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Countering the Counter-Factual: Joanne Baillie’s Metrical Legends of Exalted Characters (1821) and the Paratexts of History
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Abstract

This essay considers Joanne Baillie’s intense and ongoing concern about the flexibility of distinctions between history and fiction, focusing in particular on her rejection of counter-factual narratives in Metrical Legends of Exalted Characters (1821). It is argued that the dense scholarly apparatus of prefaces, endnotes, and appendices attached to the volume represents an attempt to banish romance and contingency from the literary text, while ultimately offering an insight into the complex nature of historiographical practice by undermining the very factual stability and unity of vision that the legends seek to project. The generic, epistemological, and methodological ambiguities within Metrical Legends also point to a broader tension in Romantic women’s writing between promoting “female” values and emulating “masculine” discourses, which itself mirrors the Romantics’ wider preoccupation with the increasing division between literary and non-literary discourses at the end of the eighteenth century.

I

Reviewing Joanna Baillie’s Metrical Legends of Exalted Characters in the New Edinburgh Review for 1821, Thomas Carlyle acknowledges the difficulties inherent in any negotiation between history and fiction, arguing that the two genres occupy “a kind of debatable ground … the limits of which are nothing like ascertained, and where each lays claim to the right of dominion.”
 On the one hand, advocates of history maintain that the imaginative colouring of poetry impedes the moral judgement of the reader by disfiguring or distorting history. On the other hand, defenders of fiction claim that poetry presents historical facts in ways that will “most powerfully elicit the generous expansion of the soul,” while simultaneously avoiding any significant deviation from historical fact because of the reader’s desire for verisimilitude or “reality effect” (397-9).
 If, Carlyle goes on to argue, the main point of history is to instruct or teach by example, it follows that a “poetical selection of circumstances” can convey, at least “for all moral purposes,” “as faithful an idea of the subject treated, as the historical narrative in which every circumstance is minutely detailed” (399). 

Despite his methodological distinction between poetical “selection” and historical “detail,” Carlyle’s privileging of instructive over mimetic definitions of history points to a new sense of generic competition between history and fiction, most famously outlined seven years later in Thomas Babington Macaulay’s 1828 essay “On History.”
 As Karen O’Brien has argued, while few historians in the eighteenth century registered the advent of the novel as a threat to the epistemological validity of their work, Macaulay knew only too well that the moral authority of Waverley (1814) and other historical novels had increasingly called into question any easy separation of fictional narrative and historical fact.
 Baillie is equally preoccupied with the instructive potential of history, calling her legends “memorials” or “chronicles” of “exalted worth,” but she makes far greater claims regarding the direct or unmediated referentiality of fiction than Carlyle or Macaulay, maintaining in the “Preface” to her 1804 Miscellaneous Plays that to alter any historical character for the “idle convenience of poetry” is “highly blameable;” and in the “Preface” to Metrical Legends that neither romance nor biography provides a solution to history’s methodological defects: biography is a “most instructive and interesting study” but renders the great too familiar, while the romance writer all too often boldly contradicts authenticated historical fact.
 

Drawing on the popular success of Walter Scott’s border ballads, as well as on narrative poems such as Marmion (1808), Baillie offers her own Metrical Legends as a “new attempt” more accurately to combine historical facts with the “feelings, figures, and gestures” of the historical agents whose actions she relates (viii, xii). Scott had, of course, earlier played a more direct role in Baillie’s dramatic rendition of the Scottish-themed The Family Legend (1810), but his influence is nonetheless clear in the antiquated language and nationalist subject matter of the four ballads included at the end of the volume, as well as in the “short descriptive chronicle[s]” of William Wallace, Christopher Columbus, and Baillie’s little-known ancestor Lady Griseld Baillie, which, like some of Scott’s narrative poems, are accompanied by a dense scholarly apparatus of prefaces, endnotes, and appendices, and are based on a wide variety of historical sources from Blind Harry’s Life of Wallace (1477?) to William Robertson’s History of America (1777).
 Most obviously, Baillie’s strict facticity undermines Carlyle and Macaulay’s assumptions about the apparent permeability between historical and imaginative writing in the period; but, in following Scott’s antiquarian model, it also questions the claim that the female Romantic aesthetic, by valorising “the contingent and possible over the rigidly determinist,” is automatically “attuned to alternative histories and realities.”
 Several critics from Jon Klancher to Theresa M. Kelley have argued that the Romantic world-view tends to be “marked by contingency rather than philosophical or historical necessity.” However, it is in the female writing of the period that contingency is seen to have found its most persuasive form: not only have critics pointed to the counter-factual narratives of historical novels such as Sophia Lee’s The Recess (1783) and Mary Shelley’s Valperga (1823), but it has also been argued that it was female Romantic writers more generally who recognised that “all history is counter-history, countering other histories, or countering an absence from history.” 
 

The aim of this analysis is not to ignore Baillie’s attempt to reformulate gender patterns or to deny that the relationship between the genders was a widespread concern of nineteenth-century women writers. On the contrary, Ina Ferris, Greg Kucich, and others have shown us that debates over genre – and, in particular, the boundaries between history and fiction – were primary sites for a reworking of the gendered division of knowledge.
 However, Susan Wolfson and Anne K. Mellor have rightly called for a more “carefully nuanced and oppositional reading of ‘women’s writing,’” which recognises that not all women writers subscribed to an “ethic of care” or wrote for a prescribed community of female readers or promoted a counterfactual heuristic over empirical modes.
 Unlike Mary Hay’s Female Biography (1803) or Lucy Aikin’s Epistles on Women (1810), Baillie does not confine her legends to the recovery of exemplary women’s lives; and unlike Aikin’s annotations, the scholarly notes to Metrical Legends are not primarily appended for the sake of a female reading audience. Nor does Baillie always maintain a sustained or logical position with regard to the gender or other patterns she prescribes: as Dorothy McMillan has astutely pointed out, Baillie’s arguments in the “Preface” to Metrical Legends seem almost to be attacking her own defense of romance in the “Introductory Discourse” to Plays on the Passions (1798).
 

I want to pursue the suggestion that Baillie’s Metrical Legends is partly a rethinking of her own earlier writing on the relationship between history and romance, before going on to consider how the internal tensions between the legends and their scholarly apparatus reflect broader conflicts in Romantic women’s writing between promoting “female” values and emulating “masculine” discourses. My argument therefore makes greater claims for Baillie’s Metrical Legends than readings which focus on its oddness, its formal hybridity or its inferiority to her more accomplished dramatic work. In comparison to Scott’s epics or Byron’s oriental tales, the legends certainly surrender to the “one destiny of plot,” but Baillie’s muted prefatory comments about the way in which the nation’s healthy affection for its heroes has been distorted by sickly oriental tales registers her distance from the romances of Byron and Southey (xiv-xv), and is suggestive of a new responsiveness to the kind of historical verse which avoids – and even repudiates – romance. Herbert Tucker hits on the point exactly when he argues that if “by 1821 [Baillie] should have found it necessary to shrink the ambit of her own imagining to so narrow and high a course of legendary fidelity” it “says much about the shift in literary culture” she experienced. While for Tucker, Metrical Legends “leads, ominously, towards the eschatological motive that would dominate the new epic during the decade ahead,” it is precisely this shift in literary culture that my essay seeks to explore. 
 

II

When, in her “Introductory Discourse” to Plays on the Passions, Baillie points to the methodology of the historian as one of illuminating the “grand and regular procession” of human life she unerringly isolates one of the primary assumptions of philosophic history: that history has a consistent structure, and that events are produced by “a regular and constant machinery.”
 Alert to the methodological defects of philosophic causality – in particular, its assumption of an invariable or uniform human nature – Baillie goes on to argue for the importance of those minute and seemingly irrelevant details that do not fit into a regular or uniform plan. “What form of story, what mode of rehearsed speech,” she asks, “will communicate to us those feelings, whose irregular bursts, abrupt transitions, sudden pauses, and half-uttered suggestions, scorn all harmony of measured verse, all method and order of relation?” (8) Baillie recognises here that there are several levels of causality, ranging from mechanistic factors to spontaneous acts of individuals to accidents and trivialities, thereby promoting a non-teleological, unpredictable view of history that challenges assumptions of regularity and uniformity, and focuses instead on the private moments of characters’ otherwise public lives.
 Indeed, in an argument that ultimately subverts history’s traditionally privileged status in the classical hierarchy of genres, she maintains that romance is the discourse best capable of restoring to narrative the affective details of private, domestic, and social life (5). 

A little over twenty years later, Baillie claims in her “Preface” to Metrical Legends that fiction – and in particular historical fiction – is bound by non-fictional commitments that require it to record geographical and historical details with the highest degree of accuracy.
 Her argument can be read as a response to those sorts of “no-truth” or quasi-referential theories of fiction that Carlyle outlines in his review, but it is also a partial rejection of her own defence of romance in the “Introductory Discourse,” limiting the “lawful spoil” of the romance writer to those “obscure and remote” moments of history where he or she cannot “change and deform what has no form” (viii).
 William Wallace’s story, for example, is more often the province of poems and novels than of regular histories of Scotland, and thus belongs more properly to legend and fiction than it does to history. Baillie accordingly acknowledges that her primary source for the legend – Blind Harry’s Life of Wallace – is a verse romance rather than a history, but defends her material on the ground that “[t]he mixture of fiction which is found in it, forms no reasonable objection to receiving those details that are probable and coincide with the general history and the character and circumstances of the times” (xvii).
 While Baillie goes on to allow for some more general aspects of the story-teller’s propensity for embellishment (viii-ix), she nonetheless wishes to retain history’s stress on faithful imitation and public instruction, as well as its restraint of the imagination in accordance with the standards of truth, probability, and due proportion.


 Unlike the favorable reviews of Scott’s historical poems and novels, which emphasised his authentic picture of social customs and manners, the more detailed critical responses to Baillie’s plan were largely negative: first, because it was seen as neither necessary nor appropriate to strictly limit poetry to historical fact; and second, because reviewers felt that Baillie had failed to adequately focus on the interior lives of her characters.
 The Monthly Review, for example, took issue with Baillie’s attempt “to reconcile the literal record” of heroic deeds “with poetical effect,” which, it argued, was “to rob from prose … its own implicit truth; and to gain the effect, without paying the tax, of the essential decorations of verse.” For this reviewer, Baillie’s plan was founded on a generic error or non-issue: literary works are not modes of fact or truth-telling and it is therefore unnecessary to strictly ground them in historical fact.
 Carlyle, on the other hand, declares the design of the book faulty primarily because Baillie provides no idea of the interior conditions and personal situations of her legendary characters (401).
 As Fiona Price has pointed out, following Scott’s Waverley novels, Carlyle expects a “sense of character arising out of the violent circumstances of history, shaped by the density of material relations,” but instead receives a series of illustrious men and women iconographically arranged in the a-historical space of legend.
 


The dense scholarly apparatus attached to the text also troubled critics. The reviewer for the Eclectic Review began by pointing out the uselessness of prefaces, noting that “[t]here is nothing more ominous that a long preface to a volume of poetry…Good poetry needs no defence and no explanation” (428), before arguing that Baillie’s “Preface” had exposed and even emphasised the work’s generic indistinctnesss: “They were not to be history, nor biography, nor romance, nor legendary tales, nor lyrical ballads….they are neither the one thing nor the other” (429-30). If, as Gerard Genette has argued, the primary function of a preface is to assert authorial control over the meaning and reception of a text, Baillie’s “Preface” failed to deflect unfavourable criticism and thus to perform the intended Genettian function.
 Indeed, for the reviewer in the Eclectic Review, the “Preface” did little more than establish the impossibility of ever finding a genre with which to reconcile history and fiction, while the endnotes and appendices, far from signaling the author’s antiquarian status or factual reliability, were an “indolent expedient,” which allowed Baillie to devolve onto prose the more difficult task of establishing clear meaning in poetry (435).
 

On the one hand, Baillie’s scholarly apparatus of prefaces, notes, and appendices reveals her debt to Scott and the whole antiquarian enterprise of the annotated romance, but on the other hand, the legends can also profitably be read in the context of the reinvigoration of didactic poetry initiated by Erasmus Darwin’s The Loves of the Plants (1789). Although Romantic attitudes towards didacticism were notoriously ambivalent, David Duff has rightly argued that didactic poetry did not disappear after 1800.
 The spate of didactic poems published in the period from Shelley’s Queen Mab (1813) to Wordsworth’s Peter Bell (1819) provides a missing context for Baillie’s legends, which, as so many critics have pointed out, tend to elide human motivations and characterisation in favour of the overt didacticism of civic responsibility. Unlike Scott, Southey, and Byron, Baillie’s notes therefore have less to do with her antiquarian fascination for detail or for “unusual or recondite facts” than with her desire to assert the instructive value of her text and to demonstrate her historical and scholarly reliability.
 

Following Alan Richardson, Diego Saglia has rightly argued that the kinds of scholarly or critical notes accompanying late eighteenth-century didactic poetry were part of “a strategy for the remasculinization of literature” after the sentimentalism of the mid eighteenth-century, by which notes were used “to create virtual debates with other male literati” or reading audiences. More recently, however, Judith Pascoe has demonstrated the extent to which Romantic women poets such as Charlotte Smith and Lucy Aikin also used notes in order to neutralise the disadvantages of the gendered distribution of genres and to “enlarge a field of shared knowledge for the sake of those who are not primarily literary readers;” namely, females.
 Like Baillie’s Legends, Aikin’s Epistles on Women is based on extensive research, but ultimately it appeals to a defined community of female readers, who must understand and extend the meaning of the text.
 Moreover, as Mellor has pointed out, epistles, themselves a culturally feminine genre, allow for a  “relational subjectivity,” promoting a concept of history as conversation or ongoing dialogue with the reader. Baillie’s generic focus on chronicles, memorials, and legends, on the other hand, situates her text within the ostensibly masculine discourse of historical scholarship and enlightened objectivity: her notes not only document or factually guarantee her volume, but also emphasise her scholarly reliability and her knowledge of historiographical disputes.
With these instructive aims in mind, the endnotes to Metrical Legends can primarily be divided into four main classes or types: source material; historiographical debates; author’s comments or justifications; and documentation. The majority of the notes have an “authenticating” purpose; that is, they seek to authenticate the narrative through the provision of supplementary and evidentiary information.
 The first set of notes most obviously fulfills this function by elucidating sources and providing factual information: for example, when in stanza X of the Wallace legend Baillie describes Wallace’s growing fame she includes in her endnotes supporting quotations from Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland (1577), Wintown’s medieval Scottish Chronicle, and George Buchanan’s History of Scotland (1582) (95-8). However, Baillie is also well aware of the prejudices and inconsistencies of these supposedly factual sources, noting, for example, that Holinshed “often shows himself very inimical to the Scotch” (109; see also 110, 115). The second set or class of notes in the volume accordingly sets out historiographical disputes between historians or different varieties of source material, establishing a kind of simulacrum of debate or learned opinion with Baillie’s own authoritative voice at the centre. On the massacre that takes place after the English ask Wallace and his men to join them in an ancient court of right, for example, Baillie notes the various controversies surrounding the incident, including Dr. Jamieson’s defense of Harry’s account against the doubts of Lord Hailes, ultimately concluding that: 

A transaction so atrocious as the hanging so many men of distinction, and getting them into the snare on pretence of a public meeting on national business, might be fictitious in a poem written many ages after the date of the supposed event; but when found in a metrical history by a simple bard, so near that period, and supported by the universal tradition of the country, one must be sceptical to a degree which would make the relation of old events absolutely spiritless and unprofitable, to reject it. It might be called the imbecility of skepticism.  (100)

Baillie is aware of the problems of relying on centuries old texts, but tends to privilege naive sources and documents written closer to the time in question over more empirically sound historical sources written well after the event. She consistently argues, for example, for the authenticity of Blind Harry’s version of events even when unconfirmed by “any general historian or chronicler” (113; and see 110, 116); and even cites metrical histories by Harry and Barbour as proof of factual claims (see, e.g., 85-7).

Thus intent on distinguishing her legends from fiction, Baillie uses a third type of rhetorical note to include authorial asides or justifications to the reader.
 The seemingly fanciful tale of “De Longoville” is one instance when she recognises herself to be on difficult ground, but she does not simply dismiss the romantic aspects of the story, arguing that: 

so romantic a story as that of De Longoville on the high seas, might, perhaps, though entirely fanciful, expect to pass with impunity. However, since De Longoville is afterwards frequently mentioned as a stanch adherent of our hero, and also as fighting under Robert Bruce, and cannot therefore be supposed to be an imaginary personage, some credit is due to the account given of their first rencounter, and the generous beginning of their friendship. (110-11) 

Here Baillie attempts to overcome the anticipated incredulity of the reader, maintaining that events that seem to have their foundation in romance may nonetheless be true, although she draws the line at incorporating in her legend the story of the “Ghost of Faddon,” a ballad founded on a story about a vision or dream in Blind Harry’s Life of Wallace (xxxv).

Baillie nonetheless, for the most part, treats Carlyle’s “vulgar rhymer” (403) as a legitimate historian, implicitly arguing that these kinds of metrical romances amount to a history of the times in which they were written. In his “Essay on Romance” published in the Encyclopedia Britannica for 1822, Scott similarly maintains that romance and history once had a common origin such that “graver historians quote the actions of the former in illustration of, and as corollary to, the real events which they narrate.” He goes on to explain why romance writers moved from a position of independence in primitive societies to a position of dependence and patronage in the Middle Ages, but he does not appear to see romance as a lesser species of composition than history for the simple reason that its authors faithfully copied the manners of their time.
 The notes to the Wallace legend pre-empt the sentiments of Scott’s essay, enacting and supporting at a more local level the primary aim of Metrical Legends, which is to follow the model of the pre-modern romance in faithfully setting out the manners, events, and customs of the period in question. It is for this very reason that Baillie declares her legend to be “totally different” from previous fictional accounts of Wallace by Jane Porter, Margaret Holford, and others (106).
 

The fourth type of note in the volume contains documentary extracts in the form of appendices, eight of which relate to the Columbus legend and one of which pertains to the legend on Lady Griseld. Here Baillie provides longer notes running for several pages, including an account from William Robertson’s History of America relating to the avarice of the Spanish settlers (appendix VII, 354-7) and an account from a 1740 translation of Antonio de Herrara’s General History of America (1601-15) on the customs of Mexican tribes (appendix VIII, 357-62).
 Many of these passages expand upon notes already appended to the text; for example, when Baillie remarks in an endnote that “[i]t is curious to see the many objections, which were made by prejudice and ignorance, to [Columbus’s] proposals” (183), she adds a lengthy appendix on the difficulties he faced (appendix II, 342-8). The appendices thus provide supplementary documentary evidence, adding a further layer to the dense scholarly apparatus of the text, but they also fulfill a supportive rather than a combative or polemical role, eliding historiographical debates and grounding Columbus’s story in apparently uncontested fact.
 Baillie notes, for example, that she chose Columbus as a subject precisely because, unlike Wallace, he is an unromantic figure: the conquistadors Cortes and Pizarro are “vulgar” but “favourable subjects of history, tragedy and romance” (xxiv), whereas Columbus’s life story is “comparatively flat and uninteresting” (xxiii). Moreover, unlike Wallace, who as Nancy Goslee and others have demonstrated could be a powerful symbol of the ways in which an ancient Scottish nationalism could be converted to a Burkean British unionism, Columbus is not a national hero with all of the interest that such heroes inspire (xxiv).
 

In turning to an “unfavourable” or defective subject matter for romance, Baillie claims that she is less interested in her hero’s discoveries than in their consequences, but even in this capacity her engagement with historiographical debate is limited: while she is aware of the ambiguity of Columbus’s voyages of conquest, she minimises her account of the effects of conquest on both native peoples and the Spaniards (202), leading some critics to argue that she had missed the true moral of Columbus’s tale (Eclectic Review, 435). The notes and appendices to “Columbus” thus elide the problems associated with the representation of a complex and ambiguous public figure, emphasising the a-historical, exemplary, and didactic roots of Baillie’s text. 

The final legend in the volume on Lady Griseld Baillie is similarly didactic in tone and purpose, but it is also revealing of a radical change to the whole idea of biographical exemplarity in the early nineteenth century, which, as Michael McKeon has argued, saw the gradual replacement of “the illustrious by the domestic example.”
 The history of Lady Griseld was unknown to Baillie until the publication of George Rose’s answer to Charles James Fox’s History of the Early Part of the Reign of James II (1808), a lengthy appendix to which contains an account of Griseld in extracts from her daughter’s unpublished manuscript (xxv).
 Despite the private – and hence potentially unreliable – nature of her source material, Baillie defends Lady Murray’s manuscript, claiming that “there is a harmonious consistency, and an internal evidence of truth” throughout the text “which forbids us to doubt” (xxvii). Her endnotes to the legend accordingly set out supplementary passages from Murray’s memoir relating primarily to Lady Griseld’s person, dress, character, and domestic duties, including her delicacy of feature (266), her willingness to do domestic chores (266), her modesty (269), her loyalty to her first love (269, 270), her continued duty to her parents in their old age (270), and her charity (271-2). All of these notes are confined to the domestic or feminine sphere and do little to contextualise Griseld’s story within in the broader history of the persecution of Scottish Presbyterians, so famously outlined in Malcolm Laing’s History of Scotland (1802).
 It is only in the single appendix to the legend that the reader is provided with any historical or contextual material extraneous to Lady Murray’s private narrative, including lengthy extracts pertaining to the trial and sufferings of Lady Griseld’s father-in-law, Robert Baillie of Jerviswood, from Robert Wodrow’s History of the Sufferings of the Church of Scotland (1721), a text that presents a dark picture of the persecution endured by Scottish Presbyterians under Charles II and James II.
 In one sense, the great man is relegated to the equivalent of a footnote in a woman’s tale, but the paratexts to the Lady Griseld legend also dramatise a conflict between two contesting historiographical traditions: the private, domestic, oral, and feminine; and the public, universal, documentary, and masculine. 

This conflict is, of course, also enacted more widely in the volume in the juxtaposition of illustrious and domestic methods of exemplarity – a conflict Baillie partially attempts to solve on gender grounds. On the one hand, in retelling the story of her own courageous but little known ancestor during the persecution of Scottish Presbyterians under James II, Baillie wishes to recover the experience of a woman “unknown in history” (xxv) and thus to transform the value placed on those “familiar domestic details” that are commonly associated with vulgarity and meanness (xxxiii). By not selecting a public heroine, she works to define a new space for female self-empowerment based on the ties of family and domesticity (xviii), but her revisionary interest in women’s concerns does not provide a radical challenge to traditional gender patterns, instead confirming a “rigid gender ideology, grounded in the doctrine of separate spheres.”
 As McMillan has noted, Lady Griseld’s dutifulness is even used “to reprove recalcitrant female scribblers,” “[w]hose finger, white and small, with ink-stain tipt, / Still scorns with vulgar thimble to be clipt” (258).
 Like Mary Wollstonecraft, Baillie evinces a distain for clever but frivolous women, and her critique of contemporary female writers in the Lady Griseld legend is grounded less on charges of excessive or overt sentimentality, which she recognises can have a “manly” and politically authoritative social value, than on the attempted gender subversions of the professional writer and the frivolity associated with fashionable accomplishment. 

Judith Johnson, Hilary Fraser, and others have considered the extent to which a gendered division of genre, style, and knowledge was related to the increasing professionalisation of women’s writing in the nineteenth century, which developed at a time when separate spheres were becoming entrenched.
 Comparing the “amateur” Jane Austen and the “professional” Felicia Hemans in the Atheneum for 1831, for example, the novelist and critic Maria Jane Jewsbury notes that, despite being a professional author and representative female figure, Hemans nonetheless finds success primarily in the “feminine” and “ladylike” mode of the “poetess” (104).
 Francis Jeffrey and William Gifford similarly saw Hemans as the representative female writer of the period, whose talents abound in the proper sphere of “feeling and emotion” in which women were “instinctively schooled.”
 Their sense that women’s writing was best confined to the sphere of “feeling and emotion,” and the female author to the mode and role of the “poetess,” is suggestive of the way in which the distinction between male and female genres and gender roles was increasingly bifurcated as the century progressed. 

While Baillie eschews the private and feminine mode of the lyric poem and attempts to assert her voice in the predominantly masculine and public tradition of narrative poetry, most reviewers picked the Griseld legend as “the most pleasing tale in the book” because it confirmed the authority of a certain type or pattern of femininity.
 Carlyle, in particular, blamed the defects of the Wallace and Columbus legends on the “undue cultivation of [Baillie’s] reasoning faculties” (395), leading him to the more general conclusion that Baillie’s “poetry rarely belongs to the higher departments of the art; she deals little in the exhibition of sublime emotions…it is only with passions and characters of a common stamp that she appears to be completely successful” (393). Baillie’s reworking of the Burkean sublime in De Monfort (1798) and other dramas belies Carlyle’s gendering of the beautiful as female and the sublime as masculine, but the gendered responses to Metrical Legends are nonetheless suggestive of the ways in which Baillie’s strategy for a masculisation of her literature could backfire: while her emphasis on her volume’s ability to act as a public and socially instructive educational device can be seen as an attempt to draw on history’s culturally authoritative power, the historical paratexts she uses tend to reenact gender divisions at a more local level by associating female models of worth with oral and private memoirs, and male illustrious figures with a more documentary historical tradition. Despite its formal rejection of the feminine mode of the poetess in favour of the more masculine and public generic models of the historian, chronicler or memorialist, Metrical Legends thus promotes a conventional idea of gender roles in which the feminine is to be celebrated via a masculine scale of comparative worth. 

III

Contemporary reviews of Metrical Legends register the growing alignment of documentary history with masculine authority and poetry with female intuition. As David Simpson has pointed out, “the aftermath of the French revolution saw in Britain both a reemphasis on the feminized identity of the literary and aesthetic….and a corresponding resmasculinization of the vocabulary of theory and method.”
 By the early nineteenth century, when empirical and historical truth were accorded a special privilege, fiction had, of course, long been required to justify itself by reason of its instructive potential and the maintenance of probability; but ironically, fiction’s new commitment to probability increasingly served to intensify its generic separation from history, which sought to distinguish itself on the basis of form as well as content.
 If, for many reviewers, Baillie had committed a generic impropriety in Metrical Legends by choosing the wrong art form (poetry) to display a particular subject matter (history), the separation between literary and non-literary genres was more generally seen to be the inevitable result of the social and cultural development of various forms of expression. In his Lectures on Rhetoric (delivered 1763), for example, Adam Smith presents a stadial conception of the evolving nature of poetry from ancient to modern times, outlining its depreciating usefulness in conveying factual narrative. Although he famously argues that “the poets were the first historians of any,” Smith maintains that in modern cultures prose narrative is the appropriate medium for conveying facts. There may be little difference in content between a historical poem and a history – “It is no more than this, that one is in prose, and the other in verse” (117) – but Smith nonetheless goes on to makes a distinction between poetry and history based on the difficulties of form: poetry “by reason of its difficulty of composition is relegated to a more artistic yet less utilitarian category” (117-18).
 

Before Smith, John Locke’s “denotative theory of language,” emphasising the division between the functional and ornamental, had done much to separate literary from other forms of expression, but Smith’s evolutionary argument is nonetheless suggestive of the impossibility of ever reviving the once close alliance of romance and history, and thus of restoring poetry to its pre-modern role as a species of history.
 Unlike Smith, Hugh Blair, and Clara Reeve, who takes great pains to emphasise the progress from the “fabulous” ancient romance to the “probable” modern romance in her Progress of Romance (1785), Baillie on the other hand, situates ancient metrical history at the center of her case for a possible resolution of history and fiction, privileging romances such as Blind Harry’s Life of Wallace over regular histories in her notes and appendices. Baillie’s insistence on historical fact, and in particular on the integrity of the metrical romance, not only anticipates the shift towards more realistic forms of writing in the later nineteenth century, but also draws on new empirical practices in historical writing itself, which focused increasingly on primary documents, historical artifacts, and other original sources. As Robert Mayer has argued in relation to Scott’s novels, the notes to Metrical Legends therefore do much more than thematise or “illuminate a fictional practice that mimics historical representation,” not only demonstrating how “these works embody the trope of history,” but also declaring the authentic historicity of the text and, by extension, its capacity “to do the work of history.”
 

Yet while Baillie’s legends are presented as a species of historical-writing that take their authenticity from ancient metrical romances, the very presence of a dense scholarly and paratextual apparatus is suggestive of the difficulty of ever regaining poetry’s pre-modern status as history. The 1821 edition of Metrical Legends did not literally disrupt or divide the primary text by the presence of the lower text on the page, but there is nonetheless a distinct tension between Baillie’s intent to give her legends “the brief simplicity of a chronicle” and her desire to include supporting particulars and to record the polyphony of historiographical debate (xii). Her avowed tactic of “frequently stopping in my course, where occasion for reflection or remark naturally offered itself” (xii) problematises her stated goal of making each legend “short enough to be read in one moderate sitting, that the impression might be undivided” (xiii).
 In the Wallace legend, in particular, there is a discrepancy between the simple naiveté of the legend and the ironic, sceptical notes, which attempt to provide the reader with a simulacrum of scholarly debate. 

The internal marginal rhetoric of Metrical Legends is clearly intended to authenticate the primary text by substantiating the factual reality of the legends and locating their more fanciful facts within a recognisable tradition, but the problematic relationship between text and paratexts outlined above suggests that the collaboration between the notes and the poems is far from stable, emphasising the tension between reliable and unreliable forms of documentation and the uneasy negotiation between historical fact and poetical effect. The fact that the notes undermine the purpose they are ostensibly meant to serve not only casts doubt on the whole practice of annotating fiction, but also illuminates the discrepancy between the volume’s gendered content and its “masculine” form, which problematises the gender politics of the poem by both confirming and undermining “domesticity” and “separate sphere” theses: on the one hand, the text rejects the feminine mode of the poetess, but on the other, it reasserts the value and hegemony of traditional gender patterns.
 Metrical Legends as a volume therefore becomes destabilised by the very paratexts that attempt to authorise it, offering an important insight into the processes of meta-narration: since the prefaces, endnotes, and appendices consistently reveal both the inability of the legends to achieve the historical status of the naive pre-modern text and the difficulties faced by the female writer in approximating the enlightened objectivity of the masculine domain, they call attention to the complex narrative and social constructs in which the volume participates. 
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