LITERARY FORMS

THE NOVEL

Definition and Origin:


The novel is defined as ‘a fictitious prose narrative of considerable length in which characters and actions representative of real life are portrayed in a plot of more or less complexity’. Before the seventeenth century, ‘novel’ was called ‘novella’. This ‘novella’ was a collection of short stories introduced by Boccaccio in his Decameron. The novella was a form that was not as long as a novel but not short like a short story. The modern novel was introduced in the eighteenth century by Samuel Richardson in his Pamela. Upper-class women were the ones who read these books. Short stories are one genre that goes well with people who are always in a hurry. These can be read in one sitting. Some examples for short stories are Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat”, Guy de Maupassant’s “The Necklace” and Katherine Mansfield’s “The Garden Party”.


The novel was not considered a respectable genre in the seventeenth century. They were believed to encourage readers to live in a world of dreams. Even Plato stated that all imaginative literature is harmful in his Republic. Many people hated it because it was new. The novelist was the lowest form of literary practitioner. Most of the greatest novelists like Richardson and Charles Dickens were not university educated. They did not know any Greek or Latin, which were then the tokens of scholars. Novels were even written by women who had no power in the society. So it was a second class form of literature.

Forerunners of the modern novel:


Chaucer is the Father of the Modern English Novel. His Troilus and Criseyde is a long poem that reads like a novel. It has a complex plot and analyses the minds of the characters. Another forerunner is Thomas Malory. His book Morte d’Arthur was the first non-religious book to be printed by William Caxton in 1470. This book is a collection of the adventures of various knights who go in search of the Holy Grail. It centres on King Arthur, Queen Guinevere and Lancelot who are all legendary characters. The romance became popular during the reign of Queen Elizabeth (1558-1603). These were stories with an artificial style in praise of nature. The heroes and heroines had Greek or Latin names. 

Features of a novel:


Every novel has the following features:

1. Plot – the central storyline upon which the events are constructed. The theme must have human interest. It must also have a moral. There are two types of plots: organic and episodic. In an organic plot, the story is incomplete if any one character or event is removed. But in an episodic plot, the readers can understand the story even when they skip chapters. 
2. Character – presenting human beings, real or imaginary, is characterization. The characters must be life like. There are two types of characterization: direct or indirect. In the direct method, the writer uses third person. The readers understand the characters through the writer’s language. In the direct method, first person is used. The characters seem to reveal themselves. A novelist’s skill lies in the characters he creates. Sometimes animals and even objects are characterized.

3. Dialogue – the speech that reveals the nature of characters in the novel. Dialogues must be clear and expressive. It must be according to the personality of the speaker. A doctor must use medicinal terms and an illiterate must not use scholarly words. 

4. Setting – the time and place of action. In fantasies, imaginary worlds are constructed by the writer. The famous Harry Potter series is set in an imaginary school named Hogwarts. And in science fiction on time travel, the time moves backwards and forwards. The writer must use appropriate dialogue of the time. Dresses, fashions, culture and eating habits must agree with time and place. 

5. View of life – the writer’s attitude on life must be revealed in the novel. The writer must make the reader agree with his views.

Types of Novels:

1. Historical novel:



Historical novel is a novel set in the past and includes real people among the characters. The spirit of the age, social manners, culture and conditions must be mentioned. The novelist is usually faithful to his facts. The hero must be an actual historical figure. Famous kings, queens, knights and lords are characterized. The dialogues must be appropriate to the time and social order. 


Even before the historical novel, writers used history. Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde is based on the real Trojan War. The feudal system is the main theme of many historical novels.

Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) was the one who popularized this type of novel. His Waverley series was based on Scottish history. Ivanhoe (1819) is based on the clash between the Anglo-Saxons and the Normans during the reign of King John. Sir Walter Scott was concerned with the breakup of Scottish culture. He also wrote about the demerits of battles. Even before Scott, Maria Edgeworth wrote about the Irish people suffering under the feudal system in Castle Rackrent. Mary Renault is a contemporary historical writer. Robert Graves was a scholar and historian who wrote about Roman emperors. I, Claudius is autobiographical and historical. 


Many writers have used a little bit of history to make their novels interesting. Charles Dickens used the French Revolution as a setting for his A Tale of Two Cities. The historical events influence the characters and make them suffer. The characters come up as successful after defeating the evils of the time. Modern historical writers research the past and write novels that go against real facts. This type of novels is becoming famous in the twenty-first century. Hillary Mantel’s Wolf Hall series is a research into the life of Anne Boleyn.
2. Picaresque novel:
This type of novel is from Spain. The word ‘picaro’ means ‘rogue’ in Spanish. These stories had tradesmen, highwaymen and notorious villains as heroes. These novels portrayed the violent but comic lives of famous thieves. Modern novelists use the anti-hero. The anti-hero usually undertakes a long journey. He robs people and displays himself as a rogue in these journeys. But he realizes, feels guilty and through a trial, he becomes a hero. The writer builds up a society through many characters surrounding the picaro. The picaro has to face many temptations on his path to good. He falls at first. But he turns good. 

Thomas Nashe wrote the first picaresque novel The Unfortunate Traveller, or The Life of Jack Wilton. Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders is the only novel that presents a female picaro. Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605) is the best picaresque novel. It is the tale of a peasant disguising himself as a knight and going on quests with his roguish friend Sancho Panza. Henry Fielding (1707-54) and Tobias Smollett (1721-71) were popular picaresque novelists. Fielding’s Tom Jones is the story of a foundling who grows up to be a rogue but changes into a hero. Tom Jones is a high-born rogue who is known as a womanizer. But he travels through England to rescue his true love Sophia. Through this journey, he understands the hardships of life. He also learns from his faithful love. This changes the foundling into a noble man. Though Tom is a rogue, he is generous and kind-hearted. 
3. Stream of Consciousness:


The term “stream of consciousness” was coined by the philosopher William James. Modern writers like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf write novels that are filled with pages and pages of feelings. Instead of describing the characters, the readers are left to judge them based on their thoughts. These thoughts are not in order. Sometimes the character thinks about an object and the net second, his thoughts are on someone who gave it to him. Also called interior monologue, this presents dialogues from the thoughts. This method is based on the principles of Sigmund Freud. Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) is about one day (June 16, 1904) in the life of two characters – Leopold Bloom and Stephen Dedalus. The ordinary events of the day are written as though they were quests undertaken by Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey. The last chapter contains the monologue of Molly Bloom and Joyce does not use any punctuation to suit the way her thoughts flow. Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse is a similar depiction of the thoughts of Mrs. Ramsay. 

4. Psychological novel:


This type was born between 1913 and 1915. This type of novel is based on the experiences of the mind. If the stream of consciousness is on the innermost thoughts, then this type is on the innermost feelings. The writer may use his own or imagine the feelings and present them in his characters. Feelings such as anger, sadness, jealousy and passionate love have been the central ideas of many novels. 
Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina has its plot on the adulterous love between Anna and Vronsky. All the events of the story lead to their love or are the results of their love. Finally, when Anna commits suicide on the railway, she wants to die in the place where they first met. Samuel Richardson used the feelings of a servant girl. Herman Melville reveals the fears and hopes of the sailors who wait for the white whale in Moby Dick. They know that the whale will definitely sink their ship but they hope to catch it. When they are about to die, the hero’s feelings towards the monster are calm. He knows that fighting with the forces of nature is sure to bring destruction.
5. Crime/Detective Novel:


The plot revolves around a murder or a crime which is solved by an expert detective. He does through analysis of facts, observation and the handling of clues taken from the crime spot. The novel opens with a crime. The local authorities are not bright enough to understand the clues. So they call an expert. The detective and his assistant reach the spot. They study the clues and call in many suspects. The most probable suspects are let off. Finally, the detective reveals the culprit, the least suspected. After solving, the detective explains the clues. 

Edgar Allan Poe is called the Father of the Detective Fiction. His story “Murders in the Rue Morgue” was the first of this kind. He introduced a detective named Auguste Dupin. Wilkie Collins wrote the first detective novel The Moonstone. The plot is based on a holy stone that is stolen from a temple in India. All the major events are constructed around the theft of the stone. Even many centuries later, the hero and the heroine are affected by the stone. The master of the detective story is Arthur Conan Doyle. His creation is Sherlock Holmes is unforgettable. Holmes appears to be the strangest detective with an intelligence for crime. He has mastered observation and logic. His assistant Dr. Watson narrates the tales. 


Modern detective novels express the mindset of villains and the detective. Agatha Christie’s stories that feature the detective Hercule Poirot are of this type. Most of these stories are made into TV shows. The mystery novel is another type of detective novel. The clues are not as clear as in detective novels. The suspicion also falls on the supernatural. Wilkie Collins’ The Woman in White belongs to this category. The detective novel shows a clash between good and evil. Innocent people are suspected while the villain walks free. The detective is the source of good. He fights against evil.
6. Science fiction or Sci-Fi:


This type has become popular through the development of science and technology. The plot is based on the problems that arise because of science. Most scientific facts mentioned in these books are true. Most of the science fiction writers are scientists. There are two basic types of science fiction:

1. Utopian – this shows the future well developed and advanced because of science. The society is perfect and all the people are happy. There are no wars, diseases or social problems. Some novels even show that people live forever without dying. The word “utopia” is from Thomas More’s Utopia, the first of this type. 

2. Dystopian – a negative portrayal of the future because of science. The whole world is destroyed and only some areas live under protection. There is a harsh ruler who subjects the people to many experiments. The people themselves live from fear of machines, aliens and microbes. George Orwell’s Nineteen-Eighty Four is one example. 

Some of the common themes chosen by science fiction writers are:

1. Time travel – H. G. Well’s The Time Machine was the first novel to mention time travel. The hero invents a device that takes him thousands of years into the future. There he meets a group of beautiful people named Eloi. They have a perfect life. But at night, monsters capture them and eat them. These people are grown like cattle for food.

2. Space travel – this type of novel has a space journey, meeting aliens and saving the Earth from them. Arthur Clarke’s The Star is an example.

3. Revolution of the Machines – devices used by human beings revolt against them and send them into hiding. Computers turn against their programmers, everyday gadgets fight against their owners and robots control them. Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot was the first book of this type.

4. Monsters – an intelligent scientist creates something special. But the creature becomes a monster and hunts him down. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was the first book of this type. A scientist named Viktor Frankenstein creates a monster from parts of dead bodies. The monster kills his wife, his friend and his neighbour. Then he sets on a tour to capture it and kill it. But he dies in the polar ice caps before the monster escapes.

5. Biological destruction – the application of biological weapons and technology changes the Earth and the people. The modern novel Pure by Julianna Bagott is of this type. The application of bio-weapons and genetics create human beings fused with metals, wood, plastic, stones and parts of animals. Among this chaos, the rich live under a dome of purity. They have a normal life. When the pure and the creatures meet, war breaks out.
7. Bildungsroman:


Bildungsroman is a German word that means “novel of formation”. The plot is the formation of the hero’s mind and body as he advances from childhood into maturity. He experiences psychological, social and spiritual problems. The novel ends with the recognition of his talents and establishing himself as a good citizen. This type of novel was popular in Germany. It was begun by Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship in 1796. Charles Dickens wrote some popular bildungsroman in English. Great Expectations begins with a frightened Pip sitting by his parents’ grave. The novel goes on with Pip’s adventures as he learns how to be a gentleman and his meeting of Estella. The tale ends with a mature Pip who appreciates his gifts and gets educated. Similarly, David Copperfield narrated the tale of poor David abandoned by his mother who goes on to a strict boarding school. From there, he meets failures in his career as a writer. His marriage fails too. Finally, he emerges as a writer. 

Künstlerroman is a type of bildungsroman. It means “artist-novel”. This type is based on an artist’s experiences from his childhood to his maturity. James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is of this type. 
