
 
Author Information: James Chandler, University of Chicago, USA 
docj@uchicago.edu; ORCID ID: 0000-0003-4056-7645 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SCOTT’S BORDER CHARACTERS 
 
James Chandler 
 
 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14712/2571452X.2026.71.4 
 

Abstract: In the General Preface to the Waverley novels, Sir Walter Scott explains how 
he initially turned to fiction after his great success in verse: “I had nourished the 
ambitious desire of composing a tale of chivalry, […] with plenty of Border characters 
and supernatural incident.” How broadly should we understand the category of “Border 
characters” in this account? What relationship between characterization and plot is 
implicit in his conjoining of border characters and supernatural incident? I argue that 
there are many borders in Scott’s fiction, not just the regional ones, and indeed many 
kinds of borders, each with its own border characters. Long before Georg Lukács 
developed his account of Scott’s historical novel as turning on the figure of the 
“mediocre hero,” Andrew Lang observed that Scott’s strong suit lay in imagining not 
respectable heroes but “Borderers, buccaneers, robbers, and humorsome people, like 
Dugald Dalgetty and Bailie Nicol Jarvie and Macwheeble.” These are, I contend, border 
characters all, not just those from Liddesdale or Peebles. Focusing on the first two 
Waverley novels, I show how Scott deploys this array of human types and figures not 
only to map the different kinds of borders that interested him but also to dramatize the 
complex role of coincidence – improbable “incident” – in his fiction. Dissenting from 
Lukács’s assimilation of Scott’s fiction to that of Balzac, I conclude by suggesting that 
Scott’s border characters supply a key to what is really distinctive about his immense 
international influence. 
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The concept of “character” has a long history in criticism, reaching back at least to 
Aristotle’s Poetics and his differentiation of the six parts of tragedy: plot, character, 
thought, diction, song, and spectacle. His list is roughly hierarchical: character 
(ethos) is not as important as plot (mythos) but far more important than, say, 
spectacle (opsis). Never neglected for long in the course of its extensive history 
since Aristotle, the concept of character has lately enjoyed something of a new 
surge of attention, especially as a pushback against some twentieth-century efforts 
to relegate character to structure or function. For example, three scholars who had 
already broached the topic less directly – Amanda Anderson, Rita Felski, and Toril 
Moi – have now addressed it head-on in their collaborative essay collection, 
Character: Three Inquiries in Literary Studies (2019). They seek to redress a general 
tendency they see in criticism to “demot[e] character to little more than an effect 
of linguistic, political, or – most recently – psychological structures,”1 and they 
explore such issues as readerly identification with literary characters and the 
relations of literary characters to everyday life. In Character and Person (2014), John 
Frow had already weighed in with an effort to adjudicate between the two major 
critical instincts he saw at work in approaches to literary characters: to treat them 
as people and to treat them as “constructs.”2 

Romanticism is perhaps no longer the locus for generating literary theory that 
it was in the age of I.A. Richards, Northrop Frye, René Wellek, M.H. Abrams, 
Geoffrey Hartman, Harold Bloom, and Paul de Man, yet it arguably has something 
especially important to offer when it comes to the theory of character. It was in the 
Romantic period, after all, when the character of the author was understood to 
assume a central place in what Abrams famously called the “expressive” orientation 
in poetics, as distinguished from the mimetic or rhetorical. And it was in that age, 
too, when the interpretation of Shakespeare’s plays fundamentally turned on the 
question of how to understand his dramatis personae. Hazlitt’s popular book, 
Characters of Shakespear’s [sic] Plays (1817), participated in a wide set of debates, not 
least with his rival Coleridge, about what to make of Hamlet or Coriolanus, 
Ophelia or Desdemona. One attentive spectator to such debates was the young 
John Keats, for whom, in 1818, an important measure of Shakespeare’s true genius 
was that he had “as much delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen.”3  

 
1  Amanda Anderson, Rita Felski, and Toril Moi, Character: Three Inquiries in Literary Studies 

(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2019), 2. 
2  John Frow, Character and Person (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 3. 
3  John Keats, “Letter to Richard Woodhouse, 27 October 1818,” in Keats’s Poetry and Prose, 

ed. Jeffrey N. Cox (New York; London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2009), 294-95. 
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Perhaps most relevant of all, it was in the Romantic era that the subgenre of 
the Bildungsroman emerged, its prototype commonly taken to be Goethe’s Wilhelm 
Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795). This new genre, so caught up in the spirit of that 
age, helped to establish many issues that have been relevant for the production 
and reception of literary characters down to our own moment: what it means for 
character to undergo Bildung, what it means for character to take shape in cultural 
circumstances understood in their historical specificity, what is the role of 
contingency more broadly in character formation – what Bernard Williams calls 
“moral luck.”4 Perhaps in part because of its intimate connection to character, 
literary scholars have lately been turning attention to the Bildungsroman as a genre. 
Some of this attention is going to new reinterpretations of the genre, for example 
to the “postcolonial Bildungsroman,”5 or, even more intriguingly, the “post-
Bildungsroman,” and one recent collection about the post-Bildungsroman examines 
“coming of age at the margins.”6 Yet a special issue devoted to “Romantic Borders” 
might encourage one to look to the period in which the Bildungsroman emerged as 
already interested in characters at the margins. It is in this spirit that I propose to 
consider what Sir Walter Scott called his “border characters,” though in his case 
the relationship between border and margin proves to be an elusive one. 

“Border character” is a term of art that derives from Scott’s own account of his 
fictional writings, and a central question I address in this essay is, simply, what to 
make of this category – how should we understand its complexion and complexity, 
its dimensions and its implications? Are the borders in question to be understood 
as regional or liminal or both? What is implied about the relation of character to 
plot when Scott conjoins “border characters” and “supernatural incident” in his 
origin narrative for the Waverley novels? Aristotle wrote in the Poetics that, like 
plots, characters should be constructed in accord with either “necessity or 
probability,” but he did not say much about how necessity and probability might 
be understood to connect particular kinds of plots with particular kinds of 
characterization.7 What, then, does it mean for characters in a Scott novel to be 

 
4  Bernard Williams, Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers, 1973-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1981). 
5  See, for example, Arnab Dutta Roy and Paul Ugor, eds., The Postcolonial Bildungsroman: 

Narratives of Youth, Representational Politics, and Aesthetic Reinventions (Edmonton: 
University of Alberta Press, 2025), and Arnab Dutta Roy, Paul Ugor, and Simone Maria 
Puleo, eds., The Postcolonial Bildungsroman and the Character of Place (Lincoln, NE: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2026). 

6  Ricardo Quintana-Vallejo, ed., The Post-Bildungsroman: Coming of Age at the Margins (New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2025). 

7  Aristotle, “Poetics,” in Poetics. Longinus: On the Sublime. Demetrius: On Style, trans. 
Stephen Halliwell (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1995), 81. 
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beset by coincidence, and thus to straddle the border between the natural and the 
supernatural, realism and superstition?  

Ultimately, I will set my account against what has long been the single most 
dominant analysis of Scott’s characterization practices. It is the one famously 
centered on the figure of “the mediocre hero” in Georg Lukács’s The Historical 
Novel, where Scott figures as the forerunner of the sociological realism of Honoré 
de Balzac. I conclude by arguing not only that Scott’s border characters fail to map 
onto Lukács’s taxonomy but also that they indicate crucial differences between 
Scott and Balzac that go unregistered in Lukács’s influential genealogy of modern 
social realism. I begin, however, with a look at how borders as such matter to 
Scott’s distinctive mode of storytelling, contrasting his treatment of borders with 
those of two of his influential predecessors in forging links between nation and 
narration in the Romantic era. 

One of these predecessors is Maria Edgeworth, of whose accomplishment Scott 
famously wrote after reading her Irish tales, especially The Absentee (1812), that he 
wished to do something similar for his native Scotland. A yet earlier pioneer in 
mediating nation with narration is Madame de Staël, with whose work Edgeworth 
herself engaged strenuously for almost three decades. There is indeed a clear but 
mostly overlooked lineage to be traced from Staël to Scott by way of Edgeworth, 
and The Absentee is an especially crucial link in that chain. The starting point would 
be Staël’s 1807 novel Corinne, the book in which the French word nationalité 
appeared in print for the first time. In the wake of Marilyn Butler’s pioneering 
scholarship, it has been widely acknowledged that Edgeworth’s 1806 novel 
Leonora is a rewriting of Staël’s earlier novel, Delphine (1802), a novel that 
Edgeworth read in French on its appearance and marked up extensively. It has 
been less widely recognized, despite a valuable commentary by Cliona Ó Gallchoir, 
that Staël’s Corinne proved to be a kind of template for The Absentee.8 In both 
Corinne and The Absentee, a noble lord leaves Britain in distress, crosses a maritime 
border, and soon finds himself both immersed in the manners and customs of 
another country and in love with a woman who he fears might have a dark and 
dishonorable secret in her past. 

Edgeworth understood that, like herself, Staël was more than just a novelist. 
In addition to her influential works of fiction, Staël of course also produced several 
important works of scholarly criticism – De la littérature (1800), De l’Allemagne 
(1812), and a final book in 1817 on the cultural causes and effects of the French 
Revolution. These books were so well received in Sir Walter Scott’s Edinburgh 

 
8  Cliona Ó Gallchoir, Maria Edgeworth: Women, Enlightenment and Nation (Dublin: University 

College Dublin Press, 2005), 118-23. 
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during the 1810s that one Scottish reviewer writing for Blackwood’s Magazine in 
1818 made so bold as to call her the founder of a new “science of nations.”9 
Complementing Staël’s treatment of nationalité in Corinne, these books form part 
of the genealogy of both Edgeworth’s national tales and Scott’s historical novels. 

It is easy to forget that when Scott published Waverley in 1814 Staël and 
Edgeworth were widely recognized as the leading female authors of the moment 
in, respectively, the Francophone and Anglophone worlds, and there is much to 
be said about what Scott must have learned from them. But I want to focus here 
on an important respect in which he departed from their examples: unlike them, 
he was intensely preoccupied with borders. In the first two novels of the Waverley 
series alone – Waverley and Guy Mannering – we find the central characters 
crossing and recrossing borders throughout their travels. The primary border in 
each novel is of course the one separating Scotland from England. When Edward 
Waverley makes his first border crossing from England into the Scottish 
Lowlands, and a family friend, the Baron Bradwardine, tells him about a local 
Laird whose “grandsire was from the wrong side of the Border,” there can be no 
mistaking what border he is referring to.10 

But there are other meaningful borders in these novels as well. There is, for 
example, the area known in Scotland as the east Borders, explicitly referenced in 
Waverley, and by implication the west Borders. Further to the north lies another 
border – in this case also a topographical demarcation, which is referred to at one 
point in the novel as the “Hieland Border.”11 Thus, when Waverley moves on from 
the Baron’s great house, Tully-Veolan, for an excursion into the Scottish 
Highlands, this journey is clearly meant to be taken as a second border crossing, 
between the Scottish Lowlands and the Scottish Highlands, a crossing no less 
consequential than the first. The importance of this second crossing is emphasized, 
from a perspective beyond that border, when we learn soon afterwards that a local 
marauder, Donald Bean Lean, has begun to venture out from the Highlands to 
carry out some raids – creagh is the Scots term Scott uses and glosses – in the 
“neighbouring country” of the Scottish Lowlands. We are told that Bean Lean has 
“made a settlement on this devoted border” – that is, the one that separates 
Scotland’s Highlands and Lowlands.12 
 
9  [Anon.], “Chateau of Coppet: Letter Third,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 4 (December 

1818): 277-80. 
10  Sir Walter Scott, Waverley, ed. Claire Lamont (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2015), 48. 
11  Scott, Waverley, 344. 
12  Scott, Waverley, 102. 
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The inaugural novel in the Waverley series is indeed everywhere preoccupied 
with border crossing and border straddling, with borders within borders. By 
contrast, the only instance of the word “border” in Edgeworth’s The Absentee refers 
to the trim around the edges of some bespoke exotic wall paper that Mr. Soho is 
selling Lady Colambre for garish decorations with which she hopes to impress the 
bon ton of polite London society at her upcoming gala.13 For her own part, although 
Staël’s Corinne had certainly taught Edgeworth and Scott something about moving 
around characters with different nationalities, having them mingle and collide, 
Staël shows little interest in border crossings as such. Despite the novel’s 
innovative interest in nationalité, the French word frontière never appears in 
Corinne. In one standard English translation of the novel, there is a passage that 
refers to a “border” between the Kingdom of Naples and the rest of Italy in the 
1790s, 14 but early in Book 11 of the French text the reference is actually to “le bord 
de la mer.”15 

Moreover, in Scott’s fiction, while geographical borders are crossed and 
recrossed in ways that often involve heightened dramatic tension, they also figure 
as more than just boundary markers between territories. They become territories 
in their own right – sites where the events of a plot or the development of a character 
can take place. Some crucial episodes in Waverley happen in Carlisle, a Borders 
location just south of the Tweed River. As Edward Waverley is recrossing the 
English border with Fergus Mac-Ivor and the Jacobite army at the start of the 1745 
Rebellion, their army gains an early victory when “they besieged and took 
Carlisle” in “defiance of a superior army lying upon the Borders.”16 Carlisle again 
figures prominently in the novel’s denouement, where the moving scenes of the 
trial and the execution of Fergus and the rebel Jacobites are also set in this town 
upon the Borders. 

What Scott refers to as the Borders (upper case B), then, is not so much a line 
as un lieu, a location, one of many border locations in his fiction. These locations 
are not just scenes of action but are also places to live, habitations for his border 
characters, and, paradoxically, such locations and the characters who inhabit them 
often figure centrally in his novels. As I hinted earlier, there is indeed evidence 
that border characters were foundational to the Waverley series from its very 
 
13  Maria Edgeworth, The Absentee, ed. W.J. McCormick and Kim Walker (Oxford and New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 13.  
14  Madame de Staël, Corinne, or Italy, trans. Sylvia Raphael (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2008), 188. 
15  Madame de Staël, Corinne, ou L’Italie (Paris: H. Nicolle, 1807), 2:3. 
16  Scott, Waverley, 291. 
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inception. In his 1829 General Preface, Scott explains how he initially turned to fiction 
after his great success in verse: “I had nourished the ambitious desire of composing 
a tale of chivalry, […] with plenty of Border characters, and supernatural incident.”17 
To be sure, the idea of border characters might have seemed less out of the ordinary 
to Scott, since he grew up in the valley of the River Tweed. He alludes to this very 
fact when he goes on, in the 1829 General Preface, to give an account of his ambitions 
for the novel that he first set out to write, Thomas the Rhymer: “the Author’s 
purpose was that it should turn upon a fine legend of superstition which is current 
in the part of the Borders where he had his residence.”18 

How “superstition” and “supernatural incident” matter to the relation between 
Scott’s characters and his plots is a question I take up in closing, but as for Thomas 
the Rhymer itself, Scott completed exactly one chapter of his pilot novel and 
included it as an Appendix to his General Preface. This is how it begins: 

 
The sun was nearly set behind the distant mountains of Liddesdale, when 
a few of the scattered and terrified inhabitants of the village of Hersildoun, 
which had four days before been burned by a predatory band of English 
Borderers, were now busied in repairing their ruined dwellings.19 
 

These “Borderers” are clearly dwellers on the lands near the border of England 
and Scotland, though it seems that this term can refer to either Scottish Borderers, 
like Scott’s people, or English Borderers, like this predatory band. Dandie 
Dinmont, the stout farmer in Guy Mannering who has given his name to a breed of 
terrier, hails from Liddesdale itself. Understood this way, then, a border character 
appears to be a relatively straightforward matter. But apart from the English–
Scottish border, there is the border where the Highlands and the Lowlands meet, 
and it too is as much a location as it is a line. In Waverley, for example, the marauder 
Donald Bean Lean becomes, as the narrator puts it, “a settler on this devoted 
border.”20 Should not Donald Bean Lean therefore also be understood as a “border 
character”? And if he is to be included among Scott’s border characters, then who 
else might be as well? What other borders might be said to host or harbor them? 
What other kinds of borders might be involved? How might these other lines be 
drawn, these other borders mapped? 
 
17  Scott, Waverley, 387. 
18  Sir Walter Scott, Waverley; or, ‘Tis Sixty Years Since, ed. Andrew Lang, 2 vols (Boston, 

MA: Estes and Lauriat, 1893), 1:xliii. 
19  Waverley, ed. Lang, 1:xxxvii. 
20  Scott, Waverley, 102.  
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For help with such questions, I turn to Andrew Lang, who edited the influential 
1893 edition of the Waverley novels, and who explained Scott’s work in terms that 
I find resonant. Lang writes that Scott “knew, and often said, […] that he was no 
hand at a respectable hero.” And he adds: “Borderers, buccaneers, robbers, and 
humorsome people, like Dugald Dalgetty and Bailie Nicol Jarvie and Macwheeble 
[…] were the characters he delighted in.”21 Here, it seems, we have a roster of 
“Border characters” in an expanded sense of the term, a sense not strictly defined 
by residence in his native Borders region – places like Liddesdale or Galashiels – 
nor even in other geographical border regions as such, like the one that Scott calls 
“the Hieland border.” Lang suggests that there are characters fundamental to 
Scott’s fiction whose identity tends to straddle other borders as well: social 
borders, moral borders, and emotional borders, not to mention metafictional 
borders of genre and style. 

Lang mentions three such characters – Dalgetty, Jarvie, and Macwheeble – but 
most readers of Scott can call to mind dozens of others. Indeed, following along 
with Lang’s line of reasoning about Scott’s vast range of dramatis personae, one 
soon recognizes that there are probably as many kinds of border characters in 
Scott’s fiction as there are kinds of borders represented in it. Are there other kinds 
of borders beyond those I have so far mentioned? A further border that deserves 
special attention is the one implicit in Scott’s mention of “border characters” in 
conjunction with superstition or “supernatural incident.” Indeed, some of his most 
memorable characters, and even paradoxically some of his most thematically 
central characters, are the ones who operate on the boundary of natural 
probability – what we might call the border between heaven and earth. 

To illustrate how this fuller grammar of “border characters” takes shape in the 
Waverley novels, and how Scott deploys it to plot action along the various kinds 
of borders, I want to look more closely at the second novel in the series, Guy 
Mannering. Much of Guy Mannering is set in the Borders itself (capital B), as the 
main action takes place in Galloway. Galloway happens to be on the Scottish side 
of the border, but Scott goes out of his way to include an extended sequence in 
Cumberland, on the English side. Between the Scottish Borders of Galloway and 
the English Borders of Cumberland lie myriad complicated movements and 
transactions; Scott devotes considerable attention late in the novel, for example, to 
narrating the eventful journey of the protagonist Harry Bertram across those two 
bordering territories. 

A further geographical border that Scott develops for Guy Mannering is the 
boundary between land and sea – le bord de la mer, to borrow that phrase from 

 
21  Scott, Waverley, ed. Lang, 1:xcviii. 
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Staël. But in Scott’s case, characteristically, this is a border that also becomes itself 
a site of action. Many of the defining events of the plot, both early and late, take 
place on the shoreline near Bertram’s ancestral residence, the castle of Ellangowan: 
an attempted arrest, the murder of an officer of the law, the kidnapping of the five-
year old Harry Bertram, and the later confrontation with the man responsible for 
most of this mischief, Dirk Hatteraick, who meets his fate in a seaside cave in the 
novel’s final pages. The bord de la mer, that is the Galloway Coast, moreover, is not 
only a location of events but also a site identified with certain characters. 
Hatteraick himself is the leader of a band of smugglers who make their living 
defying borders of all kinds. 

Among many other examples of border characters, Guy Mannering also 
features a particular group that claims special attention. These are the characters 
whom Scott’s narrator calls “gypsies.” Prominent among them stands emphatically 
the larger-than-life figure of Meg Merrilies, a character based on the historical 
figure of Jean Gordon. Gordon was, as Scott explained in 1829, “an inhabitant of 
the village of Kirk Yetholm, in the Cheviot hills, adjoining to the English Border.”22 
Although, like her historical prototype, Meg Merrilies is also a Borderer by 
residence, this aspect of her border character becomes almost secondary in that 
“gypsies” are understood to be quintessentially nomadic people – travellers. 

Geographically, Meg Merrilies occupies the border not only between north 
and south (Scotland and England) but also between east and west (Egypt and 
Europe). In her person, moreover, she inhabits a wider range of contradictions, as 
becomes evident on her first introduction into the narrative:  

 
She was full six feet high, wore a man’s great-coat over the rest of her dress, 
had in her hand a goodly sloe-thorn cudgel, and in all points of equipment, 
except her petticoats, seemed rather masculine than feminine. Her dark elf-
locks shot out like the snakes of the gorgon, between an old-fashioned 
bonnet called a Bongrace, heightening the singular effect of her strong and 
weather-beaten features, which they partly shadowed, while her eye had 
a wild roll that indicated something like real or affected insanity.23  
 

Meg is deeply hybridized, in multiple dimensions, including those of gender, 
nationality, history, and even psychology: is her insanity real or only affected? 

 
22  Sir Walter Scott, “Introduction,” in Guy Mannering, Or, the Astrologer, Waverley Novels, 

Vols. 3 and 4 (Edinburgh: Robert Cadell and Whittaker & Co., 1829), 3:xxvi. 
23  Sir Walter Scott, Guy Mannering, ed. P.D. Garside (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 1999), 14. 
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Further, Meg plays a role in the plot that shows her always on the border between 
sentiments of loyalty to the Ellangowan family (and Harry in particular) and 
vengeful feelings on behalf of the Romani whom Harry’s father rashly 
dispossesses near the start of the novel’s action. Her role in the plot is as equivocal 
as it is pivotal: she both curses the boy and saves him. Indeed, Meg Merrilies and 
her crew are crucial to the novel less because of where they inhabit regional 
borders than because they straddle liminal worlds.24 

Meg Merrilies exemplifies the origin of the Waverley novels in a conjoined focus 
on border characters and supernatural incidents, for her role in Guy Mannering 
turns crucially on her dual capacities in the domains of magic practice and 
practical action. She proves capable over the course of the novel of both casting 
effective spells and plotting effective rescues. Her character thus stands as a vivid 
reminder that, of all the boundaries drawn and straddled in Guy Mannering, none 
is perhaps more important or more elusive than the one that distinguishes the 
province of enlightenment from the province of superstition. At one point in the 
narrative, Scott takes his central characters to Edinburgh during the heyday of the 
Scottish Enlightenment (in the early 1760s), and yet this is the same novel that 
begins with a half-in-jest astrological forecast that will be borne out by subsequent 
events. Perhaps most striking of all – in a way that is typical of the Waverley novels 
as a whole – is how analysis of historical change in Guy Mannering (as seen in the 
seventh chapter’s detailed social history of the Romani in Scotland) sits cheek-by-
jowl with the self-consciously flagrant resort to coincidence throughout in the 
driving of its plot.  

I have written elsewhere in some detail about the role of coincidence in Guy 
Mannering.25 Here I will simply note that the plot of the novel depends on a series 
of highly unlikely events that situate its characters on a border between probable 
and improbable worlds, realism and romance. The improbabilities that mark the 
action of Guy Mannering go beyond the bearing out of Mannering’s and Merrilies’s 
forecasts, and even beyond the kind of plot contrivances that novelists before Scott 
typically permitted themselves. Perhaps even more telling is that Scott makes it 
impossible to overlook these coincidences. For example, Harry Bertram, whose 
fate Mannering prophesies on his birth night, will be kidnapped as a child and 
then wind up in remotest India, where, as it happens, he falls in love with the daughter 
 
24  For an incisive reading of Meg Merrilies’s role in the novel, see Katie Trumpener, Bardic 

Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1997), 219-20. 

25  James Chandler, “Reading for Recognition in Guy Mannering,” in Ian Duncan, ed., The 
Cambridge Companion to Walter Scott (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
forthcoming). 
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of none other than Guy Mannering, the man who forecast his future on the night 
of his birth. After an absence of seventeen years, now in reduced circumstances 
and still unaware of his real name or identity, Harry is deposited by a local 
boatman on the very same stretch of Galloway Coast from which, as it happens, 
he was abducted as a five-year-old boy. In yet another coincidence, we are told 
that, when Bertram made his way up from the shore to his own ancestral home 
(unawares), “the spot upon which young Bertram chanced to station himself […] 
was nearly the same on which his father had died.”26  

This coincidence is in turn compounded with yet another in which the usurper 
of his father’s ancient estate just happens to be there planning a renovation at the 
very moment when Harry arrives. The extreme improbability of this encounter is 
openly avowed as such by the narrator: “It chanced, and the coincidence was 
remarkable,” he explains, that Glossin happened to be there at that moment in 
conversation with a builder about tearing down the castle and using the stone to 
rebuild the modern residence.27 What then might the role of coincidence in Guy 
Mannering, on which Scott doubles down in this way, have to do with Scott’s handling 
of character in the novel? Is there a way of thinking about the relation of coincidence 
to character that does not reduce character to what Frow calls a “construct”? 

In Reading for the Plot, Peter Brooks offers a brief account of the relation of 
character and coincidence by drawing a helpful contrast between Balzac and 
Flaubert. In Flaubert, writes Brooks, the “system of plot seems to be an anti-system 
of randomized coincidence, as if one had taken a cast of characters […] and so 
programmed them that they will return at unpredictable intervals, usually at the 
wrong time and in the wrong place.”28 Flaubert’s resort to coincidence puts 
characters on a kind of trottoir roulant of the sort critiqued by Marcel Proust, which 
“brings the characters back again and again without any apparent motivation.” 
By contrast, Balzacian coincidence – understood as “the apparently fortuitous 
meeting of characters and the conjuncture of circumstances” – “is really motivated 
by the deep structures and the basic contradictions of the society Balzac 
represents.”29 Brooks is here paraphrasing an unreferenced discussion of Balzac 
by Lukács, probably from Studies in European Realism, and because of Lukács’s 
importance to the history of Scott criticism, it is worth pausing over what Lukács 
writes about the principle of necessity in Balzac’s fiction: 

 
26  Scott, Guy Mannering, 245. 
27  Scott, Guy Mannering, 245. 
28  Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1984), 191. 
29  Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 191-92. 
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The aggregate of social determinants is expressed in an uneven, intricate, 
confused and contradictory pattern, in a labyrinth of personal passions and 
chance happenings. The characters and situations are always determined 
by the totality of the socially decisive forces, but never simply and never 
directly. For this reason this so completely universal novel is at the same 
time the story of one particular individual, an individual different from all 
others.30 
 

It is the massive “wealth” of interconnections in a Balzac novel that “affords 
sufficient elbow-room in which chance can become artistically productive and 
ultimately lose its fortuitous character.”31  

What Lukács calls Balzac’s premodernist “method of sublimating chance” thus 
establishes a distinctive relation between plot and character that marks a crucial 
departure from Scott, whose Waverley novels Balzac explicitly acknowledged as 
his chief model for La Comédie Humaine. It is a difference, however, that Lukács 
himself does not properly register in the influential commentary at the start of 
The Historical Novel, where he is so keen to show how Scott paved the way for the 
Balzacian realist novel. What Lukács misses is precisely the importance of Scott’s 
foundational conjuncture of border characters and supernatural plot incidents. 
But Studies in European Realism does lay the groundwork for us to draw the contrast 
for ourselves with his shrewd comment about how character works within La Comédie 
Humaine taken as an extended series:  

 
[I]t is always the totality of the social process that is linked with the totality 
of the character. The power of Balzac’s imagination manifests itself in his 
ability to select and manipulate his characters in such a way that the center 
of the stage is always occupied by the figure whose personal, individual 
qualities are the most suitable for the demonstration […] of some important 
single aspect of the social process.32 
 

Though he failed to do so in The Historical Novel, Lukács here describes La Comédie 
Humaine as a series in a way that differentiates it crucially from the Waverley 
series. For despite occasional framing gestures that tie some of the Waverley 
novels together – especially in a series within the series like Tales of my Landlord 
(1816-1819) – the fictional world in Scott’s novels, unlike Balzac’s, does not represent 
a continuous social order.  
 
30  Georg Lukács, Studies in European Realism (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1964), 53. 
31  Lukács, Studies in European Realism, 55. 
32  Lukács, Studies in European Realism, 55. 
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The Waverley series includes novels set in various periods, from the 1190s in 
Ivanhoe (1820) to the 1790s in The Antiquary (1816). There is very little overlap 
among the worlds represented in the Waverley novels or among the dramatis 
personae that populate them. But Balzac’s series, focusing as it does on contemporary 
French, especially Parisian, society, maintains a largely consistent cast of characters. 
His characters constitute so many nodes in a vast sociological network, with a figure 
marginalized, or, more accurately, backgrounded, only in order that another 
character, backgrounded in other novels in the series, can take center stage. It is 
not the cast but the focus that changes from novel to novel. A character who takes 
center stage in one novel – Lucien de Rubempré in Illusions Perdues, Eugène de 
Rastignac in Père Goriot – will be sidelined in others. Each character, moreover, is 
him or herself a “totality,” and the overall conception of probability that governs 
the “social totality” of this fictional universe is both unified and consistent across 
the various novels that make up the series. 

The contrast between this Balzacian method, so understood, and the one 
implicit in Scott’s conjunction of border characters and supernatural incidents 
could hardly be more striking. Scott’s border characters are never totalities in 
themselves. They are always already split figures, hybrid and self-divided. They 
all have their own novels to themselves, but these novels do not represent aspects 
of the kind of single social totality that Lukács posits for Balzac. Indeed, the 
Waverley novels do not offer any such single social totality at all. Nor are 
probabilistic norms uniform in the Waverley series. They vary from novel to novel, 
dependent on, for example, the different norms and expectations of the genres and 
subgenres that Scott employs in moving from one tale to another – or even, as we 
have seen in the case of Guy Mannering, within a single novel. These are 
“romantic” novels in the strict sense that they retain some of the residual 
conventions of romance itself, though unevenly and unsystematically. No system 
of the sort that Lukács posits for the necessity governing the characters in 
Balzacian realism could be generated for them. Where Balzac’s series focuses on 
characters as nodes in a vast and coherent network, Scott’s series locates characters 
as straddlers of borders in a series of disjointed worlds. 

I have argued that Scott’s self-divided characters operate on many kinds of 
borders, but I want to emphasize that they share an important element, one that 
involves a kind of reorientation toward the very idea of a border. This 
reorientation challenges our convention that a border is merely the circumference 
of an area, defining its margins, as in Edgeworth’s reference to “border” as the 
trim around the edge of a piece of cloth. To identify characters “at the margins” in 
a modern Bildungsroman would be to see them as somehow peripheral, on the 
fringe of things. But Scott’s signature characters tend to straddle boundaries and 
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borders. To put this another way: rather than playing out in a single domain very 
clearly defined by a boundary, Scott’s novels tend to take place across two 
domains only loosely separated by a border – and these can be domains, as we 
have seen, of many different kinds, with an equivalent diversity of borders to 
distinguish them. The deceptively simple point to recognize, then, is that, by 
placing borders in the middle of his novels’ fictional worlds, Scott manages to 
make his border characters central to those worlds. 

This understanding of Scott’s border characters should not be mistaken for 
the more familiar category that Lukács has given us for the middling protagonists 
of the Waverley novels: that of “the mediocre hero.”33 Lukács’s analysis of Scott in 
The Historical Novel, it must be recalled, is the launching point for a genealogy of 
socialist realism, a tradition in which sociological typologies replace the older 
moralizing typologies, and in which historical and geographical specificity comes 
to trump all other novelistic features. The mediocre hero is a figure on whom two 
historical orders – one residual, one emergent – inscribe their conflict in such a way 
as to mediate it for a possible future. My analysis here suggests, by contrast, that 
Lukács’s category provides too limited – too specifically sociological – a sense of 
the borders involved in Scott’s multidimensional fictional worlds. The sociological 
impulse may be active in Scott’s novels, but it is there in a rich and uneven 
compound with many other impulses that Lukács’s pioneering discussion tends 
to elide. Those other impulses are manifest, finally, in the sheer variety of borders 
in relation to which Scott delineates his characters. 

It is true that Balzac’s first novel, Les Chouans (1829), was an admitted imitation 
of Scott’s Waverley novels, and that the titular Vendéean peasants of that narrative 
are good examples of “border characters” in something like Scott’s understanding. 
But once Balzac begins to focus on Parisian society in the remainder of La Comédie 
Humaine, he begins to place his fiction on a very different footing, and border 
characters give way to characters taxonomized in a modern urban sociology. 
Perhaps the reset comes with his 1832 autobiographical novel, Louis Lambert, a portrait 
of the novelist as a young man. Louis Lambert turns out to be the student of a famous 
literary figure of the early nineteenth century. That author, mentioned by name, is 
none other than Madame de Staël, whose modern “science of nations” may actually 
make a better starting point for Lukács’s narrative than Scott’s romantic fictions, 
where supernatural elements cross the border into the novelistic probability of his 
plots and archaisms disrupt the modern psychology of his characters. 

 

 
33  Georg Lukács, The Historical Novel, trans. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell (Boston, MA: 

Beacon Press, 1963), 33ff. 
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