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We are not told of things that happened to specific people exactly as they happened; but the beginning is when there are good things and bad things, things that happen in this life which one never tires of seeing and hearing about, things which one cannot bear not to tell of and must pass on for all generations. If the storyteller wishes to speak well, then he chooses the good things; and if he wishes to hold the reader’s attention he chooses bad things, extraordinarily bad things. Good things and bad things alike, they are the things of this world and no other.


 


—MURASA KISHIKIBU, The Tale of Genji
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1. INTRODUCTION





The end of September is a great time to have a birthday if you want to be a writer. Jane Austen might be December 16 and Shakespeare April 23 and Charles Dickens February 9, but for a sheer run of greatness, I challenge anyone to match September 23 through September 30—F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, T. S. Eliot, Marina Tsvetayeva, William Blake, and Miguel Cervantes. And, I used to add (to myself, of course), moi. There is also a gratifying musical backup—George Gershwin on the twenty-sixth, my very own birthday. I never hesitated to bring anyone who cared (or did not care) to know up to date on late September (Ray Charles, Dmitri Shostakovich) and early October (John Lennon) birthdays. It was rather like listing your horse’s pedigree or your illustrious ancestors—not exactly a point of pride, but more a reassurance that deep down, the stuff was there, if only astrologically.


But in 2001, the year I turned fifty-two, whether or not the stuff was there astrologically, it did not seem to be there artistically. All those years of guarding my stuff—no drinking, no drugs, personal modesty and charm, good behavior on as many fronts as I could manage, a public life of agreeability and professionalism, and still when I sat down at the computer to write my novel, titled Good Faith, my heart sank. I was into the 250s and 260s, there were about 125 pages to go, and I felt like Dante’s narrator at the beginning of The Divine Comedy. I had wandered into a dark wood. I didn’t know the way out. I was afraid.


I tried hard not to be afraid in certain ways. Two weeks before my birthday, terrorists had bombed the World Trade Center in New York. Fear was everywhere—fear of anthrax, fear of nuclear terrorism, fear of flying, fear of the future. I felt that, too, more than I was willing to admit. I tried to remind myself of the illusory nature of the world and my conviction that death is a transition, not an end, to discipline my fears to a certain degree. And my lover and partner was diagnosed at about that time with heart disease and required several procedures. I feared that he might also undergo a sudden transition and I would be bereft of his physical presence, but I also believed that we were eternally joined and that there was no transition that would separate us. This is how we agreed to view his health crisis. Physical fears were all too familiar for me—I had been wrestling with them my whole life, but in the late 1990s, divorce, independence, horses, Jack, and a book called A Course in Miracles had relieved most of them.


When I sat down at my computer, though, and read what I had written the day before, I felt something new—a recoiling, a cold surprise. Oh, this again. This insoluble, unjoyous, and unstimulating piece of work. What’s the next sentence, even the next word? I didn’t know, and if I tried something, I suspected it would just carry me farther down the wrong path, would be a waste of time or worse, prolong an already prolonged piece of fraudulence. I wondered if my case were analogous to that of a professional musician, a concert pianist perhaps, who does not feel every time he sits down to play the perfect joy of playing a piece he has played many times. I had always evoked this idea hopefully for students—however such a musician might begin his concert, surely he would be carried away by his own technique and mastery; after a few bars, the joy contained in the music itself would supply the inspiration that was lacking only moments before. But I didn’t know that. Maybe that sort of thing didn’t happen at all.


I came up with all sorts of diagnoses for my condition. The state of the zeitgeist was tempting but I refused to be convinced.* I reminded myself that I had lived through lots of zeitgeists over the years, and the geist wasn’t all that bad in California. The overwhelming pall of grief and fear and odor and loss reached us more or less abstractly. Unlike New Yorkers, we could turn it off and get back to work, or so it seemed. But perhaps I was sensitive to something other than events—to a collective unconscious reaction to those events that I sensed in the world around me? I felt scattered. Even after I lost my fascination with the images and the events, my mind felt dissipated and shallow. It didn’t help that I was annoyed with everything other writers wrote about the tragedy. There was no grappling with its enormity, and everything everyone said sounded wrong as soon as they said it. After this should come only silence, it seemed, and yet I didn’t really believe that. I believed that the world was not now changed for the worse—that anyone who had not reckoned upon the world to deliver such a blow, after lo these many years of genocide, mass murder, war, famine, despair, betrayal, death, and chaos, was naive. I believed at the time that if the world was a little changed, then perhaps it was changed for the better. The images had gone global, moving many individuals to look within and find mercy and compassion rather than hatred and anger. Hatred and anger were the oldest old hat, but mercy and compassion were something new. If there was more of those, and there seemed to be, then the turning point had actually been a turning point. Only time would tell. At any rate, surely talking was good, writing was good. Communicating was good, the antidote to the secrecy and silence the terrorists had attempted to foist upon us. Perhaps, I thought, I would stay scattered until the collective unconscious pulled itself together and raised itself up and put fear aside.


But really, events were events. I had known events and written through them, written about them, written in spite of them. I had grown up during the cold war, when obliteration seemed imminent every time the Russians twitched. I had an engagement photo of my parents from a newspaper; the headline of the article on the reverse side was “Russians Develop H-Bomb.” Fear of terrorism, I thought, was nothing compared with the raw dread I had felt as a child. The problem with the novel was not outside myself, or even in my link to human consciousness. Perhaps, I thought, it was my own professional history. I had experienced every form of literary creation I had ever heard of—patient construction (A Thousand Acres), joyous composition (Moo, Horse Heaven), the grip of inspiration that seems to come from elsewhere (The Greenlanders), steady accumulation (Duplicate Keys), systematic putting together (Barn Blind), word-intoxicated buzz (The Age of Grief), even disinterested professional dedication (The All-True Travels and Adventures of Lidie Newton). I could list my books in my order of favorites, but my order of favorites didn’t match anyone else’s that I knew of, and so didn’t reveal anything about the books’ inherent value or even about their ease of composition. I didn’t put too much stock in my preferences, or even in my memories of how it had felt to write them.


But I had penned a concise biography of Charles Dickens, and maybe I had learned from Dickens’s life an unwanted lesson. I wrote the Dickens book because I loved Dickens, not because I felt a kinship with him, but after writing the book, it seemed to me that there was at least one similarity between us, and that was that Dickens loved to write and wrote with the ease and conviction of breathing. Me, too. When he took up each novel or novella, there might be some hemming and hawing and a few complaints along the way, but his facility of invention was utterly reliable and he was usually his own best audience. In the heat of composition, he declared almost every novel he wrote his best and his favorite, even if his preferences didn’t stand. Toward the end of his life, though, his energy began to fail. When he was fifty, planning a new publication, he plunged rapidly into Great Expectations and wrote in weekly parts, modifying an earlier plan for the novel and producing a masterpiece largely because his journal needed it. When he began Our Mutual Friend a few years later, he was taxed almost beyond his powers. Several numbers were short, he complained of his lack of invention, and he didn’t really like the novel much, though a case can be made (I have made it) that it is one of his most perfect. And he died in the middle of his last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, having not quite mastered the whodunit form. Even Dickens, I thought, even Dickens faltered in the end, though you might say that he was careful and nurturing of his talents—abstemious and hardworking. He always deflected his fame a bit, wore it lightly. Was the lesson I had learned from Charles Dickens that a novelist’s career lasts only a decade or two, can’t be sustained much longer even by the greatest novelist (or most prolific great novelist) of all time?


Look at them all—Virginia Woolf, twenty-three or twenty-four years. George Eliot, twenty years. Jane Austen, twenty years, Dickens, twenty-four years, Thomas Hardy, fifty years of writing, but less than half of that novels. James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, Miguel Cervantes. Short short short. I had meant to write my whole life. Surely modern life and modern medicine and modern day care and modern technology and modern publishing would make Henry James the paradigmatic novelist, not Jane Austen. I wondered if novel-writing had its own natural life span and without knowing it, I had outlived the life span of my novel-writing career.


Another thing I learned about Dickens was that after 1862, he began to live a much more active life than he had before. In 1856, he left his wife in a scandalous divorce and took up with a much younger woman. Sometime in the very early 1860s, the younger woman disappeared. Some authorities think that she and her mother moved to France and that Dickens visited her there, in a small city or town, and that possibly she produced a child. Dickens’s work was based in London, his family was near Chatham in Kent, and his beloved was in France. Dickens traveled back and forth incessantly, sometimes spending only a few days in each place. He also embarked on several arduous dramatic reading tours. It may be that such a schedule dissipated his energy or his concentration. I found myself in that, too. Once, when I lived in Ames, Iowa, where errands were easy and day care was exceptional, I had hours on end in which to marinate my day’s work. After I moved to California, gave in to my obsession with horses, and became a single mother, to fritter away an hour meant to fritter away most of the day’s allotted writing time. Distractions abounded, and they all seemed important. But then, I had always had children, I had always had something else to do during the day—not riding and horse care, but teaching and professorial responsibilities.


If to live is to progress, if you are lucky, from foolishness to wisdom, then to write novels is to broadcast the various stages of your foolishness. This was true of me. I took up each of my novels with unwavering commitment. I did not begin them by thinking I had a good subject for a novel. I began them by thinking that I had discovered important truths about the world that required communication. When I was writing Duplicate Keys, for example, a murder mystery, I was convinced of the idea that every novel is really some sort of mystery or whodunit because every novel is a retrospective uncovering of the real story behind the apparent story. I thought I might write mysteries for the rest of my life. When I was writing The Greenlanders, it was obvious to me that all novels were historical novels, patiently reconstructing some time period or another, recent or distant. Horse racing, medieval Greenland, farming, dentistry. I would get letters and reviews from all sorts of people who found themselves reading with interest about subjects they had never thought of before. But at the end of each novel, I would more or less throw down that lens along with that subject. My curiosity was always about how the world worked, what the patterns were, and what they meant. I was secular to the core, and I investigated moral issues with the dedication only someone who is literally and entirely agnostic would do—my philosophical stance was one of not knowing any answers and not believing that there were any answers.


While I was writing Horse Heaven, though, I embarked on a spiritual discipline that was satisfying and comforting. I came to believe in God and to accept a defined picture of Reality that took elements of Christianity and combined them with elements of Eastern religions. It was not an institutionalized religion, but it was a defined faith and had a scripture. It was called A Course in Miracles, and it completely changed the way I looked at the world.


The essential premise of A Course in Miracles is that God did not create the world and that the apparent mixture in the world of good and evil is an illusion; God is not responsible for apparent evil. In fact, the world itself and all physical manifestations are illusory, an agreed-upon conceit that is useful for learning what is true and real, but otherwise a form of dreaming—bad dreaming. The essential falsehoods of the world are that beings are separate from one another, that bodies are real and of primary importance, and that the physical preexists the spiritual. A Course in Miracles, like many Eastern religions, maintains that the world, all physical things, all elements of the universe, and all dimensions, including time, are a mental construct, and that the Mind or the Source preexists matter and is connected to itself all the time and in every way. It took me about three years to turn my image of the world upside down and to become comfortable with this new way of thinking. It wasn’t hard, though it was disconcerting at the beginning. The payoff, other than my conviction that these ideas were true, was that I grew less fearful, more patient, less greedy, and more accepting. I greeted events more calmly as a rule, and didn’t feel that old sense of vertigo that I had once felt much of the time. I got analyzed, or therapized, or counseled. My counselor shared my beliefs. Together we fixed my relationships and my worldview.


But perhaps the result was no more novels? Perhaps the novel is an agnostic sort of form that not only can’t say much about God, but also is even uncomfortable with God as a shadowy background figure? I was eager to detach myself from my habit of having expectations, since I had found the disappointment of my expectations crushingly painful over the years, but I wondered if that also made my work less engaged. Was the old truism that I had hated so much really true, that art, or at least novelistic art, is created out of pain and lack? I had resented and resisted that idea for years; art, I thought, is created out of observation and insight. You don’t write a novel to salve a wound, but to bear witness. Nevertheless, something another writer once told me niggled in my brain—I had met Peter Taylor toward the end of his life when we were both at the Key West Writers’ Festival. I asked him if he had ever had a dry spell, and he said yes, for a few years in his forties and fifties, when he and his wife had a set of especially beloved friends and he was happy.


If I had consulted my mother, she would have said that horses were wrecking my life at last. All through my horse-obsessed adolescence, she had opposed every horse fantasy I had, because women she knew had horse-crazy daughters who were in her opinion going nowhere fast. They were never going to be famous or accomplished, were always going to waste their lives riding. She had foiled me then and thought her victory was permanent—I went to the college where she hoped I would go, I became a novelist as she hoped I would, and I had had unlooked-for, vindicating success. Between 1977 or so and 1993, I had lived what was essentially a domestic life—husband, house, and children, plus university teaching. I hummed along, apparently performing my duties, but really half absent. Always my mind was pondering whatever novel I was writing. Sometimes the preoccupation was like the after-vibrations of a rung bell—words or sentences I had written that day would recur and recur, and I would feel gratified or simply fascinated by them. At other times I would nurture the next day’s work or plan larger plot twists or meditate over how to go on. My novels were unceasingly in my mind. Only at night did I exert myself to stop thinking about them, because if I allowed them in, I wouldn’t be able to sleep. No doubt I appeared absentminded to my friends and family, but they didn’t have anything to compare it to—that’s just the way I was.


After 1993, the horses intruded upon and then displaced the novels. My preoccupation went through several stages; fears and second thoughts, worries, anxiety combined with feverish research made up the first stage. I read horse books, horse magazines, got on Internet horse message boards. I cultivated equestrians and trainers and vets. Writing novels was now something I did when I was sitting at my desk, but not when I was cooking dinner or lying in bed. I fiddled around between Moo and Lidie Newton so much that my husband feared I might never write another book. Then I fell off the horse and broke my leg, so there was nothing really to do other than write Lidie Newton. And then came Horse Heaven, which was, for me, book heaven. I had successfully combined my two obsessions, and the result was pure joy every day. As far as I was concerned the book had only one flaw, that its composition ended far too soon, and I had to go on to something else. Whatever the lasting virtues of the book are (and I am no judge, especially of that one), it was perfectly suited to me and my sensibility. It was funny and poignant by turns, it had a large cast, it was written in the omniscient third person (which allowed stylistic exuberance), and it had horses in every chapter except one. Some readers have told me they are sorry when it ends, but no reader is nearly as sorry as I was. It was clear after that book that the appetite of the general public for horses horses horses could be satisfied rather easily. I could spend my life learning about horses, but not, perhaps, expressing what I’ve learned.


But had the literary ruminations the horses had displaced been essential to novel writing? The answer to this depended on one’s theory of creativity. I hadn’t ever had much of a theory of creativity beyond making a cup of tea or opening a can of Diet Coke and sitting down at the typewriter or computer. The first and last rules were, get on with it. But perhaps that getting on with it that I had taken for granted for so many years was dependent upon those half-attentive ruminations during diaper changes and breadmaking and driving down the road? Or maybe teaching had stimulated me? Week after week for fourteen years I had expounded about writing, given tips, analyzed student stories, come up with suggestions, fielded questions. Both consciously and unconsciously, I had considered difficulties in my own writings and worked out solutions for them from rules I blithely laid down in class. I wasn’t doing that anymore, either. Nor was I reading much fiction. Some of my reading time was taken up with horse books, but most of what I had to spare was going to research—the Civil War and Kansas, horse racing, Charles Dickens. In addition to not thinking much anymore about my own novels, I didn’t think much anymore about anyone else’s novels.


I did construct a new theory of creativity. Its truth seemed borne out by the experience of writing Horse Heaven. Rather than planning and working out in advance, as I had done with most of my earlier novels, I willingly entered a zone of randomness. I sat down at the computer every morning, focused on what I had written the day before, and waited for inspiration. If it didn’t seem to be precisely what I had expected, I went with it anyway. My pleasure in the process and the product was a revelation. I didn’t need to plan! I didn’t need to work something out! I could just put myself into the properly receptive state of mind and be given the words, the stories, the adventures! My joke was that my retired racehorse, Mr. T., was dictating from out in the barn; he was my muse—my inspiration, my expert, and my voice from beyond.


A theory of creativity is actually just a metaphor. A pool of ideas, a well of memories, a voice. The word “inspiration” is a metaphor for creativity—a nice one, the ingoing of breath and spirit, breath and spirit both being ubiquitous, available with only the most minimal involuntary exertion, as natural as life itself. Some writers wrestle with their muses, wrest stories from them. Others imagine their brains working, hydraulic pumps or clockworks or computers. A metaphor is a way of capturing a feeling in words, and creating is a feeling. I have sometimes imagined it literally as a feeling of the brain exerting itself as a muscle does. But all metaphors of creativity are both descriptive and prescriptive. A pool of ideas may run dry, a muse may desert, the mechanical brain may cease to work. Mr. T. died. Dickens was exhausted and frightened by his diminishing inventiveness. My own metaphor bothered me. Was I not receptive enough anymore? Worse, was what I was receiving not worth receiving?


Time to face my real fear—that my book wasn’t much good. I once heard Michael Chabon say that the idea for The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay came to him suddenly and all at once; all he had to do was write it out. That had been my experience with several novels, and I had confidently stated more than a few times that the execution of a good novel was inherent in the idea from the first. But that was when I was certain all my ideas were good. It may come as a surprise to those who don’t care for my work that I’d hardly ever doubted the significance of any idea I’d had, and I’d had very few ideas. I’d written twelve finished works. I’d had fourteen ideas. The two that did not make it into print were a novella about a woman who is married to a jazz musician (I wrote a rough draft, but when I reread it, it didn’t seem to have a point), and a novella about a horse-riding Realtor (sixty pages that just kept expanding with no actual story). The structure of all of my completed novels was fairly apparent to me from the beginning, and I had written with an increasing energy and sense of direction as I went through the rough draft. My commitment, but also my sense of what I was doing, never really faltered—inventiveness was for elaborating or vivifying the original conception, not for conception itself. The different forms I used supplied what you might call craft interest. I would try a tragedy, or an epic, or a comedy. The rules for each were different, and so the technician inside me would have something to figure out. The inner citizen would take up social or cultural issues. The inner artist would focus upon more elusive elements of beauty, rightness, truthfulness, newness. Each novel was an experiment in a particular form, sometimes a conscious contrast to the form I had tried last. I suppose I would say that the inventiveness and variety of literature itself produced a strong response in me; each novel was my answer to a particular literary proposition, a particular method of telling a story.


I was not immune to criticism, but I saw many negative reviews as reader dissatisfaction with the parameters of a particular form. For example, comic novels often offend as many people as they please because each reader’s capacity for tolerating irreverence is different; what seems tame to one reader seems right to another, what seems corrosive to one reader seems hilarious to another. Novels with a large canvas sometimes fail to provide an intense emotional experience; novels with a narrow focus can seem claustrophobic. Many reviewers and readers loved Horse Heaven, but others found it too confusing and were unable to get involved. And then, there were all the happy endings. I love happy endings and consider them a philosophical and aesthetic challenge, but they are disappointing and untrue to some people. Entropy or loss is more satisfying. That seemed to be the lesson of A Thousand Acres. Over the years, countless readers have come up to me and declared how much they love A Thousand Acres. I’ve always wanted to say, “Oh, you’re kidding.” I find that novel interesting, moving, and challenging, but I don’t find it lovable, or even very relate-to-able. I sometimes suspected that to love it is to reveal something unfortunate about oneself. But that isn’t actually true. What many readers are responding to, I think, are focus and intensity. The novel has an unrelenting quality to it that is inherently involving and comes from the form of tragedy itself. Though I loved Horse Heaven, not everyone else did, so I took some of the negative responses to it as permission to write Good Faith, a smaller and more single-minded novel that made use of a story I thought was both interesting and important. I wrote up my proposal, sent it in, got my advance, and began.


From the beginning, though, I was disappointed that it wasn’t Horse Heaven. I made ethical artistic choices and proceeded in good conscience, but I didn’t like it. And yet, the thing I wanted to do artistically intrigued me, and I felt it had to be done in a certain way to sustain the illusion of the novel. I considered my main character and narrator appealing. In his way, he was not unlike the narrator of Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel The Remains of the Day, who tells a story on himself that he doesn’t quite understand. But the stylistic pyrotechnics of Horse Heaven that I had enjoyed as much as anything I had ever written were not appropriate, and I felt diminished inventiveness as well as diminished pleasure. It was like dating someone new who was nice enough but not nearly as exciting as the old boyfriend who had moved to Europe. I stuck with it. I had gotten a third of the advance. My horse was not winning at the track; no other sources of income (such as movie deals) were presenting themselves. I pegged along, inventive enough to keep writing but not inventive enough to surprise myself. At the halfway mark, I stopped and read through what I had written. It was more interesting than I had thought. The energy of that realization pushed me forward another sixty pages. By now, though, I was looking for terminal symptoms. One day I waited for inspiration, got some, went off in a completely new direction, then had second thoughts the next day and tried something new. This was a symptom, indeed, a symptom that I didn’t know what in the world I was doing, and it was way too late in the game for that. My heart sank. No, my flesh turned to ice. No, my eyes popped out of my head. No, my stomach churned. No, all I did was close the file on my computer and walk away. But that was very bad.


I decided to read a hundred novels. This book is the fruit of that course.




* I think now that for me, as for most Americans, the September 11 attacks were simply too huge to comprehend.






















2. What Is a Novel?





SIMPLICITY


An inexpensive paperback book from a reputable publisher is a small, rectangular, boxlike object a few inches long, a few inches wide, and an inch or so thick. It is easy to stack and store, easy to buy, keep, give away, or throw away. As an object, it is user-friendly and routine, a mature technological form, hard to improve upon and easy to like. Many people, myself among them, feel better at the mere sight of a book. As I line up my summer reading of thirty-four novels written in the twentieth century, I realize that I have gained so much and such reliable pleasure from so many novels that my sense of physiological well-being (heart rate, oxygenation, brain chemical production) noticeably improves as I look at them. I smile. This row of books elevates my mood.


The often beautiful cover of a book opens like the lid of a box, but it reveals no objects, rather symbols inscribed on paper. This is simple and elegant, too. The leaves of paper pressed together are reserved and efficient as well as cool and dry. They protect each other from damage. They take up little space. Spread open, they offer some information, but they don’t offer too much, and they don’t force it upon me or anyone else. They invite perusal. Underneath the open leaves, on either side, are hidden ones that have been read or remain to be read. The reader may or may not experience them. The choice is always her own. The book continues to be an object. Only while the reader is reading does it become a novel.


But it turns out that a novel is simple, too. A novel is a (1) lengthy, (2) written, (3) prose, (4) narrative with a (5) protagonist. Everything that the novel is and does, every effect that the novel has had on, first, Western culture, and subsequently, world culture, grows out of these five small facts that apply to every novel.


The longest novels that stand alone in one volume are just under 1,000 pages—Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones* would be a good example. The shortest run under 100 pages—Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness would define that end of the continuum. Most novels run 300 to 400 pages, or 100,000 to 175,000 words. If a competent reader can read 30 or 40 pages in an hour—that is, 12,000 to 20,000 words—then most novels take ten hours to read. Length is a bland and reassuring quality, but it is no blander or more reassuring than any of the other qualities. Prose, for example, is usually simpler to read and more casual than poetry. We are accustomed to reading prose, and we talk in a sort of prose. Narrative, too, is a natural form. People tell stories from their earliest years and continue to narrate as long as they can remember and care about sequences of events. Almost always, their stories have themselves or their friends as protagonists. A story requires a protagonist—that is, a human or a humanlike conciousness who acts or is acted upon in the course of the story. Most people with the normal brain development and structure that results in a sense of self live with a protagonist every minute of every day, and that protagonist (proto—first, plus agon—combatant) is himself or herself. A protagonist is the most natural thing in the world.


Every novel has all of these elements. If any of them is missing, the literary form in question is not a novel. All additional characteristics—characters, plot, themes, setting, style, point of view, tone, historical accuracy, philosophical profundity, revolutionary or revelatory effect, pleasure, enlightenment, transcendence, and truth—grow out of the ironclad relationships among these five elements. A novel is an experience, but the experience takes place within the boundaries of writing, prose, length, narrative, and protagonist.




*





The most necessary of the five qualities of the novel is writing. The paradox of writing is that it is permanent, and so it may be forgotten. Author and reader agree that images and ideas set down in writing may come and go because they do not have to be stored in memory. Hazy notions and vague pictures that have to do with the writing certainly remain in the memories of both author and reader, as do strong emotional impressions that author and reader alike feel upon reading   certain sections of the novel, but exact wordings can be largely forgotten. The same is not true of poetry. A poem must be remembered word for word or it loses its identity. In fact, poetry is often learned and remembered word for word, as when students memorize Hamlet’s famous soliloquy (“Who would these fardels bear?”) in spite of the fact that they have only the dimmest idea of what the words mean. The words may have the power of an incantation even in the absence of comprehension. The memory, though, sets limits upon what is to be remembered. The history of epic poetry, for example, shows that poets used set forms, rhythm, rhyme, figures of speech, and already familiar stories as mnemonic devices to aid in both the composition and the transmission of poetry from poet to poet and from poet to audience. Novelists have no need to do so. Particular stylistic tricks or turns of phrase are not necessary as mnemonic aids to the continued existence of the novel, and so the author is free to explore language and ideas that are hard to remember in detail. The novelist can go on and on, adding scenes, ideas, characters, complexities of every sort, knowing that they are safe from the effects of human memory—they will exist forever exactly as printed and will not evolve by passing through the faulty memories of others.




*





Writing allows the elaboration of prose. Since memorization is unlikely to begin with, it may be made all the more unlikely by the use of a style that is unmemorable. Prose slips by, common as water. Readers have no defense against it other than boredom. But because it is so common and often colorless, the writer can use it in many ways, from the blandest, most objective, reportlike purposes to the most vivid, evocative, lyrical purposes. James Joyce and Virginia Woolf famously exploited metaphorical and lyrical possibilities of English prose that Defoe and Trollope did not. Prose may slow down and quicken, invoke and state, flower into figures of speech, flatten into strings of facts, observations, assertions. It may pile detail upon detail or summarize years of action in a few pages (as in the middle section of To the Lighthouse). Prose usually privileges the sentence, using punctuation to define the beginnings, endings, and complications of thoughts, and sentences are easy. They are what we learn and, often, how we learn it. Even though we don’t use them in speech as much as we think we do (in fact, people who talk in whole sentences are generally thought of as pedantic or “prosy”), when our thoughts assume formal shape, they organize themselves into sentences. Poetry, in its search for concentration and sharp effect, contracts. In prose, one thought leads to another—it expands. Although thoughtless expansion is a fault to be guarded against, inspired expansion gives us the novels of Proust and Tolstoy, or Laurence Sterne and Halldór Laxness. Prose is both sneaky and powerful, and is naturally narrative, since sequences of events have some inherent organization, and it is naturally expansive, since events can often be broken down into smaller events and extended backward and forward in time.




*





In Aspects of the Novel, E. M. Forster writes of narrative—that is, of “what happened then?”—almost with contempt. Even the lowliest bus driver, Forster says, could show an interest in suspense, in a sequence of events. He almost admits to wishing that novels could be written without narrative, without what he seems to think is the lowest common denominator of art. But they can’t be. It is not only that the novel was invented to tell a lengthy and complicated story that could not be told in any other way, it is also that without the spine of narrative logic and suspense, it cannot be sufficiently organized to be understandable to the reader. Even more basically, a sequence of sentences, which is the only form sentences can occur in, must inevitably result in a narrative. The very before-and-after qualities of written sentences imply, mimic, and require the passage of time. There are minimally narrative novels, but the more lyrical and less narrative a novel is, the shorter it is, until it becomes a short story, which may, indeed, dispense almost entirely with narrative and become a series of impressions or linguistic effects or rhetorical flourishes, as happened with American short stories in the 1960s and 1970s. Narratives are as common as prose; they are the way humans have chosen to pack together events and emotions, happenings in the world and how they make us feel. Even the most informal narratives alternate what happens and how it feels (or what it means) to some degree. Even the most formally objective narratives (such as police reports) imply the emotions that rise out of the events, when at the same time they are suspending conclusions as to the meanings of the events.


Because narrative is so natural, efficient, and ubiquitous, it, like prose, can be used in myriad ways. The time sequence can be abused however the writer wishes to abuse it, because the human tendency, at least in the West, to think in sequence is so strong that the reader will keep track of beginning, middle, and end on her own. Nevertheless, the commonest bus driver can and often does take an interest in what happens next, and so because the novel requires narrative for organization, it will also be a more or less popular form. It can never exclude bus drivers completely, and is, therefore, depending on one’s political and social views, either perennially compromised or perennially inclusive.


Perhaps the most important thing about narrative is that it introduces the voice of the narrator. In every novel, some voice is telling the story. The narrator may or may not personalize his voice. He may try to let the story seem to tell itself, as Kafka does in “The Metamorphosis”; he may come forward in what seems to be his own voice, and talk about the characters as if he and the reader were observing them together, as William Makepeace Thackeray does in Vanity Fair, or Kate Atkinson does in Behind the Scenes at the Museum. He may tell his own story in the first person, as Ishmael does in Moby-Dick. In every case, the reader must relate somehow to the voice of the narrator. In every case, the story is colored by the idiosyncrasies of the narrative voice, and how those idiosyncrasies strike the reader. Even the blandest, or most charming, or most skillful narrators have their detractors, because this aspect of the novel is irredeemably social, and draws constantly upon the reader’s semiconscious likes and dislikes. Some narrators offend, some narrators appeal, but all narrators are present, the author but not the author, the protagonist but not the protagonist, an intermediary that author and reader must deal with.




*





The most obvious hallmark of novels is length. The novel was invented to be long, because what early novelists wanted to communicate could not be communicated in a shorter or more direct form, and also because length itself is enjoyable. The Tale of Genji runs 1,000 pages. Genji lived a long life and had many wives and concubines. His maturation and his greatness could not be depicted in fewer pages. Don Quixote is 700 pages long. Quixote’s adventures and humiliations need to build upon one another. The paperback edition of Ulysses is 783 pages—the intricacies of Leopold Bloom’s day out in Dublin require it. Length, too, is simple. It begins as a mere adding on, though adding on may quickly turn into elaborating or digressing or complicating or subordinating and analyzing. For an author, adding on may amount to no more than keeping going, day after day accumulating episodes and stories, getting paid by the word and so writing more words. For a reader, adding on may offer primarily the pleasure of familiarity—the characters or the narrator’s voice or the author’s way of thinking become something the reader wants to continue to experience. In a novel, length is always a promise, never a threat.




*





When the protagonist enters, a novel becomes specific, and even peculiar, and loses the generality that the other four elements seem to offer. The protagonist shapes the other four elements to himself. The narrative must be appropriate to him—it must grow out of his circumstances and teach him something. He must interact with the elements of the plot in a believable as well as an interesting way. The narrative and the protagonist are the chicken and the egg, the thesis and the synthesis. Neither precedes the other, nor exists without the other. A generic story line—for example, “a stranger comes to town”—becomes illuminating and interesting only as it becomes characteristic, only as it becomes the sole property of a particular protagonist. Similarly, the protagonist must prove himself worthy of the length of the novel written about him. If he is trite or blandly conceived, if he doesn’t grow as the novel gets longer, the reader will lose interest in him. (It is true, though, that the novelist doesn’t rely solely on psychological complexity to maintain the reader’s interest in the protagonist. He may substitute sociological complexity if his theory of human nature is more realistic than romantic.) The length of a novel can become a problem for the protagonist—the author and the narrator may be tempted to leave him behind (as Cervantes sometimes puts Don Quixote to sleep when the other characters wish to talk about love problems). In some very long novels, the protagonist’s role grows nominal as the landscape fills up with fellow characters and their stories take precedence over his. Even so, the protagonist, as he originates the story line and its circumstances, always remains the organizing figure in the novel, and the main plot must resolve his dilemma, however many other dilemmas it also resolves.


The protagonist is the fulcrum of the author’s relationship to the narrator, and the prose, or style, of the novel continuously presents the shifting balances among the three. The prose, like the narrative, must be appropriate to the protagonist. It must express something about him that it could not express about any other protagonist and demonstrate his worthiness to be the protagonist. In some sense, the author, the narrator, and the protagonist are always in a state of conflict that is always being reconciled as the narrative moves forward. Henry James’s The Portrait of a Lady is a good example of this conflict. The evidence is that James himself is sympathetic to Isabel Archer from the beginning to the end of the novel. He portrays her as especially attractive, having qualities of innocence, beauty, and charm that set her apart from women around her and that appeal to men and women alike. More important, she is potentially courageous—that is, the quality of courage is within her, but she has not had much occasion to exercise it as the novel opens. James the author wants Isabel to demonstrate certain ideas he has about the way the world works in general and about the psychology of women like herself in particular. James the narrator defines and redefines Isabel’s qualities by the extensive use of analysis, especially by analogy and extended metaphor. James the narrator deems it his job to talk about Isabel (and everyone else) unceasingly, to characterize everything she does and thinks in relation to some norm of thought and behavior (represented by several of the other characters). This habit of James the narrator does not serve Isabel over the long haul of the novel, in fact eventually works to demean her. Her courage does come into play several times, in her unhappy relationship with Gilbert Osmond, but by that time the fact that James the narrator has always stayed one step ahead of her by so relentlessly characterizing her in a way that she could not characterize herself means that her courage doesn’t have the effect of elevating her soul, or showing her growth. What James the author would like to demonstrate about Isabel through an emotional effect upon the reader of pity and terror has been frittered away by the narrator’s habits of storytelling.


Examples abound on the other side, too, of the narrator finding just the right narrative method for portraying his, or in this case her, protagonist. Kate Chopin’s The Awakening is also about a woman in an unsatisfying marriage. It is evident from the beginning of the novel that Edna Pontellier is in for a major change in her situation. Her husband is conventional and irritable, and she knows that she doesn’t love him and never has. Chopin’s prose, however, does not press upon the two of them. The narrator spends as much time depicting the world of southern Louisiana as she does depicting the changes in Edna—in fact, much of the reader’s sense of the changes in Edna grows out of how sensuously Edna begins to see her world. As her world enlarges and becomes more vivid, her ability to confine herself to the bourgeois corner that her husband and children inhabit grows less and less. Chopin the narrator lets her prose flower in sync with the consciousness of Edna, and when Edna makes her choice at the end, the reader understands, sympathizes with, and is moved by it. The test of a well-chosen and well-executed narrative voice is the climax of the novel. We can read Pride and Prejudice ten times and still feel conscious pleasure when Darcy and Elizabeth connect. Wanting to know what happens next turns out to have nothing to do with our anticipation, and the relationships developed among the author, the narrator, and the protagonist as demonstrated and developed by the prose turn out to have everything to do with it; as we grow to like Elizabeth and Darcy more and more through Austen’s handling of them, we desire their reconciliation more and more.




*





Paradoxically, given that novels are always referred to as “fiction,” the fictive nature of the novel is its most contingent quality. “Fictiveness” arises in part out of length. As a narrative elaborates and prose extends itself, the connection of the protagonist and his story to literal truth becomes more and more tenuous. Lengthy prose is required to be interesting—otherwise the reader won’t go on with it—but we can contrast lengthy prose based on fact, such as narrative history, which gains interest through the compilation of authenticated facts, with novels. The historian is required to give up dramatic interest in the pursuit of accuracy, but a novelist must give up accuracy in the pursuit of narrative drive and emotional impact. Even if the novel is based entirely on what the novelist himself has experienced, he will rework the experiences to make them more vivid and evocative, and, indeed, more logical and comprehensible. In reworking them, he will betray, or transcend, the original experience.


Edith Wharton remarked that the job of the novelist is to thoroughly think through each element or aspect of his or her novel. The resulting feeling of completion is essentially fictional. An author may excavate her memory to come up with every aspect of the experience she wants to depict. If she switches for even a sentence or two out of her own point of view and memory into that of another character, she has yielded to the urge to write something more complete than what she knows for certain. And, as Proust would have maintained, the construction of memories themselves, and their arrangement into a logical and understandable order, may make them fictional, but also makes them worth reading about. In other words, lengthy written prose narratives with protagonists are all fictional, but fiction is what results from the other qualities, not what dictates them.


COMPLEXITY


The fact that while the novel seems to be limitless and universally capacious, it is actually much more particular in many ways results from how its five characteristics combine. As an example, let’s consider writing and length. Because a novel is a printed book, subject to laws of intellectual property and also subject to commerce, it goes into the world as the author composed it. It retains its purity and constitutes a direct communication from one person to another. A reader who doesn’t like what an author has to say may close it, burn it, recommend against it, give it a bad review in a publication, or even censor it, but she doesn’t thereby destroy it, as she would if she simply retold the story, leaving out the objectionable parts or adding a little bit of sentiment or clarification here and there. A novel is known to be a book. A redaction of a novel, by Hollywood or Broadway or Reader’s Digest or a paraphrase or any other means, is known not to be a novel, not to be authentic. A novel can be dropped or outmoded or rediscovered by readers, but it can’t be changed into something else, in the way that the stories that were the bases of epic poems or traditional folktales were changed in the telling.


Controversies raised by a novel can become general; a book such as The Awakening or D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover can be greeted with outrage, or prominent thinkers can declare that a book such as de Sade’s Justine should never be put into the hands of young girls. Novels as popular, irreducible, available books promote argument about the issues they explore, and indeed are often meant by their authors to do so. As books, censored or outlawed novels become precious. Restrictions enhance the reader’s desire for a private experience—that of reading a banned book—and so promote the very subject they are about, the individual’s sensation of coexistence with the group. As a book, a novel enhances its reader’s sense of power. Don’t like the author? Throw the book away. Think this obscure book is better than that famous one? State your opinion. Disagree with the very respected author? You may, because the book is in your hands, in your power, which makes you the author’s equal. But the book itself you cannot destroy.


Imagine the roster of heroes and heroines that novels have carried around the world. David Copperfield stands beside Frankenstein and not far from Scarlett O’Hara and Count Dracula, Anna Karenina, Scrooge, Uncle Tom, Jo March, Becky Sharp, the Count of Monte Cristo, Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, Elizabeth Bennet, Captain Bligh and Captain Ahab. Some have received a boost from the movies, but others have not. The protagonist, made accessible by prose and interesting by narrative and familiar by length, and then dispersed by the written word, has entered the lives and minds of millions and recreated them, at least a bit, in his or her own image. The significance of this combination—writing and ordinary protagonist—has changed the way people relate to literature and, indeed, to themselves. A protagonist is usually interesting not because he is someone special (in fact, it is harder to write about someone special) but because something happens to him. Because the novel has to be long and organized, he has to become interesting as he deals with the thing that happens to him. This typical transformation from an ordinary person to someone worth remembering comes to seem both routine and appealing, encouraging readers to see themselves as potentially interesting and their lives as potential material for novels. Thus are the moral lives of readers encouraged to develop complexity; thus are new characters born out of old ones. When Jean Rhys, who grew up in the Caribbean, read Jane Eyre, her direct experience of a world that she felt Charlotte Brontë had not understood caused her to reimagine the monstrous Mrs. Rochester as an abused and abandoned child, used as a commodity by her relatives in their attempt to ally themselves to Rochester’s fortune. Rhys’s novel, in turn, heralded a reconsideration of many aspects of European colonial exploitation in the Caribbean, which has resulted in astonishing works by such disparate authors as Paule Marshall, Jamaica Kincaid, and Edwidge Danticat.


Other combinations of the novel’s five basic characteristics have important implications, too. A long prose narrative offers accessibility through the prose, and entertainment through the narrative. A common complaint about young English girls in the eighteenth century was that they chose to read novels when they should have been reading sermons. When the entertainment of narrative came in the door, it was thought, self-improvement flew out the window. Length adds complexity, enhances enjoyment, and at the same time promotes persuasion. Sometimes a reader disagrees with everything a novelist says but is seduced by some charm or other—intelligence, wit, suspense—to keep reading. By the end of a long novel, the author has had many hours to win the reader over, and the reader may find herself entertaining thoughts and ideas willingly that were once alien or even distasteful to her. In The Picture of Dorian Gray, by Oscar Wilde, Dorian pores over a novel given to him by Lord Henry, which does more than anything else to persuade him that he wants to live a life of sensual pleasure at any cost. Readers commonly feel, after reading a long novel about some time or place that they have no actual experience of, that they now “know” that time or place intimately—perhaps more intimately than they “know” their own surroundings. With length, details pile up, the imagination fills in, experience becomes more and more vivid.


Prose, in combination with the relationship between the protagonist and his group, makes a realistic narrative more likely (though there are plenty of novels that are not realistic). Since prose is the style average people use to talk about money, family relationships, work, survival, getting from here to there, trivia, and also the style of jokes and memos, newspapers and letters, it makes writing about common things easier. Prose makes it more likely that the protagonist will be ordinary, more subject to the effects of money, work, survival, and trivia than to the effects of heroism or high destiny. Prose deflates the hero, as poetry and drama inflate him. As it adds up, prose moves on to the next event, and forces the characters and the reader to move on, too, giving novels life and hope, even when the story explicitly being told is dreary and hopeless. Prose implies that events can be organized, understood, endured, and survived. When the curtain falls on a great tragedy, that is the end of those characters and that situation, and often the audience is meant to feel shocked and bereft—worked up to a high pitch of feeling by the climax, and then dropped over the cliff of the denouement. That’s what catharsis is all about. In novels, though, prose plus the protagonist plus the group tend to block catharsis, reminding the reader that whatever emotions we suffer, life goes on.


But the most important essential characteristic of the novel that arises out of its structure, out of the combination of narrative and length, is that it is inherently political. It is possible to have a short story, a drama, a novella, or a movie that explores a single consciousness or a single experience. A hundred pages that emphasize a single mind is not at all unusual. But a novel—a story that runs a hundred pages or longer—must for the sake of context and variety include other characters. In many ways, it is easy to see why this is. Focusing on the workings of a single mind gives rise to questions of why that mind works that way, or under what circumstances the mind works in that way, or how that mind is unique (thereby warranting such focus). The reader knows it is highly implausible that a single human mind has no social context, and the author knows this, too, so even as a mere filling in of the blanks, the author begins to depict the group that the protagonist is part of. Inevitably, the subject of any novel comes to be the coexistence of the protagonist and his group. As the group takes shape, so the protagonist takes shape. As the novel lengthens and the group becomes more detailed, so the protagonist’s relationship with the group becomes more detailed; and as the details mount up, so does the requirement that the author have a theory of individuals and groups. The narrative, and therefore the logic, of the protagonist’s relationship to the group must express some explicit or implicit theory, and inevitably many of these theories are political, because politics is about the division of power in human groups. Even authors who choose not to be political, such as Italo Svevo or Laurence Sterne, end up falling somewhere on the political spectrum, because the very assertion that all of life is personal is political.


Virginia Woolf offers an interesting paradox. In her essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” Woolf maintains that the reality of life is personal—the experience of consciousness—and that such authors as Arnold Bennett and John Galsworthy, who pay explicit attention to social, cultural, and political arrangements, are missing the point. The point, as Woolf suggests in Orlando, is the thrilling experience of the present moment. Everything else is a sort of dry dust that falls away, insignificant and distracting. Many of Woolf’s most famous works move from character to character, moment to moment, attempting to capture and renew the sense of wonder that exists apart from and inside of social, cultural, and political arrangements. Woolf is, in this sense, apolitical. But in another sense, she is very political, because the logical outcome of her method is a radical democratizing of the novel. No consciousness is privileged. No class, no degree of virtue or talent, no amount of money, no uniqueness of perspective gets to own the depiction of consciousness. A child, such as James in To the Lighthouse; a troubled man, such as Septimus in Mrs. Dalloway; a not very appealing person, such as Bernard in The Waves, can have as important and revealing experiences as any heroine of Dickens, any hero of Trollope. The author’s job, according to Woolf, is to preserve exceptional moments, not to award them to exceptional people. Woolf, it is well known, democratized the novel without herself being democratic—she was often snobbish and disdainful, and she liked to hang around people of her own class and intellectual attainments. But her own predilections are of absolutely no importance to her argument. As soon as her argument went into the world, it transformed the world’s sense of what is and what is not important, at least as far as subjects of the novel are concerned. Woolf’s novels aren’t overtly about power, but they show that power, especially the power of true observation, does not have any necessary connection to status or beauty.


And not only is the novel inherently political, it is also inherently liberal—that is, it embraces the rights and obligations of individualism. This is easy to understand as soon as we realize that a lengthy prose narrative must be well organized to be readable. A novel’s organization depends upon distinct and readily identifiable characters. They begin by having names and go on to have appearances, characteristics, and histories. Thus, purely for the sake of organization, the novel promotes the idea of individuals’ having memorable idiosyncrasies and importance. As a result, it appeals to the reader’s sense of her own distinctness and importance. And novel-reading cannot be a collective experience. Just as, without Hamlet to remind the audience that appearances are deceiving, the audience of a drama might believe in the legitimacy of Claudius’ rule, so, too, without authorial reminders of the importance of “the people” or “the nation,” novel-readers might forget the existence of the collective (as opposed to a group of distinct individuals) entirely. In a society that promotes conformity, novel-reading—one person experiencing both the mind of another person and her own mind experiencing—is a subversive force.


Additionally, the liberal continuum that the novel runs upon is rather narrow. The protagonist has only a few choices in his necessary relationship to the group—he can be subsumed, he can make a comfortable connection, he can make an uncomfortable accommodation, he can refuse to accommodate and remain apart, or he can be destroyed by the group. The author’s predilections, theories, and temperament will combine with the logic of the plot to dictate one of the five. But whatever happens to the protagonist, the individuals of the group constitute a countervailing balance—they are all more or less as individuated as he is, and so true conformity, of the sort required under communism or theocracy, is not possible in a novel. Additionally, the most individualistic outcomes are generally depicted tragically—if the individual remains or becomes isolated, his victory is at the very least a Pyrrhic one. It may vindicate his views of the corruption or emptiness or shallowness or brutality of society, but it does not demonstrate that isolation is a happy state. Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth is a good example. Lily Bart is a sympathetic and attractive young woman, but she has no means of support. She is best suited to earning her living by marrying someone wealthy whom she doesn’t particularly like or respect, but she can’t bring herself to do so, even at the cost of her life. In a very muted moral victory, she takes an overdose of a sleeping mixture and dies in a small, dirty room; the class she once belonged to goes on, undamaged and unaware of her fate. In Franz Kafka’s The Trial, Josef K. is expelled, bit by bit, from the fairly comfortable and conforming life he had been leading. Finally, for no substantial reason, he is killed by the side of the road. His fate is “necessary” but not preferable. Wharton writes as a “realist” and Kafka writes as a “surrealist,” but they share a view of what is true about the individual’s relation to the group. The fate of Julien Sorel in The Red and the Black; the fate of Pechorin in A Hero of Our Time; the fate of Anna in Anna Karenina; the fates of a multitude of other protagonists are all similar—undone, whether deserving or undeserving, by society.


But it is possible for some protagonists to be integrated into their group, though this happens mostly in English and American novels. Only the darkest Dickens novels disallow some kind of happy marriage at the end, and in my favorite, Our Mutual Friend, the two couples (Bella and John, Eugene and Lizzie) and their friends the Boffins and Mortimer Lightwood form a strong and happy circle within the larger, more corrupt London world. In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Tom dies, but Cassy and Eliza and their families form a cohesive, happy, and activist group at the end. In Middlemarch, Dorothea marries Will Ladislaw, and Mary Garth marries Fred Vincy. In Ulysses, of course, Leopold Bloom comes home at night, welcomed into the arms of Molly. Nevertheless, no novel is ever about how everything turned out well for everyone through the achievement of utopia, whether of faith or of politics. The protagonist must contrast to those around him to be the protagonist. This means that his fate sets him apart, happy or sad.


The novel is inherently political, but the organizational demands of the novel form mean that it doesn’t fit easily into political ideas of class or group blame or virtue. Every important character in a novel is portrayed as having moral complexity. If a character is solely evil, or is solely good, or solely a victim, then he or she is a figure or a symbol of something but not a protagonist, not possessed of agency, which in a novel is the only standard of real importance. A protagonist in a novel, of whatever ethnic background and in whatever time period, cannot be wholly good or wholly bad and still be interesting enough to read about. And novelists have no actors to give nuance to the characters they create—for example, bringing subtle depth or charisma to an Iago. Consequently, readers with an essentially political agenda, looking for models of proper thinking and behavior, are hardly ever going to find them in novels. The novel always promotes complexity as both an organizational principle and a narrative principle. My favorite example of a novel character who cannot be assimilated by any political group is Tom in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Tom never acts as a member of his class—a slave, he consistently offends by refusing to yield his conscience. Given the choice to run away when he is sold to a dealer, Tom chooses to go along rather than endanger the economic well-being of the plantation and thereby his family. Given the choice between death or the betrayal of another slave by Legree, Tom chooses death. Given the choice of killing Legree, by Cassy, Tom refuses to imperil his immortal soul by committing murder. In every circumstance, Tom makes his decisions according to his conscience and then hopes for the best, always bolstered by the conviction that this world is ephemeral and one’s true reward is in heaven. In the context of the novel, Tom is virtuous, but his virtue is based on an understandable logic. Although he is often the object of others’ designs, he sees himself as the agent of his own fate. Outside the context of the novel, his complexity has never been understood. In our day he is seen as craven and accommodating, hardly a man at all, while in Stowe’s day his very assertion of agency flew in the face of accepted views of slave, and black, behavior.




*





When we survey our hundred novels, and all of their hundreds of relatives and neighbors, it seems at first as if they are impossibly diverse, but the five essential qualities of the lengthy written prose narrative with a protagonist have actually limited their variety and the number of things they are capable of communicating, and this is as true of The Tale of Genji (1004) as it is of Atonement (2001).




* For plot synopses of works discussed, readers may consult the section “A Hundred Novels” in the latter half of this book.






















3. Who Is a Novelist?







I had not then read any real novels. I had heard it said that George Sand was a typical novelist. That had prepared me in advance to imagine that François le Champi contained something inexpressibly delicious.


 


—MARCEL PROUST, Swann’s Way





A novel has an author. The desire to write a novel is the single required prerequisite for writing a novel. It is the only thing that overcomes all the handicaps—perfectionism, low self-esteem, depression, alcoholism, diseases of all kinds, immense riches, economic hardship, deadly enemies, the resistance of relatives and friends, laziness, retarded professional development, the regular responsibilities of adulthood, even imprisonment (Sir Thomas Malory, for example, wrote the romance/protonovel Le Morte d’Arthur while imprisoned during the Wars of the Roses). While the desire to write a novel does not guarantee that the resulting novel will be a good one, or, if it is, that the author will produce a string of good ones, it is the only way to begin. Most often it grows out of a compulsive habit of reading as a child. It was said of Sinclair Lewis that he was always doing two things at once, and one of them was reading a book. Charles Dickens was an avid reader as a boy; his dearest childhood memories were of reading The Tales of the Arabian Nights. I read in preference to almost every other activity, though I didn’t read anything respectable. I liked the Bobbsey Twins and Nancy Drew. The Brontës, living in a solitary Yorkshire parsonage with a very eccentric father, not only read compulsively but also wrote compulsively, and had composed many hundreds of pages by their late teens.


Undoubtedly, we were reading for all the wrong reasons—escape, pleasure, avoidance of responsibilities and human contact. We were reading because it was easy and fun and because we were unsupervised. We were reading to find companions more congenial than those around us. We wanted to fill our heads with nonsense and tune out practical considerations. We were not, most likely, athletic or useful sorts of children. We were reluctant to help around the house or to go outside and play. We did not have very good manners, because in numerous ways to be cited later, reading books is deleterious to good manners. We did not have good sleep habits, because if we had, we would not have read under the bedcovers with a flashlight, or held the book up to the moon that shone through the window, and ruined our eyes. We were reading because we had two lives, an inner life and an outer life, and they were equally important to us and equally vivid. A novelist is someone whose inner experience is as compelling as the details of his or her life, someone who may owe more to another author, never met, than to a close relative seen every day. A novelist has two lives—a reading and writing life, and a lived life. He or she cannnot be understood at all apart from this.


I once asked a woman mathematician whether it was true that math talent went with the Y chromosome, a tendency to allergies, lack of social skills, and left-handedness. She told me that she didn’t think so, but that the large population of left-handed male mathematicians with allergies felt most comfortable with their own sort because they had no social skills, so it was a self-selecting profession. Novelists are self-selecting in a similar way. Most children’s books and fantasies are about introverted, highly imaginative heroes or heroines who overcome outsider status, either so they can join the group or so they can transcend the group; children who read a lot of books come to identify with those sorts of protagonists and come to be like those sorts of protagonists. Novels for children and young adults are soothing and reaffirm the young reader’s sense of worthiness. The child, who may have few friends, gathers around himself or herself an array of characters who are entertaining and forgiving and enlightening.


From our habit of reading, we unconsciously imbibed hundreds of character portrayals, thousands of word usages and sentence structures, thousands of metaphors, similes, and circumlocutions. We saw countless motives analyzed, innumerable behaviors described. We followed plot after plot from exposition to denouement. In assuaging our loneliness or our boredom we also learned what it took to make a novel, though most of us didn’t try it at first. We were interested in content, but the intuitive knowledge of form entered along with the content and became part of our mental furniture. A good example of this process, for me, was my love of Sherlock Holmes stories, and, in particular, my frequent rereading of The Hound of the Baskervilles when I was eleven and twelve.


Although I was an avid reader, I was not a sophisticated one, and when I took up Holmes, I had only the dimmest idea of most of the things Watson talks about in the novel—I could hardly picture a moor or a mire, I had never seen a convict or been to London. I did not understand what an “avenue of yews” was or know why the Baskerville estate passed from one distant relative to another. I could not imagine the dastardly crime committed by the ancestor Hugo Baskerville that was the source of the family curse. No one I knew spoke with the formality or the diction of Holmes and Watson. I knew the two were friends. I knew Holmes solved mysteries. I had read Agatha Christie and Nancy Drew. I loved dogs. I imagined the hound itself as an extra-large Great Dane, like the one who lived on the property behind us, but black.


I am sure that the first time I read The Hound of the Baskervilles, I had no idea what the solution to the mystery was, and I am sure that Conan Doyle was perfectly able to convince me that Holmes was the world’s greatest deducer. I am sure that the identity and motive of the killer came as much of a surprise to me as it did to Watson, and to the readers of Conan Doyle’s day who made the novel so popular. But I can’t remember, because I read the novel many times, until the details of the mystery, and even certain phrases and effects, were completely, though unconsciously, memorized. I read it because of the air of dark fascination that hung over the setting and because of the exciting appearance of the hound itself, with his phosphorescent face and huge size (I was sure I could have made friends with that hound, no matter what they said about him, and I pitied the way they treated him). I reread it because Holmes was never not in control of the situation, and to him, all dangers were exciting and all mysteries were puzzles. I read it because it was reassuring (as Giants in the Earth, by Ole Rölvaag, and The Bridge of San Luis Rey, by Thornton Wilder, books I was required to read in school, were not); Conan Doyle’s worldview was solid, and even innocent. The Hound of the Baskervilles was entirely appropriate reading for a twelve-year-old.


What I learned from it was not what I read it for. Each time I reread the novel, knowing the tricks and the deceptions of the plot, I learned how the tricks and the deceptions worked together logically. The novel had two stories—the story as it unfolded on the surface, and the story of what had happened. The two stories had to mesh perfectly for Holmes’s recapitulation to be convincing, but the surface story had to successfully hide the real story for the recapitulation to be interesting. Both stories had to bolster Holmes’s claim to special intellectual status, as did everything he said, all of his mannerisms, and everything he did. Watson could make claims for Holmes, but Conan Doyle had to depict Holmes in a way that made good on the claims, at least in the eyes of a twelve-year-old. Rereading any novel over and over, for whatever reason, makes it fall into pieces. The veil that suspense and style throw over construction on the first reading or two lifts, and the author’s plotting becomes more and more clear. I learned about the logical construction of plot and the clear construction of character. The Hound of the Baskervilles was not the best novel I read at that time in my life, but it was the most clearly constructed. As I reread it today, it seems obvious and pedestrian, but I imbibed a good deal from it early in my literary career because it was complicated enough to interest me, but not so complicated as to be utterly seamless and impossible to dissect.


And so, literature itself and novels themselves are one of a nascent novelist’s primary inspirations—it may be that they are the primary inspiration in most cases, because most children and adolescents have no perspective on their lives, so they don’t often have any idea that their lives are unusual or worth writing about. Unhappiness, isolation, even what others would call adventures are just the stuff of every day. Or we can look at it another way and say that literature, the great river of novels, enters into individuals and extends itself into the future through them, because there is no other way for it to do so. A novelist is someone who has volunteered to be a representative of literature and to move it forward a generation. That is all.




*





The second great inspiration for a novelist is language. Some novelists have a distinctive genius for language, and all forms of language as spoken and written energize and inspire them. Dickens is a good example of a novelist who sought out and delighted in all forms of writing and talk—he walked the streets of London through many nights, talking to people he met and listening to others. He was a great lover of the theater, and not only respectable drama, but also all shows and spectacles. As an actor, he was a noted mimic. He loved jokes, songs, and rhymes of all sorts. He worked hard editing several magazines, and his letters to his authors show that he paid close attention to their style. He wrote and rewrote—often he would rewrite his books between serial publication and volume publication. He was a justly celebrated letter writer. He was, of course, a great prose stylist, with many voices and dictions at his command, as inventive with words as any English writer ever. Clearly his relationship to the English language went beyond love to something more intimate, something more living, something like breathing. Dickens introduced certain types of characters into the English novel—characters such as Sam Weller in The Pickwick Papers, whose flow of speech is a flow of self-representation and a flow of wisdom, too. But what came first, Sam or his way of talking? If we imagine Dickens in his early twenties, all ears, preternaturally alert to the myriad voices around him, then characterization becomes the fruit of language rather than vice versa. Dickens’s books are peopled with embodied voices who talk first and submit to the plot later.


Of course, there are other novelists who have distinctive styles, clearly styles that owe a great deal to the linguistic universes of their youth—William Faulkner, Marcel Proust, Franz Kafka, Nikolai Gogol, Nancy Mitford, Garrison Keillor. All of these novelists have a claim on our attention because the way in which narratives are wedded to the telling of them is striking and profound. Others, many of them women (though I think Flaubert fits in here), such as Jane Austen, Alice Munro, George Eliot, Edith Wharton, and Elizabeth Bowen, are especially subtle and precise. They don’t cause the language to do more, but they cause it to communicate more perfectly and efficiently. George Eliot, in her use of analogy and extended metaphor, as well as in her very nuanced deployment of conceptual words that would seem dry in the hands of another novelist, is especially good at depicting a whole range of ideas that other authors hardly seem to have thought about. Whereas Dickens’s work is vividly picturesque, Eliot’s is vividly smart. Middlemarch is an entire education in the sources and results of human feeling, and also in how capaciously and fully it is possible to think about things.


Novelists are not the only artists, of course, who are inspired by language. Obviously all of the literary arts depend upon writers with verbal fluency. The novel has proved exceptionally difficult to analyze stylistically, though, because of the multiplicity of voices prose may include. Each time a character speaks, he is likely to speak in a way that differs from every other character and also from the narrator because distinctiveness is one of the main methods an author has to organize his characters so the reader can keep them straight. The writer with a tin ear is at an organizational disadvantage compared with a writer with a good ear.


To dare to write about many different characters, and to keep them straight without the help of actors, is in some ways a bold endeavor. It imposes several duties upon the author. I have mentioned order, in the sense that the readers don’t want to get the characters mixed up, but there is also the progress of the plot. Characters in dialogue are required to more or less move the story along. If they are just sitting around chatting meaninglessly, then the novel comes to be about the meaninglessness the characters are demonstrating. Meaninglessness can be demonstrated only so many times before the reader decides to close the book. The voices of characters are also required to seem authentic. The captain of a whaling ship must talk as a captain of a whaling ship would talk—with characteristic vocal mannerisms and with typical knowledge. Depending upon his role in the novel, though, a character is also required to have something interesting to say that simultaneously deepens the reader’s knowledge of him, deepens the reader’s knowledge of the other characters, deepens the reader’s understanding of the story, and best of all, deepens the reader’s knowledge in general. Novelists who don’t love language enough to discern these things in the talk and the writing around them have a much more difficult time becoming novelists than novelists who do.


Fortunately, an affinity for language is common. Possibly it runs in families—my relatives were always telling stories, making jokes, coming up with expressions and sayings. They were talkative, and they took pleasure in talk the way musical families take pleasure in music. Talkative families give children a rich linguistic environment in which to develop their own linguistic abilities. But it seems also true that a child’s native language can be better or worse at producing novelists, that the richness and variety of the language (the “langue” as opposed to the “parole”) asks to flower into lengthy prose. The question of why the novel, when it took hold, took hold first in England, is always an interesting one, similar to the question of why the Icelandic sagas were written in Iceland rather than Norway. Was it only printing and leisure time and the rise of the literate middle class? Are the necessary origins of the novel as an established art form only material ones having to do with commerce and readership? Or is English itself especially well suited to lengthy prose?


I think it is enlightening to look at Daniel Defoe in this context. Defoe was more or less a hack writer who wrote polemics, speeches, manuals, business guides, ghost stories, and advice books, but money doesn’t always drive out art. More often they coexist, with art having the last say. Defoe was a London man; he lived by trade at the heart of a world that was just discovering the power of trade, of shipping, of international exploration and exploitation. He knew and wrote about the ways of the worlds—the world of the poor as well as the world of the rich, the world of the up-and-coming as well as the world of the declining and disappearing, the world of the traveler as well as the world of the captured, trapped, isolated, and abandoned. Defoe also grew up reading and listening to the King James Bible, because he came from a strongly religious Protestant household. Anthony Burgess remarks in his introduction to the 1966 Penguin edition of A Journal of the Plague Year that “Defoe was equipped by training, as well as by temperament, to turn into the first really modern writer, his mind disposed to independence, liberalism, scientific inquiry, master of five languages (though Latin and Greek not among them), his interests immediate and practical, not classical and remote” (p. 8).


When Defoe turned to writing novels, it was a small step from the books he was already writing (including a travel journal called A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain) to the fiction he is remembered for. He published seven novels in five years. In doing so, he incorporated the stories and the languages of seven vigorous English types into the new middle-class form of literature, the novel, a literature about working, getting by, making the best of the free-market economy as it was constituted in the early eighteenth century (no social safety net, as Defoe repeatedly pointed out). The choice between virtue and gain, or between virtue and survival, was Defoe’s constant subject. His characters are always weighing the inner life against the outer life, and Defoe’s language has a great deal of psychological sophistication rendered in practical, commonsense terms. Most readers first read Robinson Crusoe as children, but it is worth going back and reading it as an adult, after reading many other novels. What is immediately striking is that although Crusoe’s adventures are still of some interest, it is mental and spiritual growth that are really the heart of the story, and to depict it requires a supple style. A good example of how all of this works together occurs about 70 percent of the way into the novel, at a point where Crusoe is getting to know Friday. Crusoe begins one paragraph, “From hence, I sometimes was led too far to invade the Soverainty of Providence, and as it were arraign the Justice of so arbitrary a disposition of things, that should hide that Light from some, and reveal it to others….” The next paragraph begins, “But to return to my New Companion; I was greatly delighted with him, and made it my Business to teach him every Thing, that was proper to make him useful, handy, and helpful; but especially to make him speak….” This paragraph is followed by one that begins, “After I had been two or three Days return’d to my Castle, I thought that in order to bring Friday off from his horrid way of feeding, and from the Relish of a Cannibal’s Stomach, I ought to let him taste other Flesh; so I took him out with me one Morning to the Woods …” (pp. 193–94, Modern Library edition). In about one page of active and lively prose, Defoe takes up his spiritual doubts and what he does with them, the nature of his growing attachment to Friday and his sense of what sort of person Friday seems to be, and how his obligations to Friday’s welfare lead him to act, and lead Friday to react. (In the third paragraph, Crusoe shoots a goat. Friday, unfamiliar with firearms, is astonished at the noise and amazed at what happens to the goat.) Defoe’s narrative moves quickly and smoothly from what happens to how the characters feel about it, to how Crusoe gives it meaning (or speculates about it—part of the suspense of the novel is that Crusoe is attempting to work out what things mean over the course of his long stay on the island), and, finally, to new things that Crusoe learns as he explores his home. Defoe is as comfortable with words such as “arraign” as he is with words such as “handy.” That he calls his hut a “Castle,” refers to Friday as “feeding” and to the “Relish of a Cannibal’s Stomach” shows he is fully sensitive to the ironic power of English words to communicate several connotations at the same time, that this is a natural part of his style rather than an effect he is striving for at an especially important juncture of the narrative. Most important, for his purposes, Defoe is entirely comfortable moving between the language of action and survival, which is largely made up of words with Anglo-Saxon roots, such as “Flesh,” and the language of religious discourse, which is largely made up of Latinate words, such as “Foundation.” Defoe was inspired by the adventures of Alexander Selkirk, the original castaway, but his own inner life told him what to do with Robinson Crusoe.


Defoe was conversant with a wealth of English dialects, spoken and written, urban and rural. In addition to being narrated in the first person, his books are full of dialogue; they also quote advertisements and bills and documents. For our purposes, they sample the English language of the early eighteenth century in a prolific and unexcelled manner. And most important, his books were widely read. Thanks to Defoe, by the time of Fielding, Dr. Johnson, and Samuel Richardson, an example had been set of variety and inclusiveness in English narrative prose.


At the other end of the history of the English novel is White Teeth, by Zadie Smith. Smith, too, lives at the Defoean/Dickensian nexus of London as a vortex of disparate stories and languages, and she, too, is clearly inspired by English as a robust and colorful river of words and grammar that has an energy of its own that brings characters, incidents, ideas, social classes, and imaginative worlds together whether they will or no, but the tributaries of her river are no longer only the Thames and the Ware, and they no longer empty into the North Sea, as Defoe’s did. Her river begins in the Himalayas and the Blue Mountains of Jamaica, in the Snowy Mountains in Australia and the Highlands of Scotland, all the places that English has flowed into and returned from, altered and enriched. Her London is, like Defoe’s, not quiet or traditional, but full of overt and covert conflict, and a little dangerous. A major source of discomfort for some of Smith’s characters is the difficulty of fixing on an authentic language that communicates the inner life as well as it does the communal life. English itself, though, Smith can’t help demonstrating, exalts the variousness of the characters even while it sometimes hinders their attempts to know themselves.




*





The inspirational effects of language, of course, lead to the inspirational effects of life, and we normally think of a novelist as someone who has something to say—a view of the world or a story to tell that is mostly autobiographical. Traditionally, great novelists live dramatic lives. Snorri Sturluson, the author of Egilssaga, was assassinated. Charlotte Brontë, the author of Jane Eyre and Villette, died during pregnancy, after watching her two novelist sisters and her brother die of tuberculosis. Herman Melville spent years in the South Pacific. Giovanni Boccaccio was a famous man of letters who also performed diplomatic work for various princes. Marguerite de Navarre was a queen and the sister of a king. Ernest Hemingway shot himself. F. Scott Fitzgerald and Sinclair Lewis were famously and, depending on your view of drunks, tragically or heroically or obnoxiously dissipated. George Eliot lived out of wedlock with a man who was married to another woman. Edith Wharton was immensely rich and socially prominent. Aphra Behn was a successful dramatist in Restoration London, and traveled to South America as a young woman. James Joyce was blind. George Sand was a member of the French aristocracy who claimed both Chopin and de Musset as lovers. William Makepeace Thackeray’s wife was schizophrenic and lived in a madhouse. Lady Murasaki was a woman-in-waiting to the empress of Japan. After many bouts of mental illness, Virginia Woolf killed herself. Vladimir Nabokov’s father was assassinated by political rivals, and Nabokov went into exile.


Biographies of novelists invariably assert that some part of the novelist’s background or childhood led to the writing of novels and even engendered particular novels. But the three sources of inspiration for a novelist coexist in different ways in different novelists. In my opinion, the desire to write a novel and the affinity for language do more to determine the choice of the novel as mode of expression than the drama of particular life events. While on the one side we have Virginia Woolf, Herman Melville, and Cervantes, whose lives were full of drama before they became novelists, on the other side we have John Updike, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Flaubert, whose lives were not so different from the lives of most other men and women of their day. Their lives show that what happens to any novelist may only be a corollary to the books he writes, not at all a determining cause.


Nonetheless, some novelists are motivated first and foremost by the desire to make something of their lives and experiences, even if the form of the novel doesn’t come naturally to them or is unfamiliar to them. Cervantes, for example, who did not begin writing Don Quixote until he was almost fifty, had served as a soldier for most of his life, and had been maimed in the hand in battle. For Cervantes, it was not really possible that the form of the novel should inspire him, since there were not really any novels to do so. He is the paradigm of the aspiring novelist who for whatever reason is deprived of a model and a mentor, and has to make it up himself. Cervantes’s strangely modern career as a novelist is evident in the differences between the two volumes of his novel, which were published some ten years apart. In volume 1, Quixote, inversely mirroring the career of his creator, perhaps, has his head turned by reading too many romances of chivalry, and at an advanced age, leaves his impoverished estate and his sedentary pursuits to go out into the world to protect the virtuous and preserve the unfortunate. The idea is a clever and productive one, and affords Cervantes any number of episodes and jokes and comic depictions of the real world of late-sixteenth-century Spain as it contrasts with Don Quixote’s romantic ideas. But some of Cervantes’s material is recycled from other books, and in places he doesn’t quite know what to do with his protagonist. The first volume of Don Quixote is lively but episodic and disorganized. At the end of it the author, still new to his form, doesn’t seem to quite understand what it adds up to.


By the beginning of the second volume, Cervantes had had quite a few more years to contemplate his protagonist, Sancho Panza, and, more important, I think, his life as an author. The second volume is more sophisticated than the first, and is, in fact, a nascent metafiction, which means it is self-referential, that it takes the nature of novel-writing as a subject, and that it integrates all of its levels of illusion smoothly. What Cervantes had not been able to come up with for his first novel—a convincing ending—he comes up with in the second novel, which also has far more emotional weight than the first. The two volumes together constitute the invention of the novel-of-a-man-at-odds-with-his-world—and it is hard to overestimate the influence of Don Quixote on the subsequent history of the novel. For our purposes, though, it also shows that an adult may think and feel his way into writing a novel without really knowing what he or she is doing. The novel is a simple, capacious, natural, and accessible form. If the writer is willing to write, if he has a clever idea, if he is dedicated and patient, if he is willing to work out each incident and idea, he might indeed come up with a worthy and unique work of art.


It is not unusual for even ambitious novelists to publish their first books in their thirties or their forties, and most novelists peak in middle age. Those who write their best work earlier have often, like the Brontë sisters, been writing feverishly since childhood or have written extensively in other forms before turning to the novel. The novel integrates several forms of human intelligence—verbal intelligence (for the style), psychological intelligence (for the characters), logical intelligence (for the plot), spatial intelligence (for the symbolic and metaphorical content as well as the setting), and even musical intelligence (for pacing and rhythm). Not only does it take a while to develop and integrate all five forms of intelligence, but also some intelligences develop more slowly than others. Logical intelligence as it applies to numbers seems to develop rather early, but as it applies to sequences of events (plots) whose connections may not be obvious, it seems to develop later. Spatial intelligence as it applies to visualizing shapes develops in infancy, but as it applies to understanding the links between or among disparate categories (metaphors), it develops as a result of broader experience. And because novel-writing integrates several forms of intelligence and because the novel requires lots of incidents richly worked out to sustain its length, novelists benefit from lots of experience—either many experiences or a few experiences experienced in great detail—but once someone has these, there is no reason why he or she cannot learn to write a novel. Thousands have. Writing novels is one of the few arts where native talent is a contingent rather than a necessary requirement. I return to my first point—the only thing an aspiring novelist needs to write a novel is the adamant and unkillable desire to write a novel. Such a desire gets a novel written no matter how mundane or dramatic the novelist’s life has been, no matter how fluent or not fluent his various component intelligences are.




*





And then, of course, the novel-writing itself affects the novelist, because novel-writing is a transformative act. Let’s say a novel is a hypothesis, a dream, a therapeutic act, an ontological construct, and an assertion of self. The first person to experience the effects of each of these is the novelist himself. The easiest to understand, at least in our day, is the novel as therapeutic act. When Dickens was writing Dombey and Son, he used the character of Mrs. Pipchin, who owns the infant school where little Paul Dombey is first sent, to depict Mrs. Roylance, who had been the landlady of the boardinghouse where the twelve-year-old Charles lived when he worked at the blacking factory in the Strand while his father and the rest of the family sat in debtors’ prison. In earlier works, Dickens had been leery of delving into autobiographical material. His factory period was a terrible crisis in his young life, and he had been much afraid of everyone associated with it—his fellow boys at the factory, the people in the streets, and Mrs. Roylance herself. But the success of Mrs. Pipchin as a character and the success of the novel itself, both critically and commercially, persuaded Dickens to write about his childhood, which he first did in an autobiographical fragment and then in David Copperfield. All through the writing of David Copperfield, he loved David and the other characters and identified strongly with them. He was especially sorry to see them go when the novel was completed. More important, he was convinced at the end of David’s story that his own story could and should turn out differently than it had in real life. He wrote to his friend John Forster that he longed for the companionship of a woman such as David’s Agnes rather than that of his own wife, Catherine. Shortly after the publication of David Copperfield, he began to entertain ideas of linking up with other women—first his earliest love, who happened to send him a letter, but turned out, upon meeting, to be a disappointment, and later Ellen Ternan, whom he met in a dramatic performance of a play he had written with Wilkie Collins, and who became his friend and mistress for thirteen years. In the absence of trained professional help, Dickens became his own psychoanalyst, exploring his childhood and youth, diagnosing his circumstances and needs (if not his syndromes and character defects), and acting upon his diagnosis. He did not end up preserving himself from all future conflict and unhappiness, but through writing his novel, he did observe himself and then act upon his observations, which is the paradigm of the therapeutic act.


In both novel-writing and psychotherapy, someone constructs a narrative. The author of the narrative uses various devices to achieve distance from the emotions of the situation, to bring it to a climax, and to resolve it. He gives the situation to a character not quite like himself, or he adopts a narrative voice that maintains a cooler, more analytical view of the situation than his own, or he makes a painful situation comic. The author of the narrative hopes to learn something from the exercise. It may be that the patient in therapy gains more insight into his condition because the understanding he comes to is guided by a trained psychotherapist. But it may also be that the novelist has the advantage, because the requirement of the novel that the situation be resolved so the book can end (and make some money) prompts the author to imagine various possible outcomes for the situation, some of which may be different from the historical outcome. The fact that Franz Kafka could not stop laughing when he read “The Metamorphosis” to his friend Max Brod attests to the distance he was able to achieve from his pervasive sense of obligation toward his family and his father—the story provides a solution; for the time being it’s hilarious, even if it doesn’t resolve the issue in Kafka’s life. Novel-writing may not work as therapy, may sink the novelist into a mire of feelings that he or she cannot resolve (it takes as much wisdom to solve a significant problem in a novel as in life), or it may persuade the novelist that some risky course of action is the proper thing to do (divorce, for example), but the attempt to gain perspective is an attempt to not only come to terms with pain, but also to communicate those terms to others and to make something out of nothing.


This is not to suggest that novel-writing makes people happy. The evidence from the biographies of novelists doesn’t support such an assumption (though perhaps they were less unhappy than they would have been if they had not written novels). I think that a good rule of thumb is that novel-writing will make happy a person who can tolerate and enjoy an ever-intensifying experience of himself or herself. Novel-writing forces the novelist to turn inward day after day, year after year. No consolations, in the form of praise, fame, money, or importance can compensate for that effort if it is painful. All feelings of unworthiness will be felt over and over again; all self-doubts, all failures of love and self-respect, every sense of inadequacy will be reexperienced. Novelists who produce book after book find a way to deal with these feelings. In the Fitzgerald/Hemingway/Sinclair Lewis generation, novelists drank heavily, for example. Dickens loved his own work; he always thought the book he was working on, and therefore the person he was being at the time, was the best ever. Tolstoy expressed the same sort of self-confidence. Jane Austen’s first audience was her loving and appreciative family. Some novelists denigrate the significance or the artistic effort of their work, telling themselves and others that it is just a way of earning a living—Trollope was such a one. Other novelists develop distancing habits of joking about themselves or the painful aspects of their careers, as Henry James did, or Ford Madox Ford. Novelists who are less prolific may simply not have the self-love, or the strength, or the professional motivation to face inward year after year. Even so, it is the willingness to do so at least sometimes that produces good work.*


A novel is a hypothesis. A novelist shares with a scientist the wish to observe. A novelist also shares with a scientist a partial and imperfect knowledge of the phenomenon he wishes to observe. And so both novelist and scientist say “what if?” What if milk that was teeming with bacteria were to be heated to a certain predetermined temperature and allowed to cool? What if some uneducated country people were to set out on a journey by wagon to take the corpse of their mother back to her place of origin? The scientist then does his experiment, which he may refine over and over until his findings are clear and unequivocal. The novelist begins his novel. The test of his experiment is not whether its results can be reproduced, but either plausibility or accountability. His own mind is the first judge. Do Anse Bundren and his children, the characters in William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, fit into a plausible pattern of human behavior? For this test, the novelist is required to have observed enough people to know what is plausible; in many cases he enlists the aid of friends or editors to help him make this judgment. But the plot point or character action may fail the test of plausibility. In this event, can the author account for it in an interesting or believable enough way to persuade the reader to accept it? For this, the novelist often uses his own experience to supply an unusual but right-seeming or appealing explanation. As the funeral journey of the Bundren family proves implausible, for example, and the author subjects them to a catalog of terrors, each member reacts in an arresting and memorable fashion—not plausible, but logical and idiosyncratic—and the reader is induced to accept their journey as a form of truth, even though it is new to her.


There is always tension in a novel between the hypothesis behind it and how it unfolds. The common authorial experience of seeing characters act in unexpected but logical ways, of having them “come alive,” is actually a recognition that the original hypothesis was wrong in some ways and requires modification. In the end, the experiment succeeds only if the author is able to bring it to a logical and fitting conclusion. If he can—as Faulkner does when Anse gets new teeth and introduces his new wife to the children—then he has successfully proposed a hypothesis that exists in addition to everyday life and also comments upon it. Ultimately, the novel has to do what the scientific experiment does—it has to withstand the observation and disagreements of other people. The novelist’s hypothesis and the novel that grow out of it have to coincide with the worldview of editors, reviewers, book salesmen, and readers sufficiently for them to accept, at least provisionally, the author’s hypothesis. If they do, then the novel, like the scientific experiment, adds to the store of human knowledge.


If a novel is a hypothesis, then a novelist is a person with a theory. In fact, a novelist can’t begin to fill four hundred pages of prose about how a protagonist coexists with his group if he doesn’t have a theory. Every novel must embody a theory of how life works or it could not have a beginning, middle, and, especially, an end. Characters act only plausibly and events only seem to occur in a believable sequence (or at least a logical sequence) if the novelist has made theoretical order out of observed chaos. Whether the novelist’s theory is objectively true, or original, or profound, or rational doesn’t matter to the novelist. It only matters that he experiences himself as working out and exploiting his theory. Novelists are often portrayed by their natural enemies, biographers, as thoroughly in the grip of unconscious impulses or addictions or social pressures, or other forces that produce the novels, or produce what the novels really are (as opposed to what the novelists themselves thought they were). Novelists may, like other citizens, be subject to forces beyond their control, but in the writing of the novel, these forces do not matter. The novelist experiences himself as much as the agent of his own work as the scientist manipulating his beakers and test tubes or his DNA markers. A novelist’s theory, like any other, has a large component of intuition, but he is active and intellectual in making sense of his theory, applying it, and working it out through his plot and characters. If he weren’t, then the reader would never get the sense of a palpable intelligence working through the novel, meeting her own, delighting and challenging her own.


The habit of propounding a theory or a series of theories has an effect on the novelist, of course—it may enhance his sense of authority (Henry James called himself “the Master,” and Dickens called himself “the Inimitable”), lure him into boorish habits of gratuitous holding forth, or tempt him to manipulate the people around him in accordance with his theories. Even before a novelist becomes respected or wealthy, he fancies himself as a person with an ironclad theory and a solid set of beliefs. The theory itself is the source of his feeling of knowledge and power. Public recognition may ratify the theory (of course, for some novelists, public acceptance is the cardinal sign that a strongly held theory is probably wrong), but public rejection doesn’t necessarily abrogate it. The novelist can always decide that the public just isn’t ready for his theory.




*





But, of course, the novel is a particular type of hypothesis—it is an ontological construct, it is a theory of being. A novel proposes that the world has a certain mode of existing. It doesn’t propose this by asserting it explicitly, but by depicting it implicitly. A novelist may assert that the world is different than it appears to be; in fact, a novelist must do so as a result of the operation of point of view, but he or she cannot assert that the world does not exist because words have concrete referents, and to use them is to insert their concreteness into the reader’s mind, a type of elephant-in-the-living-room phenomenon. In its very expression, the novel asserts that the world has being. But at the same time, the peculiarities of the novelist’s presentation continuously assert that the world’s being is artificially constructed. This is obvious with great and original stylists. It is more subtly apparent with stylists such as the Canadian writer Alice Munro, whose diction is refined and almost flat, but marked, in every turn of phrase and chosen detail, by insight and intelligence. Munro’s mind does not appear to be stranger than the reader’s mind, as Kafka’s does, but it does seem to be wiser, and this feature serves to distinguish her from other writers with similar objective styles.


The novelist’s ontology is his most effective form of rhetoric. A novel persuades, as any argument does, but it uses assertion, sensation, and emotion as the prime elements of the argument. The first third of the novelist’s argument is “This exists—Gregor was turned into a bug.” The second is “This is what it feels like—he could see his little legs waving in front of his face.” The third part is “This is what the feelings mean—was he an animal that he was so affected by the sound of his sister’s violin playing?” The novelist’s main rhetorical device is to evoke emotion in the reader through scenes and figurative language. Some novelists stop with this—shared experience of some charged event is all they want to achieve. Others have a stronger theory—they want the reader to feel the feelings and then accept the novelist’s interpretation of them. The great nineteenth-century novelists all more or less fall into this camp. Harriet Beecher Stowe is a perfect example of the extremely ideological novelist. Her emotional insights all refer to themes of sin and redemption as depicted through the example of slavery in America. However skillfully she deploys her tools, she is open and even obvious about the conclusions she wants the reader to draw, and many modern readers who don’t share her beliefs find her art suspect. But Leo Tolstoy is no less ideological in his intentions; he is simply more subtle. He does not want the reader to act in a certain way, but he does want the reader to believe in a certain way—he wants to change the reader’s inner life so that it agrees with Tolstoy’s views. He cared very much that his Russian readership should come to see Russian problems as he did. Only then, he felt, would they adopt useful solutions, homegrown Russian solutions that would differ from and be more suitable than imported European solutions.


The necessity of an ontological theory arises not only out of a novel’s length, but also out of its abstract nature. Since it has no being except as a reader’s mental experience, it must assume that the world exists in order to itself exist. Words assert that the world exists because they have referents, but they can for a certain period of time exist and have power as mere sounds such as incantations, music, or rhythmic beats. Eventually, though, the experiencer of words wants them to mean something. A hundred and fifty thousand words always assert the objective existence of some sort of world, if only an imaginary one.


Novelists are not professional philosophers or scientists. They are amateurs and avid novel readers, so they are perhaps more likely than professionals subject to peer review to develop a whole theory of being. If we look at our roster of novelists, we have to be struck by two facts: one is that most of them started out as nobodies, and the other is that many of them have come to be regarded as prophets and sages. Their job is to develop a theory of how it feels to be alive. Some novelists are more profoundly skillful at this than others. The source of Kafka’s appeal, for example, is that certain experiences that others sense vaguely or portray in passing, such as the experience of feeling a compulsion to constantly work at one’s given task (“The Burrow”), or the experience of being mysteriously singled out and persecuted by the impersonal state (The Trial), or the experience of sudden, unwelcome transformation (“The Metamorphosis”), Kafka depicts purely and intensely, without adding interpretation or context. The being of his protagonists is felt entirely through these imposed necessities, and thereby intensified. The reader is never invited to read larger meanings into these intensely felt states, but it is almost impossible not to. Simply by choice of subject and clarity of exposition, Kafka is able to suggest more about the nature of being than almost any other writer.


The preeminence of the novel as a literary form suggests that the average reader enjoys having the nature of being, especially the nature of being ordinarily human, mirrored back to her. A novelist is the compleat generalist—he depicts as much as he can of what is around him. If he were more of a specialist, he wouldn’t be a novelist, he would have a field of study (if he were more a specialist of words, he would be a poet). If he were more a generalist, he wouldn’t be a novelist, he would be a roving bore, spouting theories to anyone who couldn’t get away fast enough. A novelist is on the cusp between someone who knows everything and someone who knows nothing.




*





As a novelist writes more and more novels, he refines his characteristic style. A novelist’s style is his or her identity, his or her literary self. Like all identities, it is simultaneously developed and revealed, simultaneously conscious and unconscious, simultaneously the result of choice and the result of predisposition, simultaneously a product of education and utterly idiosyncratic. Style is the great conundrum of literature because it is too particular and vast to be analyzed except in a very rudimentary way, and yet it can be instantly apprehended and appreciated. One of the pleasures of reading a novel is the sense that we are experiencing another person’s very nature. Literary style is not oral—it is not like being told a story; it is far more mental—it is like being inside the author’s mind. And as a great author matures toward his or her perfectly representative work, his or her style comes to express his or her particular quality of mind more and more eloquently.


Let’s say for Jane Austen, it might be Persuasion:




There was one point which Anne, on returning to her family, would have been more thankful to ascertain even than Mr. Elliot’s being in love with Elizabeth, which was, her father’s not being in love with Mrs. Clay; and she was very far from easy about it, when she had been at home a few hours. [ch. 16]


For E. M. Forster, it might be A Passage to India:


It so happened that Mrs. Moore and Miss Quested had felt nothing acutely for a fortnight. Ever since Professor Godbole had sung his queer little song, they had lived more or less inside cocoons, and the difference between them was that the elder lady accepted her own apathy, while the younger resented hers. [ch. 14]


For Nancy Mitford, it might be Don’t Tell Alfred:


After this, incidents succeeded each other. A well-known pederast fainted dead away on seeing M’sieur Clement, and was heaved, like Antony to the Monument, into the entresol. [ch. 5]


For Ford Madox Ford, it might be The Good Soldier:


The result you have heard. He was completely cured of philandering amongst the lower classes. And that seemed a real blessing to Leonora. It did not revolt her so much to be connected—it is a sort of connection—with people like Mrs. Maidan, instead of with a little kitchenmaid. [ch. 5]





Even in a sentence or two, the reader apprehends not only what the author is thinking of, but also how he or she thinks—with hesitations and qualifications, sharply and straightforwardly, conversationally, contemplatively. Each author’s diction is characteristic, and so is his or her sense of rhythm and directness. His or her mental life, at least with regard to that particular subject, is more and more perfectly expressed by the style he or she uses. He is artful; he chooses; he manipulates; he decides; he judges every word and sound pattern and character detail and twist in the action, and yet every one of these things is automatic, given, natural, right. The mind writing is no longer made of parts—the conscious and the subconscious, the voluntary and the involuntary; it is rather one integrated whole, focused and choosing, from all the words in the language, the single perfect one. And the closer the author comes to his (or her) true stylistic self, the more distinct he becomes from every other writer who has ever written and the more precious he becomes to the reader. The glory of narrative prose is this very thing, freedom of authorial expression, unmediated by actors or poetical conventions or cameras. For me, the only things at all similar are self-portraits by artists such as Rembrandt, for whom self-consciousness seems to disappear into the fascination of technical mastery. The novelist telling his story, making his artistic choices, is a continual presence to the reader, and this wonderful sense of presence is the effect of his style.




*





As every novelist has a style, so every novelist has conviction, which is a type of emotion, not an act of reason. It may take draft after draft to achieve a perfectly natural style. It also may take draft after draft to write with sufficient conviction. This conviction can be about anything—a specific theory of human nature, a particular analysis of a single incident, a simple certainty that the writer knows what is true and has to tell it. Some novelists testify to their convictions—Virginia Woolf, for example, felt that the way humans experience life had been overlooked or betrayed by such novelists as Arnold Bennett and John Galsworthy; her manifesto is “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.” Zora Neale Hurston felt that certain overlooked communities and their inhabitants ought to be portrayed from the inside, in their own language. Mikhail Lermontov wrote only one novel, A Hero of Our Time, but he was driven by the desire to represent a certain type of romantic (you might say pre-Nietzschean sort of sexual, brutal, despairingly individualistic) protagonist; he defended his portrayal in an afterword to the second edition of the novel. Numerous American novelists of the twentieth century expressed convictions about the hollowness and shallowness of American life.


The most basic conviction of every novelist from Lady Murasaki on, though, is that things are not as they appear; this conviction can be added to or modified in accordance with the novelist’s particular perceptions. Of course, poets and dramatists frequently express the same conviction, but novelists must express it, because narrative point of view inherently delineates the contrast between what one person thinks and what others around him think. Literary artists who are driven by the feeling that appearances are deceiving and that they know what the truth really is are drawn to the novel for this very reason. (By contrast, if we consider the play Hamlet, Hamlet frequently asserts that things are not as they seem in Denmark. He is referring to the crimes of Claudius and their subsequent cover-up. His premise is elaborated symbolically through the poetry as well, but one of the reasons he has to assert his opinion so often is that the appearance of the play has a countervailing reality for the audience. If Hamlet were silenced, and Claudius and his court were presented in some other plot, the audience would suspend disbelief in the actions on the stage as willingly as it does for Macbeth or The Merchant of Venice. Drama relies on the idea that events and characters are as they appear; otherwise they would carry no emotional power.)


Eighteenth-century English novelists frequently wrote about a plucky or bold or lucky protagonist successfully making his way against a tide of privilege, criminality, and circumstances. At the least, such novels required the conviction that these outcast individuals were worthy of attention; they also required the conviction that their eventual triumph was possible and plausible. The Princess of Clèves, by Madame de La Fayette, illustrates the conviction that women have complex inner lives worthy of analysis. The Tale of Genji, by Murasaki Shikibu, is imbued with the Buddhist ideas current in tenth- and eleventh-century Japan, and expressly imparts them as motives for the characters and as ways of analyzing the meaning of their lives. Sir Walter Scott’s The Tale of Old Mortality delineates the ways different forms of religious belief create different personality structures, and how these, in turn, shaped Scottish history. Yukio Mishima’s novel The Sailor Who Fell from Grace with the Sea is motivated by a different set of convictions about the nature of childhood than is Little Women.


Egotistical or self-aggrandizing convictions fuel the novel-writing enterprise as readily as more altruistic ones do. All convictions go back to the novelist’s early sense that his inner life is as real and interesting as his circumstances, that his view of things is as valid as the opinions of those around him. His first feeling of conviction might only be that he has to combat external pressure to conform. Writing powerfully embodies and develops the will to survive. The Czech novelist Arnošt Lustig was eighteen and had lived in three concentration camps when he escaped from a train heading to Dachau and joined the Czech resistance. His many novels about the Holocaust assert not only his characters’ will to survive, but also his own. The ways in which Rebecca West’s economically and socially insecure Edwardian childhood molded her ambition and will are vividly evoked in her wonderful novel The Fountain Overflows.


But convictions change. The paradox of a career of novels is that theories are found wanting, specific convictions dissipate, the novelist comes to see things in a different way. Tolstoy’s convictions about marriage when he was writing Anna Karenina were different from those he held when he was writing The Kreutzer Sonata. A novelist can write a string of novels only if he or she is ready to embrace new ideas with as much conviction as he or she embraced earlier ideas. If the conviction simply dissipates or grows stale, the novels do, too. Some novelists have only one real conviction, which they express effectively a few times before the quality of their work declines. Perhaps F. Scott Fitzgerald would be an example of this. In general, the broader a novelist’s interests and sympathies, the longer he can pursue his vocation. Great novelists have plenty of convictions. Later novels may contradict earlier ones—when Boccaccio wrote The Decameron he dedicated it to the pleasure of women; late in life he wrote another work that was virulently misogynistic. The theories that change motivate the novelist’s ability to do the work because the novelist seizes new theories and ideas with the same enthusiasm every time. He may be consistent only in the passion with which he takes up new theories and applies them. Fortunately, the essential conviction that things are not as they appear is one that almost any novelist can harbor for his or her entire life without fear of contradiction.


And every novelist operates with one other essential conviction: almost from the first moment a future novelist begins reading novels, he realizes that all novels are different from one another, and, much more obviously, different from all plays or all poems. This difference provides him with the conviction that he, too, could write a novel, and with the further conviction that as wonderful as many novels are, none of them is just right. In fact, none of them exactly fits his experience or his opinions or his ideas of form, so he comes up with a theory of the novel, at least a rudimentary one, and puts it to the test: he writes a novel. This conviction is the source of the originality that we prize as readers, when we delight in P. G. Wodehouse one day and in Honoré de Balzac the next. As a relatively recent form (and not until more recently a respectable form), the novel allows the nascent novelist’s theory an entry. And then, at least sometimes, the form itself changes as a result of the novelist’s convictions.




*





For some years—twenty or thirty at most—the novelist as a living person coexists with the novelist as a literary persona. Inevitably this coexistence is uncomfortable, and some novelists bear it better than others. The requirements and responsibilities of the literary persona and the living person are different. The first truth about a literary persona is that it is equally the possession of the author and the reader; both create it and both respond to it, since it is made by the act of reading and remembering the novels. When readers are disappointed or angered by the living person of the author, it is because they sense a violation of their own creation. Writers who fail to realize that they have spawned another being, different from themselves but connected, are disappointed, too, or angered by the disappointments and demands of readers. In some cases, innate self-esteem and well-learned good manners go a long way to easing the boundary between the public self and the private self: Edith Wharton, for example, who was well schooled by social position to adopt roles that diverged from her personal preferences, showed unexcelled savoir faire throughout her career, all through the First World War, when she did charity work and war work in France, and in her relations with sometimes prickly colleagues, such as Henry James, who was envious of her commercial success. Other novelists, of course, have been legendary boors, which perhaps they would have been anyway.


But the novelist, too, has a relationship with his literary persona that might be somewhat different from his sense of his living self. The literary persona is a much revised and perfected being. It knows how life works and has a fairly complete theory of human behavior. It knows how to resolve conflicts and bring about appropriate endings. It is eloquent and fluent. It is consistent and logical. It partakes of the wisdom of all literature that goes before, but has the self-confidence to modify it slightly. It has good comic timing, if need be, and a marvelous sense of the appropriate. More than anything else, it is appealing, because a novel is never coercive and always works by seduction, so the literary persona, even if difficult and obscure, is a successful seducer. And when the novelist reads the works of his own literary persona, he must react to them—he has been conditioned to react to literature by years of reading, so he reacts. Some novelists always have doubts about the literary persona—does it say enough, know enough, or is it a pale shadow of what it might be? Other novelists are fully confident, and even fully realized, in the literary persona. Their difficulty is that they don’t feel that they can personally live up to the excellences of the literary persona. While the marquis de Sade’s literary persona is superhumanly energetic and brutal in his exploitation of women, for example, the marquis himself seems to have occasionally been a nice man—at any rate, he had a faithful woman friend for his entire life whom he does not seem to have exploited sexually in any way. Anthony Trollope, Jane Austen, and Ford Madox Ford apparently enjoyed and learned from their literary personae. When he read The Good Soldier ten years after writing it, Ford was as delighted as if it had been written by someone else; he called it “My auk’s egg”—his once-in-a-lifetime masterpiece, so accomplished that even he didn’t understand how he did it. Trollope and Austen seem to have written in narrative voices very close to their own natural modes of thinking and talking, which would mean that they actually were quite like they presented themselves.


Novelists are fully capable of taking advice from their literary personae, at least some of it bad. I would make the case that F. Scott Fitzgerald’s bittersweetly tragic worldview, expressed in This Side of Paradise and The Beautiful and Damned, and then reconfirmed as he reread and rewrote and was praised for these same novels, dictated the tragic arc of his short life. Without the self-reinforcing loop of being seduced by his own literary assertions, he might have lived longer and produced more various work. When critics greeted Jude the Obscure with scathing rejection, Thomas Hardy shut down his novelist persona completely and went on as a poet, but in a different and more robust vein than he had written in as a novelist. It is hardly surprising that a novel that climaxes with a suicide and the murder of five children would end a career, whether reviewers liked it or not. In a different way, Choderlos de Laclos moved away from the calculating, libertine literary persona of Les Liaisons dangereuses, even though the novel was famous and successful. He spent most of his life as a happily married family man.


Literary personae aren’t necessarily required to typify wisdom, reason, goodness, or even intelligence—some authors, such as Dostoevsky, take passion, radical innocence, holiness, or strong, honest emotion as ideals—but literary personae are required to observe coolly and in detail, since it is the details that progress the story and make it worth reading. This means that every literary persona is at least in some measure less subject to certain venal emotions, such as envy, resentment, feelings of martyrdom and victimization, embarrassment and shame, pettiness and irritability, than living authors are. Even when a narrator, in the apparent voice of the author, expresses such feelings, he is objectifying and observing them, holding them and himself up to the reader’s scrutiny. The result of this is that every literary persona is more judicious than almost every author. Perhaps this difference is the source of the endless literary joke, depicted with great wit in John Updike’s The Complete Henry Bech, about how small-minded authors are among themselves. They are no more small-minded, I would bet, than other living persons, but they are always more small-minded than their literary personae. In the Bech stories, Updike very cleverly gets to have it both ways—in so closely observing the shortcomings of his protagonist, Henry Bech, Updike gets to both claim them and distance himself from them. It is his narrative voice that simultaneously depicts Henry’s sins (including murders of unsympathetic critics and reviewers) and forgives him for them. Updike succeeeds in gaining the reader as an ally—of course, John Updike would never do what Bech does—without so undermining Bech that the reader refuses to read about him.


Literary personae bear the onus of the author’s expectations, and not every literary persona performs as hoped. At the most basic level, not every literary persona gets great reviews and earns lots of money. Some literary personae coincide with the public taste quite nicely, others thrill the critics, and a few transform society, but almost none do all three. Some literary personae are quite complex and hard to understand, such as that of James Joyce. Some are saccharine or sentimental, such as that of Louisa May Alcott. Others are full of contradictions—D. H. Lawrence, for example, is by turns aggressive, salacious, lyrical, insightful, dopey, smart, and embittered. It is important to remember that the author has only limited control over this sort of complexity; his three inspirations—literature, language, and life—combine willy-nilly to create his literary persona, and they may combine in ways that do not at all mimic the way he leads his life or appears to his acquaintances. However, the living author must accept the limitations of his literary persona, and some authors do so more gracefully than others. Few are as lucky as George Eliot, who began life as a plain and deferential country girl and yet was able to educate herself in a way that allowed her to develop a literary persona that expressed such intelligence, compassion, wit, and range of emotion that she achieved considerable wealth as well as universal respect and acceptance in spite of her unorthodox liaison with George Henry Lewes.


As the author gets older and publishes more work, his or her literary persona grows larger, stronger, and more out of control. It may begin to dictate to the author, to limit his freedom of subject and style, even to haunt him, in some sense, especially if earlier work bulks larger in the construction of the literary persona than later work. Readers and perhaps scholars come to know more about the author’s work than he does—they might have read and reread a book very recently that the author hasn’t read in twenty years, and hold him responsible for sentiments that he not only no longer feels, but can hardly remember. As the oeuvre grows larger and readers come to it differently—almost never, for example, reading the books in the sequence in which they were written—the literary persona takes on more and more layers, made up of more and more things that more and more people have said about it, and also of many things that the author himself might have said in passing to an interviewer, on the radio, or on TV. Many of these layers bear only a glancing relationship to the living author, who gradually diminishes in size relative to his literary persona. The literary persona is a verbal construct but it speaks with a human voice, and to those who don’t actually know the author, it seems to be the author.


The antidote for the discomforts inherent in such a situation is simple but not easy. The author keeps writing; keeps publishing, if possible; and keeps smiling for the audience and the camera. The more intently he or she focuses on the page being written rather than the career that is developing or disintegrating out there somewhere, the better the work and the happier the living person.


Eventually, inevitably, mortality decides the competition between the living author and the literary persona in favor of the literary persona, and year by year the living author recedes out of currency and out of memory. The documents and facts about his life get lost or cease to be understandable, and he, too, becomes only a literary construct, and now the construct belongs entirely to readers, plus maybe a biographer or a few scholars. This construct should never be mistaken for the formerly living person. The fact is that upon death, the living person is folded into his or her literary persona and is, for better or worse, beyond resurrection.




* Perhaps it is possible to draw a distinction between novelists and poets. Poets also look inward year after year. But novelists, in the company of their characters, are never quite alone, which might preserve many of them from the suicidal impulses that often overtake poets.






















4. The Origins of the Novel





From our promontory atop Earth’s big bookstore, the history of the novel looks, of course, much different from the way it looked to those who made it. Some novelists and their novels dominate the landscape—Charles Dickens and David Copperfield, Marcel Proust and In Search of Lost Time, Lady Murasaki and The Tale of Genji. Others are fallen monuments—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and The Sorrows of Young Werther, for example. Some novelists can be made out with low-powered binoculars—Balzac, Laurence Sterne. Some who once freely populated the landscape seem to have gone completely underground—Madame de Scudéry and her fellow romancers, or Ouida and Edna Ferber, popular writers of the mid-twentieth century, or “the horde of scribbling women” who so tormented Nathaniel Hawthorne. Every novel that now strikes us as original itself originated in a social and artistic network of some sort, because the canon is always being made, remade, and expanded by novelists themselves out of the present stock of available books. Henry Fielding and other eighteenth-century novelists loved Don Quixote. Charles Dickens loved Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollett, and Sir Walter Scott, as well as The Tales of the Arabian Nights. Dickens was so influential that later writers shaped their writing in imitation of (or in contrast to) his, and imbibed what he learned from his models secondhand (as well as firsthand if they, too, were fond of his favorite authors). Henry James, who was a young man when Dickens was at the end of his career, gave Our Mutual Friend a bad review. He disdained what he saw as the formlessness of the older man’s masterworks. When James had become “the Master,” Virginia Woolf was making up her mind about what constituted the best models—she not only revived interest in Jane Austen and George Eliot by writing about them favorably, she also learned things from them. And any woman writing novels in English today has read Virginia Woolf and, no doubt, taken her essay A Room of One’s Own much to heart. The tradition of the novel is a living legacy from older authors to younger ones. An author may go out of favor, and even seem to disappear, and then be revived simply by the regard of an influential figure who gets others interested in him or her (a novelist also can kill an ancestor, as Mark Twain killed James Fenimore Cooper). Readers are almost always partisan to some obscure author or another, and so, as long as a book is available in Earth’s big bookstore (which I construe as every bookstore and every used-book store and every library in the world), it has a chance of finding a new audience.


It is not what various academic schools consider to be the great tradition that creates the canon, but what novelists themselves read and carry forward when they write. From the point of view of the working novelist, the history of the novel is just this: plenty of models to learn from and enjoy.
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Although the novel was invented several times—most notably in 1004 by Murasaki Shikibu in what later became Kyoto, Japan, and once again in the thirteenth century in Iceland, in the form of the Icelandic saga—the modern novel is usually considered to have originated with Don Quixote. Like later novels, though, Don Quixote grew directly out of earlier works, and I think it is productive to look for beginnings of the modern novel right where we look for the beginnings of the modern period, and that is in Florence during the Black Death of 1347–51. As everyone knows, the great plague of the middle of the fourteenth century devastated and transformed Europe, killing between a third and a half of the population of most areas. According to historians, some regions, especially in Scandinavia and eastern Europe, did not recover their pre-plague numbers until the middle of the nineteenth century. Florence, a bustling commercial center, was hard hit. A city of over a hundred thousand, large by standards of the time, Florence lost between two-thirds and three-quarters of its inhabitants to the pandemic. Florence was the home of Giovanni Boccaccio, born in 1313, author of many works, including The Decameron, a cycle of a hundred stories supposedly told by a group of ten young people over the course of ten days in a luxurious retreat from the horrors of Florence (the characters actually stay out of Florence for fourteen days, but religious duties forbade entertainment on Fridays and Saturdays). Boccaccio called his work a commedia, which in the parlance of the time meant “any play or narrative poem in which the main characters manage to avert an impending disaster and have a happy ending.”*


Boccaccio, thirty-five, was already a noted man of letters with several works to his credit when he set to work upon The Decameron. He was not especially happy in Florence, having been obliged to return from the elegant and learned court of Naples in 1341 to a town we might liken to Dallas as opposed to New York City—a town of money, commerce, and philistinism, where Boccaccio’s literary and scholarly predilections didn’t quite fit in. Before the onset of the Black Death, Florence was already in turmoil—in 1345, two of the great Florentine banking houses collapsed when Edward III of England reneged on his loans, throwing the city into a financial panic. Boccaccio had to scout about for patronage, and he went looking in Ravenna, where Dante, a particular idol of his, had died in 1321.


In accordance with medieval convention, all of the strands of Boccaccio’s work came from literary antecedents. Compilations of tales were a common form throughout the Middle Ages, and a look at only one of the books Boccaccio is thought to have been familiar with illustrates the multiple traditions he was heir to. The Panchatantra, written in India in Sanskrit before A.D. 500, was probably familiar to Boccaccio through a Latin translation of about 1270 called Liber Kalilae et Dimnae, or the Directorium humanae vitae. The Latin version, by John of Capua, had been translated from Hebrew, which had in turn been translated in the eighth century from Arabic. Even Boccaccio’s depiction of Florence in the grips of the plague, ostensibly a firsthand report, was probably borrowed from (or influenced by) an account of an eighth-century Florentine plague from the Historia Langobardorum by Paulus Diaconus (“History of the Lombards” by Paul the Deacon).


But the importance of The Decameron as an antecedent of the novel is that it owes as much to Boccaccio’s observations of the world all about him, the present life of Florence in 1348, as it does to its literary sources—he took the old material and worked it in the fire of current events. Florence in the mid-fourteenth century was a unique and not quite medieval city, where the merchant and banking classes were immensely powerful, where citizens experienced what you might call a modern degree of stimulation and change. As a result, The Decameron bears many of the hallmarks of the modern novel—moral relativity, everyday concerns, and uneasiness about, on the one hand, money, and on the other hand, God. It has celebrity named characters in several stories and average Joes (and Josefinas) in other stories. It observes contemporary manners and ideas. The frame provided by the overt depiction of the plague while it is happening provides a solemn and even urgent undertone to the humorous antics of the tales and the sensuous details of the setting. Some of these characters may soon be overtaken by the general disaster, portrayed by Boccaccio as a moral horror as well as a mortal one; the tales they tell of mutability, of jokes and tricks and miracles, prepare them for their fates as well as distract them.


The Decameron, not often read today, is conventionally considered a compilation of erotic tales, but it is far richer than convention implies. Even though many of the plots turn on desire, seduction, and adultery, what makes them interesting and diverse is how the protagonists achieve their ends, and the ramifications of their actions among their friends and associates. The theme of desire is the ground color of the carpet, but ingenuity and idiosyncrasy form the pattern. Some of the tales are quite simple. In the ninth story of the fifth day, for example, a young aristocrat spends all his money futilely pursuing a young woman, who marries another. Now broke except for one cherished possession, an excellent hawk, he moves to a small farm in the countryside. Soon the woman’s husband dies, and she and their son move to a large estate that happens to be near the small farm of her former suitor. The child yearns to possess the hawk, and then falls ill. When the woman goes to the protagonist to ask for the hawk, he wants to be hospitable, so he kills the hawk, plucks it, and roasts it for her meal.


After they have eaten, she confesses that she has come to ask for the hawk, but alas. Nevertheless, the protagonist has demonstrated that even now he would do anything for his lady love. Soon enough the child dies—“whether from disappointment at not getting the hawk or from the mortal nature of his illness no one knew”—and soon after that, the mother tells her brothers that she would like to marry her poor neighbor. They consent, and all of the protagonist’s desires are realized.


Other stories are little more than jokes or tricks. In the fourth tale of the seventh day, for example, a man locks his wife out of the house. She pretends to throw herself down the well, and when he comes running out, she sneaks into the house and locks him out. She then berates him in front of the neighbors, who call in her brothers, who beat the husband. After they are reconciled, he promises not to be jealous, and to let her do as she pleases, as long as she does it discreetly. In another tale, three men embarrass an elderly and unpleasant judge by pulling his pants down in court.


In one very famous tale (fifth day, fourth tale), a girl who wants to entertain her lover persuades her father that she wants to sleep outside on the balcony because it is stuffy indoors, and also she wants to hear the nightingale sing. He agrees with some reluctance, then locks the balcony doors and draws the curtain. She receives her lover, who climbs the vegetation to get to her. They make love so many times (“causing the nightingale to sing at frequent intervals,” writes Boccaccio) that they fall into a sound sleep, and when morning comes, the father unlocks the doors and discovers them. He is enraged, and threatens to kill the lover, but is reconciled when the girl and the lover agree to marry on the spot. Boccaccio uses the figure of the nightingale several more times to indicate the joyous lovemaking between the girl and her lover. The tale uses many joke-type conventions—the daughter’s attempt to deceive her jealous father, the happy ending, the mother’s coolness in contrast to the father’s rage, and wordplay. The effect of the story turns not on character but on plot and phrasing. And it is meant to raise a laugh, which it does—in the prologue to the next tale, the narrator reports, “all the ladies laughed so much that it was some time after Filostrato had finished before they had managed to contain their mirth.”


The sixth story of the ninth day also has wordplay, and a punch line, but it shades rather more toward a story, since it concerns the unexpected transformation of one of the characters. In this case, a young man who loves a young woman persuades a friend of his to help him sneak into the family home, where there is but a single bedroom with three beds and a cradle. When everyone is asleep, the first young man creeps into the bed of his beloved. Soon afterward, though, the second young man goes out to relieve himself. While he is out, the wife wakes up at a sound in another part of the house and goes out naked to check things out. When the second young man returns, he bumps into the cradle and moves it, and when the wife returns, she is misled by the position of the cradle and gets into bed with the second young man, who, as Boccaccio writes, “gave her a cordial reception, and without a murmur, tacked hard to windward over and over again, much to her satisfaction.” The first young man is afraid to fall asleep and be discovered with the daughter, so he gets up to go back to his bed, but, also misled by the position of the cradle, he gets into bed with the father, and thinking he is with his friend, begins to express his delight in the charms of the girl. The father wakes up and threatens to kill the young man. At this point, the mother awakens and realizes she is in the wrong bed. She saves the day by sneaking into the bed of the daughter, then loudly proclaiming that she has been there all night and nothing has happened. The second young man then starts calling out to the first young man to wake up and stop bragging about doing things that he has only dreamed of. The father starts laughing, the first young man goes back to his bed, and the daughter later convinces the mother that nothing at all happened. “And thus the mother, who retained a vivid memory of Adriano’s embraces, was left with the conviction that she alone had been awake on the night in question.” Her transformation, though slight, is real—she has enjoyed something illicit and used her wit and discretion to make sure that no ill consequences ensue. Boccaccio’s telling gives the whole tale a joyful exuberance that relieves it of its potential for sin and conflict. A later telling, as “The Reeve’s Tale,” in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, exploits the dark side of the material, but Boccaccio’s version reveals a great deal about not only his forgiving view of love and sexuality and his comic turn of mind, but also his graceful and efficient literary style. His choreography of what could be a confusing set of actions is clear and humorous, alternating essential details, such as when the cradle was moved and what people said, with homely nonessentials that give the story verisimilitude (the wife goes out of the room to investigate what the cat is doing). Both the women and both the young men are quick of wit, and the father is fooled, but genially so, in the interests of peace rather than exploitation.


Another tale that Chaucer used (“The Clerk’s Tale”) is Boccaccio’s hundredth, the tale of the patient Griselda, whose husband puts her through one trial after another to test her obedience and her devotion. His motive for testing her so severely even over the objections of all his friends and relatives is that he wants to make sure she knows the proper duties of a wife. Hers for enduring is perhaps a tad more convincing—she is well aware of her humble origins, and she has never considered the goods she attained at marriage to be hers. There is some implication in the last lines that it is her lowly birth itself that endows Griselda with the fortitude to endure the faked deaths of her children, her apparent abandonment by her husband, and his evident remarriage to a much younger woman. Griselda’s tale of goodness (which represents, as well, the proper Christian response to all of the apparently senseless blows life and fate afford) contrasts with tale number one, the tale of the wickedest man who ever lived, a man so wicked that he lies in his deathbed confession, and yet a man who, subsequent to his death, gains a reputation for sainthood and whose posthumous influence actually, according to the story, works for good. In these tales and others, Boccaccio explores complex themes of virtue, vice, salvation, psychological motivation, and forgiveness.
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