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How To Write A
Historical Novel

INTRODUCTION: WHY THE PAST
BECKONS THE STORYTELLER

There is a peculiar magic in opening a
book and being instantly transported to
a world that no longer exists. The clatter
of hooves on cobblestones, the smell of
woodsmoke and tallow, the rustle of a
silk gown in a candlelit ballroom—these
are the sensory threads that bind a
reader to a time long past. Writing a
historical novel is an act of resurrection.
It is a delicate dance between the known
and the imagined, demanding that we
become both a meticulous researcher
and a passionate artist. For many
aspiring authors, the question is not
whether they have a story to tell, but
how to write a historical novel that
feels both authentic and alive. The task
can feel monumental, a balancing act
between getting the facts straight and
crafting a page-turner. But with a
structured approach, a deep respect for
the past, and an unyielding commitment
to character, you can build a world that
readers will never want to leave. This
guide will walk you through the essential
steps of this rewarding craft, from the
first spark of an idea to the final polished
manuscript.

STEP 1: CHOOSING YOUR ERA
AND FINDING YOUR NICHE

Before you can write a single sentence,
you must decide when your story takes
place. This choice is the bedrock upon

which everything else is built. While the
temptation might be to choose a familiar
era like Tudor England or World War Il,
the most compelling historical fiction
often springs from a personal passion.
Ask yourself: What period makes my
heart race? What dusty corner of history
am | desperate to explore?

Beyond the Well-
Trodden Path

While the popularity of the Regency or
the Victorian era offers a ready-made
audience, it also comes with saturated
competition. Consider the benefits of a
less-explored era. The Byzantine Empire,
the Golden Age of Piracy, the California
Gold Rush, or the early days of the
Soviet space program all offer fresh
conflicts, unique visual landscapes, and
a built-in sense of discovery for the
reader. When you choose a niche, you
become an authority, offering readers a
window into a world they haven’t seen a
hundred times before. This is a powerful
advantage when learning how to write
a historical novel that stands out.

The Hook of a
Specific Event

Rather than setting a story in a broad
span like "the 1800s," anchor your plot
to a specific historical event. The Siege
of Leningrad, the 1906 San Francisco
earthquake, or the trial of Oscar Wilde
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provide a natural dramatic framework.
These events come with their own
inherent tension, timelines, and moral
dilemmas, giving you a scaffold upon
which to hang your fictional characters.

STEP 2: MASTERING THE ART OF
INVISIBLE RESEARCH

Research is the engine room of the
historical novel, but it should never feel
like a lecture. The goal is to absorb so
much information that you can write
with effortless authority, weaving facts
into the fabric of your story without
stopping the narrative momentum.
Effective research answers not just the
"what" but the "how" and the "why" of
daily life.

Building Your
Primary Source
Library

Start with the voices of the people who
lived there. Diaries, letters, newspaper
archives, court records, and memoirs are
pure gold. They reveal the cadence of
speech, the petty grievances, the slang,
and the deeply held beliefs of the time. If
you are writing about a farmer in 1840s
Ireland, reading their letters home gives
you a direct line to their anxieties and
hopes. These primary sources are the
secret weapon in how to write a
historical novel with genuine
authenticity.

Don't Forget the

Sensory Details

History is often taught as a series of
dates and politics. Your reader craves
the texture of life. What did the street
smell like before modern sanitation?
How heavy was a suit of armor? What
did a common meal taste like? Here are
a few areas to explore in your research:

e Material Culture: Clothing, tools,
furniture, and architecture.

e Social Etiquette: How people
addressed each other, class
structures, and courtship rituals.

e Economics: How much did a loaf
of bread cost? What was a day'’s
wage?

e Beliefs: What was the dominant
worldview? Superstitions, religion,
and scientific understanding.

The goal is to know your world so
intimately that you can describe the
weight of a wool cloak or the feel of a
rough-hewn table without thinking. This
knowledge builds trust with your reader.

STEP 3: BREATHING LIFE INTO
CHARACTERS OF THE PAST

Your characters are the reader's guide
through time. They cannot be modern
people in costumes. They must be
products of their environment, shaped
by the beliefs and limitations of their
era. Yet, they must also be universally
relatable. A woman in 17th-century
Salem fears accusations of witchcraft,
but the core emotion—fear of social
ostracism—is timeless.

The Internal
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Conflict of a
Changing World

Great historical novels often feature
characters caught between the old world
and the new. They are the skeptics in an
age of faith, or the traditionalists in an
age of revolution. This internal conflict
drives the narrative. When learning how
to write a historical novel, ask
yourself: What is my character's secret?
What do they want that their society
forbids? This tension is the heart of your
story. They might want a divorce in a
time when it was scandalous, or to
pursue a career in science in a world
that denied women an education.

Dialogue: The
Music of the Age

Dialogue is the trickiest element of
historical fiction. Too archaic, and it
becomes unreadable. Too modern, and it
shatters the illusion. The key is
selective authenticity. You don't need
to use "prithee" and "forsooth"
constantly. Instead, strip away modern
idioms and sentence structures. Use the
syntax of the time. A Victorian character
would rarely say "Okay" or "No
problem." They might say "Very well" or
"It is of no consequence." Listen to the
rhythm of your sources. Read your
dialogue aloud. If it sounds natural to
you while still feeling period-appropriate,
you have found the sweet spot.

STEP 4: WEAVING FACT AND
FICTION WITH A LIGHT HAND

One of the most common pitfalls for the
novice is the "info dump"—Ilong

paragraphs where the author stops the
story to explain the historical context.
This is the fastest way to lose a reader.
Your research is the iceberg; the story is
the tip. The reader only needs to see the
details that directly affect the scene.
Instead of writing, "The Crimean War
was a conflict fought from 1853 to
1856," show the impact: "The letter from
the War Office, dated 1854, sat on the
mantelpiece, its seal unbroken, carrying
a weight that made the air in the room
feel thin."

Respecting the
Historical Record

If you are writing about real people, you
have a responsibility to the facts. You
can imagine their private conversations
and inner motivations, but you cannot
change the major events of their lives.
Queen Victoria did not divorce Prince
Albert; Lincoln was assassinated at
Ford’'s Theatre. Changing these core
facts breaks the contract with your
reader. However, you have total freedom
with your fictional characters. The joy of
historical fiction is seeing how your
invented hero interacts with and is
affected by the giants of history. This
balance is the ultimate lesson in how to
write a historical novel with integrity.

STEP 5: STRUCTURING YOUR
PLOT FOR A MODERN AUDIENCE

Historical events do not always follow a
classic three-act structure. Wars drag on.
Voyages are boring. Life in a medieval
village can be repetitive. Your job as a
novelist is to impose narrative order on
the chaos of history. You must find the
story arc within the timeline.



Using History as
a Beat Sheet

Let the historical timeline dictate the
pace. The fall of a city becomes your
climax. A royal decree is your inciting
incident. A change of seasons can mark
the passage of time between acts. The
best historical plots feel inevitable
because they are grounded in what
actually happened, yet they are
surprising because of how your
characters navigate those events.
Remember, your reader knows history
was capricious—use that to your
advantage to build suspense, even when
the outcome is technically known.

1. The Inciting Incident: A
historical event disrupts your
protagonist's world.

2. Rising Action: Mounting
pressures from the era (social,
political, economic) complicate
their goal.

3. The Midpoint: A historical
reversal (a lost battle, a new law)
changes the stakes.

4. The Climax: The protagonist
confronts the central conflict, often
mirroring a major historical
moment.

5. The Resolution: The new world
order after the event, and where
your character stands within it.

STEP 6: REVISION WITH A
HISTORIAN'S EYE

Once the first draft is complete, you
must switch hats from writer to editor
and historian. This is where you check
the fine print. Did your character use a
fork? (Forks were not common in Europe

until the late Renaissance). Did they
travel a route that was impossible in that
year? Anachronisms are the enemy of
immersion. A single mistake—like a
Victorian woman wearing a zipper
(invented in the 20th century)—can
shatter the world you worked so hard to
build.

The Beta Reader
and the
Sensitivity
Reader

Find a beta reader who loves history, or
better yet, is an expert in your period.
They will catch errors you never even
considered. If you are writing from a
perspective outside your own
experience—for example, a male author
writing a female character in a
restrictive era, or a modern author
writing a character from a different
culture—consider hiring a sensitivity
reader. Their job is not to censor you,
but to ensure your portrayal is respectful
and accurate. This final polish is what
separates a good historical novel from a
truly great one.

CONCLUSION: THE LIVING PAST

Learning how to write a historical
novel is a journey of passion and
patience. It requires the heart of a
storyteller and the mind of a detective.
You are not merely copying the past; you
are interpreting it, giving it a voice, and
making it matter to a reader living in a
completely different world. The greatest
gift you can give your audience is the
feeling that they have not just read a
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book, but have lived a life. They have
felt the chill of a draughty castle, tasted
the salt of sea air on a galleon, and
known the fierce hope of a revolutionary.
Your job is to walk the line between fact
and imagination with grace, to trust your
research while following your instincts.

The past is not dead; it is waiting for you
to bring it back to life, one page at a
time. So, sharpen your quill, open your
archives, and begin. The stories of
yesterday are waiting for you to tell
them.



