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Abstract

Lucy Steeds’ debut novel The Artist (2025) has quickly emerged as one of the most significant contemporary works of English
literature, garnering major literary accolades including the Waterstones Debut Fiction Prize and being named Waterstones
Book of the Year. This paper examines The Artist as a representative of innovative historical fiction that blends immersive
narrative techniques with deep thematic inquiry into creativity, identity, and the socio-cultural conditions of artistic life.
Through a close reading of the novel’s narrative structure, character dynamics, and thematic concerns, supported by a review
of critical reception and scholarly discourse on contemporary historical fiction, this study argues that Steeds’ work exemplifies
broader trends in early 21st-century literary practice. The analysis further demonstrates how The Artist challenges and expands
genre conventions by foregrounding the psychological realities of its characters while engaging with the cultural legacy of art

and historical memory.
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Introduction

Historical fiction continues to be a vigorous and evolving
genre within English literature, offering writers the
opportunity to explore past eras through imaginative
narrative worlds. In this landscape, Lucy Steeds’ The Artist,
published in 2025 ), stands out as a critically celebrated
contribution that reinvigorates the genre by intertwining
richly atmospheric prose with a nuanced psychological
portrait of artists and their milieu. Set in 1920s Provence,
the novel follows English journalist Joseph Adelaide,
reclusive painter Edouard Tartuffe, and his niece Ettie,
whose own creative aspirations unfold against the backdrop
of artistic communities trying to reconcile tradition with
modernity. Judges of the Waterstones Debut Fiction Prize
praised the novel for its “atmospheric, sensory prose” and
evocative narrative world, signaling the novel’s impact on
both critics and readers.

While historical fiction often foregrounds external socio-
political change, The Artist draws attention to the interior
lives of its characters, especially focusing on the emotional
and artistic tensions that shape their identities. This focus
situates Steeds within a growing cohort of contemporary
writers who emphasize individual psychological experience
alongside historical context, reflecting a broader shift in
literary practice toward inward, character-driven narratives
that still maintain a strong sense of time and place. This
paper investigates the narrative strategies and thematic
layers of Steeds’ novel, highlighting how its innovations
contribute to our understanding of both historical fiction and
contemporary English literary trends.

Literature Review

Though scholarly research on The Artist is emerging,
critical coverage and reader responses provide a valuable
foundation for understanding its literary significance.
Reviews from mainstream press and reader platforms
emphasize the novel’s sensory detail and character depth.
Critics highlight how Steeds evokes the sensuous
environment of Provence, from the “smell of hot earth” to
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“sunlight on soft yellow stones,” creating a richly embodied
setting that becomes integral to the narrative’s emotional
resonance. Reviewers also note the complexity of the
characters, particularly Ettie, whose suppressed artistic
ambitions reflect broader conversations about the historical
invisibility of women artists. This theme aligns with
contemporary feminist literary critiques that interrogate how
creative labor has been historically gendered and
marginalized.

Reader reviews on platforms like Goodreads show a diverse
reception: many praise the novel’s prose and character
engagement, while others find elements of its structure or
pacing less satisfying, suggesting that while its narrative
richness is widely appreciated, its innovation may challenge
conventional reader expectations. Such mixed but engaged
responses are typical of works that push genre boundaries,
requiring readers to navigate between immersive sensory
writing and reflective thematic depth.

In the broader context of English literature, The Artist can
be situated alongside award-winning historical novels that
prioritize rich narrative texture and psychological depth.
According to critical discussions of the 2025 literary
landscape, fiction in recent years, from detailed period
reconstructions to richly imagined character studies, has
seen a renewed emphasis on purposeful storytelling that
counters trends of fragmentation and self-referentiality.
Contemporary voices such as Adam Johnson and Eowyn
Ivey contribute to this movement, showing a collective
literary moment where narrative craft is foregrounded even
within varied fictional modes.

Narrative Structure and Stylistic Features

One of the most striking features of The Artist is its
narrative  architecture, which interweaves multiple
perspectives and temporal nuances to deepen readers’
engagement with character psychology and thematic
layering. Unlike linear historical accounts, the novel
frequently shifts focus among its protagonists — Joseph,
Ettie, and Tartuffe — allowing for a complex interplay
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between external events and internal states of mind. The
immersive prose situates readers not only in the rural
landscape of Provence but also within the emotional
topographies of its inhabitants, reinforcing the novel’s dual
commitment to historical setting and psychological realism.
Steeds’ use of sensory detail as a narrative device serves
both an aesthetic and a thematic purpose. As the critic
Christobel Kent observed, the novel’s richly descriptive
passages, evoking light, sound, and texture, are more than
atmospheric embellishments; they are integral to the way
characters perceive and respond to their world. This
attention to sensory experience aligns the narrative with
contemporary prose practices that value embodied
perception as a vehicle for understanding historical contexts
and emotional complexities.

Moreover, the novel’s pacing, measured but deliberate,
allows for the gradual unfolding of character motives and
relational tensions. This slow-burn approach foregrounds
internal  conflicts: Joseph’s struggle with familial
expectations and self-doubt, Ettie’s constrained ambitions
within a patriarchal domestic space, and Tartuffe’s artistic
isolation and eccentricities. The narrative thus becomes a
vehicle for exploring the tension between individual
aspiration and external constraints, a theme central to much
of modern literary study.

Thematic Richness: Creativity, Identity, and Historical
Consciousness

Creativity and The Artist Figure

At its core, The Artist probes the nature of creative identity,
how individuals conceive of themselves as artists, and how
that identity intersects with societal expectations and
personal relationships. Tartuffe’s reclusiveness and
obsessive dedication to art mirror long-standing literary
tropes of the tortured artist, yet Steeds complicates this
archetype by revealing how his genius is inextricably linked
to the emotional and practical labor of those around him.
Ettie embodies a more situated form of creativity; her own
aspirations emerge not through isolation but through
relational entanglements that challenge traditional narratives
of solitary artistic genius.

This thematic focus resonates with ongoing literary
scholarship on gender, creativity, and social context, where
scholars investigate how authorship is shaped by social
structures and personal histories. Steeds’ nuanced portrayal
of gendered artistic labor aligns with these critical
approaches, foregrounding the unseen contributions and
suppressed voices that conventional artistic narratives often
marginalize.

Identity Formation and Psychological Depth

Beyond artistic identity, The Artist foregrounds self-concept
and identity negotiation in the wake of historical trauma,
notably the lingering impact of World War I on Joseph’s
sense of purpose and agency. His conscientious objection
and subsequent estrangement from his family reflect broader
cultural shifts in post-war identity formation, where
traditional markers of achievement and masculinity are
destabilized. Through Joseph’s journey, the novel explores
how personal histories and societal expectations coalesce to
shape self-understanding and creative expression.

Moreover, the novel’s attention to the internal lives of its
characters situates personal identity against a backdrop of
cultural memory and collective experience. In doing so,
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Steeds contributes to a growing body of work in
contemporary literature that emphasizes subjective
interiority as a critical lens for interpreting historical
experience, a trend visible in other recent historical
narratives celebrating psychological realism and character
complexity.

Historical Consciousness and Genre Evolution

While firmly rooted in a specific historical era, The Artist
does more than recreate the past. It invites readers to
consider the contingent nature of historical representation
itself. By embedding characters whose relationship with
history is shaped by personal memory, artistic ambition, and
emotional longing, the novel underscores how historical
consciousness is always mediated through subjective
experience, a view that resonates with modern literary
theory’s challenge to unmediated historical narratives.

In this respect, Steeds’ work participates in a larger genre
evolution in historical fiction, where emphasis shifts from
grand historical events to the micrological exploration of
lived experience. As critics note in reviews of 2025 fiction,
contemporary authors across the historical genre are
prioritizing narrative depth and character engagement,
reaffirming the novel’s capacity to make the past palpable
and meaningful for today’s readers.

Critical Reception and Cultural Impact

The Artist has been widely praised for its lyrical prose,
narrative ambition, and psychological insight, winning both
the Waterstones Debut Fiction Prize and the Waterstones
Book of the Year award, a significant recognition that
positions Steeds alongside notable contemporary novelists
whose debut work has shaped literary trends. Reviewers
have highlighted the novel’s ability to balance mystery,
romance, and artistic inquiry within its historical setting,
calling it both “gorgeously escapist” and intellectually
stimulating.

Reader responses, as reflected in community platforms,
underscore the novel’s emotional resonance and
atmospheric richness, with many enthusiasts praising its
immersive quality and character depth. At the same time,
some readers note that its pacing and structural choices may
challenge expectations rooted in more conventional
historical narratives, a tension that often accompanies works
that push genre boundaries. The cultural impact of The
Artist speaks to its broader significance within
contemporary literature: it highlights how literary fiction
can revitalize historical subject matter without sacrificing
psychological sophistication or narrative innovation.

Conclusion

Lucy Steeds’ The Artist (2025) ¥ stands as a compelling
exemplar of how contemporary English literature is
redefining historical fiction for a new generation of readers.
Through its immersive narrative structure, richly drawn
characters, and thematic engagement with creativity,
identity, and historical consciousness, the novel transcends
conventional genre limitations. Its critical success and
reader engagement demonstrate that literary innovation
continues to thrive within historical frameworks that
prioritize psychological depth and narrative craft.

By foregrounding the interior worlds of its characters and
embedding their experiences within a vividly reconstructed
historical context, The Artist not only reenvisions the past
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but also offers new pathways for understanding how
historical representation, artistic aspiration, and personal
identity intersect in narrative form. As contemporary literary
practice evolves, works like Steeds’ signal a robust future
for historical fiction, one that embraces both the texture of
lived experience and the imaginative possibilities of
storytelling.
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