
The rise of the novel



The origins of the novel

• A novel is “a fictitious prose narrative 
presenting a picture of real life”. 

• Before the 18th century there were some 
forms that can be described as novels in 
French literature (Gargantua and Pantagruel
by Rabelais) and Spanish literature (Don 
Quixote by Cervantes). However, they dealt
with more fantastic topics, while novels of the 
18th century concerned REAL LIFE. WHY? 



1. The growth of middle class

• The rise of the middle class was crucial for the 
devolopment of the novel because previously, 
texts were addressed to upper classes.

• Middle class wanted a new kind of literature, 
that reflected their real life and could give
voice to their aspirations and tastes. 

• Novel was in fact a PRODUCT of MIDDLE 
CLASS, with imagined events but in a clear, 
realistic and detailed social background.  



2. Expansion of reading public 

• The rise of the novel was also connected to the 
increase in the circulation of newspapers and 
fact-based journalistics. 

• The middle classes, made of merchants and 
shopkeepers, also started to buy more books, 
especially women. 

• The new reading public was not interested in 
chivalry and fantastic tales, they wanted stories
that reflected their interests and problems and 
identify with the characters. 



3. The influence of Puritanism

• According to Puritanism, man has to save himself
by his efforts and living a virtuous life of work. 

• Novels reflected this idea: there usually was the 
redemption of a lost hero or heroine. 

• Methodism was the application of the Puritan
ethic to everyday life. It stressed the importance
of hard work in everyday activities and avoiding
imagination. In fact, the protagonists of novels
usually find pragmatic solutions to their
problems.



Decline of drama

• Drama started to lose its importance after the 
Licensing Act of 1737 which caused the 
censorship of the plays critical of the 
government and the crown. So the public 
didn’t trust the censors and wanted a new
form of entertainment.  



Features of the novel

• A novel usually takes place in a long period of
time, contains more characters and more 
incidents. 

• The plot is generally built from a series of
episodes connected to the main theme. 

• The succession of events is typical of Realism: 
the story is told in a linear way, from the 
beginning to the middle to the end. 



Narrator

• The narrator is the person or voice who tells the 
story and gives a point of view. 

• It can be in 1st person (as a protagonist, as a 
witness and as a listener) or in the 3rd person. 

• This can be omniscient (all knowing), the most
common in English novel, or non-omniscient; in 
this case it generally remains anonymous, he
doesn’t make judgements about the characters
and readers have more freedom but less
knowledge of the events. 


