to someone and this 

had made him think of various ways to occupy his leisure, including studying law, looking for 

fossils, iron founding, even poetry. The following quote is captured in The Life of Jonathan 

Strange by Mr Segundus with regards to his poetical career:  

--- Things went very well upon the first day; from breakfast to dinner he sat in his 
dressing gown at the little writing table in his dressing room and scribbled very fast 
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upon several dozen sheets of quarto. He was very delighted with everything he wrote 
and so was his valet, who was a literary man himself and who gave advice upon the 
knotty questions of metaphor and rhetoric, and who ran about gathering up the papers 
as they flew about the room and putting them in order and then running downstairs to 
read the most exhilarating parts to his friend, the under-gardener. It really was 
astonishing how quickly Strange wrote; indeed the valet declared that when he put his 
hand close to Strange’s head he could feel a heat coming off it because of the immense 
creative energies within. On the second day Strange sat down to write another fifty or 
so pages and immediately got into difficulties because he could not think of a rhyme 
for ‘let love suffice’. ‘Sunk in vice’ was not promising; ‘a pair of mice’ was nonsense, 
and ‘what’s the price?’ merely vulgar. He struggled for an hour, could think of 
nothing, went for a ride to loosen his brains and never looked at his poem again. (245).  

 

This footnote tells the reader a few important factors about Jonathan Strange. He is almost 

childish in his passion, in the way he throws himself into things and completely oblivious to 

what other people think of him. He is also very impatient and does not look back to things 

that do not attract him any longer. Moreover, he writes quickly and is rather messy, which 

further emphasises the contrast to Mr Norrell – they could not be more different in their habits 

and mannerisms. The whole footnote mirrors the image of Strange trapped in the Tower of 

Darkness, trying to find a way of freeing Arabella from the fairy emperor’s enchantment and 

thus works as a predicament to the future events in the novel. It is a vital caption on Strange’s 

character and explains his actions and behaviour later in the novel. Again, Clarke has 

managed to lay a back-story to a character in a space of a footnote, not only revealing to the 

reader amusing details about Strange but also justifying his choices throughout the story. 

    The career history of another significant person in the novel, Childermass, is also laid down 

in order to explain his personality and behaviour. It refers back to the encounter of Strange 

and Childermass earlier in the novel:  

At the engravers’ house in Spitalfields in the early spring of 1816, Strange had told 
Childermass, “One can never help one’s training, you know…” Childermass had had 
several careers before he became Mr Norrell’s servant and adviser. His first was a 
highly talented child pick-pocket. His mother, Black Joan, had once managed a small 
pack of dirty, ragged child-thieves that had worked the towns of the East Riding in the 
later 1770s. (921) 
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This draws some parallels between Strange and Childermass’s characters. First of all, they 

both had tried several occupations before settling to their final ones. It also stresses the 

similarities between their characters: after all, they are not that different despite of being a 

gentleman and a servant. They are both devout followers of the Raven King. Strange is often 

accused of having a constant expression of irony on his face; Childermass is said to have an 

air of arrogance to him, as if he was laughing at you inside. Childermass is a man of the 

world; Strange becomes one when he is in the war and when he travels in Europe after 

Arabella’s death.  

     Childermass is a rather ambiguous individual throughout novel; one can never be quite 

certain whether his loyalties lay with Mr Norrell or Strange and John Uskglass. His position 

as Mr Norrell’s servant is also slightly confusing – Mr Norrell bestows him respect that he 

does not attribute to his other staff. The way he conducts himself shows that he is a man with 

a good self-esteem, someone who is perhaps destined to serve other man’s business due to his 

lower social class but is, in fact, capable of much more. The last footnote of the novel, on 

page 1000, explains Childermass’s position in the aftermath of Strange and Norrell’s 

disappearance:  

There are very few modern magicians who do not declare themselves to be either 
Strangite or Norrellite, the only notable exception being John Childermass himself. 
Whenever he is asked he claims to be in some degree both. As this is like claiming to 
be both Whig and Tory at the same time, no one understands what he means. 

 

This is a very interesting point, summarising the novel’s key points. Childermass is like the 

result: not on Strange’s side, but not quite on Norrell’s either. This reflects the outcome of the 

novel, where Strange and Norrell become almost the same person and Childermass is their 

embodiment. Hints of Strange and Norrell’s merger into the same character are present in the 

third volume in an increasing number – however not in the footnotes as much as in the main 

text. Norrell turns out to have been just like Strange when he was a young man; idolising the 
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Raven King, wanting to be like the Aureate magicians. Even his house, Hurtfew Abbey, is 

built on the ruins of the Raven King’s castle. Strange, on the other hand, starts to think that he 

is not that different from Norrell after all. People say, when they meet Strange after Arabella’s 

death, that Strange somehow started to resemble Norrell in his appearance; more serious, 

more into his books, more evasive.  

     These are just some examples how the Supportive or Value Adding footnotes are used in 

the novel. As mentioned previously, many of the footnotes can be seen as belonging to more 

than just one category, and several times the other three classes of footnotes could also be 

counted as Supportive or Value Adding footnotes, because they do not only disclose 

information on a reference book or a historical character, for example, but also reveal 

information about the narrator’s person or lay ground to some forthcoming events, thus 

adding value to the character or the event in question. 
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5 Conclusion 

      

The topic of this thesis was Susanna Clarke’s novel Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, and 

more precisely the function of footnotes in the novel. In the 1,006-page novel, there were 187 

footnotes which portray a diversity of possibilities, ranging from simple one-line translations 

to fairy tales which extend over four or five pages. The main concentration of this thesis was 

what different purposes these footnotes serve and whether they could be categorised 

according to their nature; or would it even be beneficial to try and do so. 

     I had some assumptions about the function of footnotes in the beginning of my research. It 

was my belief that the author has used footnotes to display a variety of styles and literary 

genres, featuring from folklore to magic realism and realistic narrative. In addition to this, I 

dismissed some footnotes as unnecessary supplements whereas others seemed to have more 

significance to the main story line. In order to classify the foonotes I employed as a general 

theory Hutcheon and McHale’s principles on postmodernism. Scholes provided me with the 

framework for the categories of the footnotes, but some ideas were also based on Genette’s 

ideas of peritext.  

     Fabulation and metafiction can be seen as subcategories of postmodernism. As Waugh 

puts it, all fiction is essentially metafiction and consists of creating fiction and at the same 

time making a statement of it95. As I have demonstrated in this thesis, footnotes are nowadays 

a trend that has a new glory in the contemporary literature, although not altogether a new idea. 

Footnotes were already used in poetry in the works by T.S. Eliot and posthumous footnotes 

were also added to Coleridge’s poetry. Amongst others, Fuentes, O’Brien and Nabokov have 

used footnotes in their works and generated admiration as well as disparagement, as some 

critics would not accept the confusion between real and unreal. Footnotes have reformed from 

historical and political notes into personal opinions of the writer (Gibbon) and into 

                                                
95 Waugh, p. 6. 
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postmodern fiction. Some of the best-known examples of this at the turn of the millennium 

are, for instance, Enrique Vila-Matas and Susanna Clarke.   

     Footnotes have been used in various different ways in literature. In footnotes, the author 

can pass comments that pretend to be someone else’s observations, thus allowing the writers 

to express their opinions in disguise. In Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, footnotes have also 

been used as a framing or foreshadowing device, thus giving the reader an idea of the 

forthcoming events before they actually take place. Footnotes have been source references, 

giving the author’s perspective, providing translations into different languages, offering 

clarifications on a situation, and they may have drawn parallels between the main story and 

the story within story, as in Borges’s Chinese boxes. They have been used in the literature of 

exhaustion (O’Stark) to utilise several possible genres of writing. However, as McHale 

presents, the postmodern writers are more likely to belong to literature of replenishment 

rather than exhaustion just because they employ different and unconventional styles. 

     In the beginning of this thesis, some objectives were laid down that I set out to examine. I 

stated that this study would explain the literary genre of Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell; I 

would then define what footnotes actually are, how they fit into the genre and how they are 

used in the novel; I aimed at explaining the literary terms of metafiction, fabulation and 

historiographic novel, and analysing how footnotes affect the structure of the novel. I have 

also examined the impact of footnotes in general and discussed if the novel would lose some 

of its novelty if there were not any footnotes. I wanted to categorise the footnotes in order to 

find out what their function is; whether they engage the reader or distract him, or add value to 

the story. I decided to find out which footnotes are based on historical events and characters 

and which ones are just products of the author’s imagination. Furthermore, I hoped to clarify 

whether the footnotes add possibilities and opportunities to the story-telling or set limitations 

to the author. 
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     Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell is a work of fiction, but also belongs to several other 

literary categories. Hutcheon’s definition of postmodern novel fits Clarke’s novel in that it 

displays “the presence of the past” and uses both historical and political points of view in the 

footnotes. The concept of time is also relevant to the novel and it is strongly influenced by 

irony and parody. The events take place in the span of ten years; however the narrator’s voice 

relates the events sometimes in the present time, other times from the future. The narrator is 

an omniscient narrator, who knows everyone’s thoughts and actions and has an extensive 

knowledge of magic and magical publications. These features confirm the postmodern nature 

of the novel as they give the narrator unlimited access to any conceivable area. The form of 

postmodernism that best suits Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell is historiographic metafiction. 

Hutcheon’s term, however, could have been slightly confusing as the term historiography – as 

defined by Grafton – is used to explain the footnotes which denote to the authentic historical 

references. Therefore, the term metafiction as defined by Waugh was used in a synonymic 

sense to historiographic metafiction throughout in this thesis.  

     Mendelson’s concept of the encyclopedic narrative was also introduced in this thesis. It is 

applicable to Clarke in that the novel tries to cover as many genres of literature as possible, 

including histories of language, the political state of England during the Napoleonic wars and 

minute details on military history, folklore, verse, newspaper articles, letter writing, and 

romantic as well as realistic descriptions. Supporting the encyclopedic approach, the 

Borgesian concept of “world as a Book” is also present in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell. 

Books are a fundamental part of the novel and the construction of the story; Mr Norrell’s 

obsession to own all books of magic creates the final drift between the two magicians, 

Strange’s lack of books drives him to insanity, the Raven King’s lost book is Vinculus, and at 

the end, Strange and Norrell are trapped in the Hurtfew Abbey library, unable to leave each 

other’s company. Norrell and Strange can thus be seen as the two sides of the same character: 



 

   

72 

one who rationalises things and the other who craves to explore the unknown. They 

eventually become the two sides of the same coin when they are trapped in the library 

together, completing each other. 

     Metafiction and fabulation are by some theorists (Scholes) linked together as meaning the 

same thing; however in this study, they have been separated as two different literary modes 

which are often linked to postmodernism. Metafiction resembles fiction and usually has 

elements which are fully believable and seem to ground to reality, but are, in fact, false or 

falsified. Metafiction is a prominent feature throughout the novel, as an extensive library of 

fictional reference books forms a large part of the footnotes. Fabulation, on the other hand, 

denotes to the fables and folklore in the novel. Again, fabulation is presented by Borges as 

Chinese boxes; stories within stories. In Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell the footnotes often 

disclose fairy tales and references to other folklore, thus opening up a whole library of stories. 

This way, Clarke can effectively utilise other literary creations as well as her own.  

     I used the term historiography in this thesis to mean references to any real historical 

persons, locations or events. These are numerous in Clarke’s novel as well; real historical 

characters, for example, include the Duke of Wellington, King George III, and several 

politicians who worked in the Parliament in the early 19th century. Clarke has also minutely 

studied military history in order to be able to produce detailed descriptions from the war front. 

The Duke’s actions in the Peninsula are all grounded to history – except for the aid of a 

magician - and can be verified using history books.  

     Furthermore, I outlined the concepts of the fantastic, the marvellous, magic realism, 

counterfactual or alternate histories and mise-en-abyme. Based on the definitions of these 

terms and Todorov’s study on the fantastic and the marvellous, Clarke’s novel can be seen to 

show strongest tendencies towards magic realism and also alternate histories.   
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     Therefore, it can be concluded that Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell is conclusively 

postmodern with encyclopedic undertones and the concepts of fabulation, metafiction and 

historiography support this concept. The concepts of fabulation and metafiction are often 

linked to postmodern literature as displaying similar values to postmodernism or even being 

subsections of postmodernism. They link to the underlying values of a novel such as 

multiplicity, the paradox of being modern and historical at the same time, and the element of 

surprise and arbitrariness. 

     In analysing Clarke’s footnotes, I applied Scholes’s four literary categories of fiction as a 

frame, but it was soon evident that his categories were too narrow for Clarke’s plethora of 

footnotes. Scholes’s idea was then used to produce a new four-fold category that was 

implemented for the purposes of this study. The classifications were: historiographical 

footnotes, metafictional footnotes, fabulation, and supplementary or value adding footnotes. 

The novel was analysed and all footnotes – 187 of them altoghether – were placed in these 

categories. At times, some footnotes belonged to more than one category as they did not only 

display metafictional features, for instance, but also revealed something significant on the 

character, thus belonging to both categories. It was a surprise that the footnotes were not 

greater in number than 187 compared to the total number of pages of 1006, as the reader feels 

that there are footnotes almost on every page of the novel. This manifests Clarke’s ability to 

seamlessly incorporate footnotes in her story-telling and engage the reader into the curious 

world of stories within the story. 

     Historiographic footnotes play an important role in Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, as 

they enforce the sense of reality and benchmark some true historical events. These footnotes 

may also confuse the reader, as they tempt the reader to go and examine whether or not these 

events actually took place. Entwined in fiction, their purpose is to add veracity to the novel 

and increase the air of authenticity of the events. It can be agreed that Clarke has succeeded in 
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the field of historical research and has managed to create a detailed framework for the 

restoration of magic in England in the early years of the 1800s. Moreover, the historiographic 

footnotes ensure that the reader understands the political climate of England in the 19th 

century, and this often shapes the reader’s expectations and broadens his understanding on the 

forthcoming events. Strange and Norrell play essential parts in aiding the government to win 

the Napoleonic wars and therefore the reader is guided to observe the general attitude of the 

politicians toward the two magicians. As Grafton points out, however, the interpretation of 

footnotes is always based on each individual’s personal experiences, his or her education and 

knowledge. With Clarke, many of the historiographic footnotes mean more to the reader if he 

has some knowledge of British history. Some locations and political persons related in the 

footnotes become more meaningful the more one investigates their background. Some of 

these footnotes I also first dismissed as irrelevant, but further research made me realise that 

they are an important means for Clarke to create an aura of realism in the novel and further 

make the reader question the line between historiography and metafiction.  

     Metafictional footnotes resemble their historirographic counterparts in that they also make 

the reader believe in the accuracy of the information given, even though they are not real 

historical events. They prompt the reader to ask: “What if?” This is a highly popular category 

in Clarke’s narrative and she has created a vast library of artificial reference books about 

magic. This is the category where Clarke is at her best. She has built two main movements of 

magic in England: the Golden Age or the Aureate magicians, and the Silver Age magicians 

also known as the Argentine magicians. There are several magicians belonging to both of 

these groups and their work is carefully referenced in the metafictional footnotes. They are 

complete down to the life span of the magicians, their publications, influences and followers. 

Occasionally, the reader even believes that these are real references and, in fact, one of the 

magicians mentioned in footnotes has actually existed. Metafictional footnotes allow Clarke 
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to take advantage of other fictional works as well, for example legends of Merlin and other 

Arthurian characters. This is a vast advantage as the author can take works that already exist 

and are most likely known by the reader and link them together with her own creations.  

     Fabulative footnotes represent a large group within the novel. They often are the longest 

footnotes, carrying on for several pages. The fabulations are tales from the Faerie, fables and 

beliefs from the ancient times, encounters with the Raven King. Clarke has also published a 

collection of short stories which carry a resemblance to the fairy tales in the footnotes in 

Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell. The function of the fables is to add an element of mystery 

and eeriness to the novel and they also often deepen the reader’s understanding of the nature 

of magic. This way, Clarke emphasises the vastness of the magical history in England without 

taking any precious space in the novel itself. She thus demonstrates economy in writing by 

relating these fairy tales in the space of a footnote rather than sidetracking the reader by 

adding an extensive piece of folklore in the main text. As Genette states, otherwise the result 

could be rather “lumpish” and disturb the flow of the text. 

     Supplementary or value adding footnotes support the descriptions of characters or events 

in the novel. They also add valuable information that the reader would not be able to obtain in 

the main story line, without distracting the actual plot of the novel. These footnotes influence 

the way the reader receives information, for example, by working on the reader’s expectations 

and foreshadowing future events. This is a vital category throughout the novel as the reader 

learns significant facts about each character, including the narrator. The narrator becomes real 

through the footnotes; the reader can easily picture him as a scholarly person with a 

considerable knowledge on magic and an unrivalled understanding of each character in the 

novel. The nature of the footnotes exposes the characteristics of the narrator, sometimes 

unwillingly. The narrator can at times annoy the reader with his patronising and scholarly 
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voice, but in general the reader receives the extra information given gratefully and realises the 

value of the observations.  

     A question was also raised in the beginning of this thesis whether the footnotes should be 

studied at all: would the novel lose something of its aesthetic value if one tried to analyse the 

footnotes too much? This, I think, is a question of personal preferences; however I feel that 

this analysis has made me more aware of the different levels that the footnotes convey and 

opened up layers of the novel that I did not know existed. Being aware of the various 

functions of the footnotes in the novel has made me appreciate the author’s efforts more than I 

originally would have, and it has confirmed my presumption that Clarke has attempted – and 

succeeded – in creating an encyclopedic novel which complies with Borgesian ideas of the 

world as a book. 

     Footnotes can also set limitations to the author in the sense that he or she makes the reader 

aware of the artificial nature of the novel. If the reader has to adapt a mindset “as if”, as he 

often is invited to do when reading fables or metafiction, he is unlikely to forget that he is 

reading a work of fiction. In relation to Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell, though, the reader is 

led into the world of fiction from the first page. Even though the events are presented as if 

they were real, Clarke is willingly showing the reader the world of magic realism and the 

fantastic.  

     Therefore, I would like to conclude that the footnotes add a vital element to the novel. 

Without them, Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell would not be the same novel; it would lose its 

individuality. In hindsight, it would feel like the novel had been stripped of something 

essential, the reader robbed of information that he is entitled to obtain. As Genette points out, 

reading the footnotes is optional; however, they are addressed to the reader. Unarguably, the 

novel could be read without the footnotes, but it would affect the reader and give him a much 

shallower view of the protagonists. The footnotes add a new dimension to each character and 
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scene and function as a dialogue between the narrator and the reader, thus creating a personal 

relationship and an individual reading experience. Through the footnotes, Clarke fashions a 

novel with encyclopedic features, attempting to cover a great number of literary genres and 

styles. Whether or not she succeeds in this is for every reader to decide – to me, the footnotes 

represent a delightful source of additional information that cannot be ignored. 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   

78 

Bibliography 

 

Clarke, Susanna. 2004. Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell. London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 
 
----------. 2006. Ladies of Grace Adieu. London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 
 
 
 
Oxford Concise Dictionary o f Literary Terms. Ed. Chris Baldwick. 1990. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 
 
Bennett, Andrew (ed.). 1993. Reading Reading: Essays on the Theory and Practice of 

Reading. Tampere: University of Tampere. 
 
Borges, Jorge Luis. 1964. Other Inquisitions 1937 - 1952. New York: Simon and Schuster. 
 
Cooper, Peter L. 1983. Signs and Symptoms: Thomas Pynchon and the Contemporary World. 

London: University of California Press. 
 
Genette, Gérard. 1997. Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 
Grafton, Anthony. 1997. The Footnote – A Curious History. London: Faber and Faber. 
 
Hutcheon, Linda. 1988. A Poetics of Postmodernism – History, Theory, Fiction. London: 
Routledge. 
 
McHale, Brian. 1992. Constructing Postmodernism. London: Routledge. 

Mendelson, Edward (ed.). 1978. Pynchon:  A Collection of Critical Essays. New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc. 
 
Nabokov, Vladimir. 1962. Pale Fire. New York: Putnam’s Sons. 

O’Brien, Flann. 1967. The Third Policeman. London: Flamingo – An imprint of 
HarperCollinsPublishers. 
 
O’Stark, John. 1974. The Literature of Exhaustion. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 
 
Shaw, Donald L. 1992. Borges’ Narrative Strategy. Leeds: Francis Cairns. 
 

Scholes, Robers. 1979. Fabulation and Metafiction. Chicago: University of Illinois Press. 
 
Todorov, Tzvetan. 1973. The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre. New 
York: Cornell University Press. 
 
 



 

   

79 

Vila-Matas, Enrique. 2000. Bartleby & Co. London: Vintage. Translated from the Spanish by 
Jonathan Dunne in 2004.   
 
Waugh, Patricia. 1984. Metafiction – The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction. 
London: Routledge. 
 
Williams, Raymond Leslie. 1996. The Writings of Carlos Fuentes. Austin: University of 
Texas Press. 
 
Wood, Michael. 1994. The Magician’s Doubts - Nabokov and the Risks of Fiction. London: 
Pimlico. 
 
 
 
 

 

Internet sources 
 
<www.jonathanstrange.com> [Internet. Accessed 5th May 2008] 
 
<http://www.nls.uk/jma/index.html>. The John Murray Archive. [Internet. Accessed 5th May 
2008] 
 
Sykes, Tom. 2004. [Internet] English Magical Mystery – Susanna Clarke crafts a spirited tale 

of Brit Wizards. The New York Post, 29.08.2004. Available from 
<http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/nypost/>. [Accessed 5th May 2008] 
 
Dirda, Michael. 2004. [Internet] Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell. Washington Post, 5.9.2004. 
Available from <http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A57806-2004Sep2.html>. 
[Accessed 5th May 2008] 
 
Malory, Thomas, Sir. 1997. Le Morte d’Arthur. Corpus of Middle English Prose and Verse. 
[Internet] Michigan: University of Michigan. Available from 
<http://www.hti.umich.edu/c/cme/>. [Accessed 5th May 2008] 
 
<http://www.italo-calvino.com/ifon.htm> [Internet. Accessed 5th May 2008] 
 
Donald D. Horward. 1984. Napoleon and Iberia - The Twin Sieges of Ciudad Rodrigo and 

Almeida, 1810.  <http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=10407020> [Internet. Accessed 5th 
May 2008] 
 
Department of the History of Science, Technology and Medicine. 
<http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/HST/staff.htm>. [Internet. Accessed 5th May 2008] 
 
 


