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the poet’s creativity manifests itself not at the level 
of verbal form, but at the level of fiction, that is, the 
invention and arrangement of a story.” (7) The field of 
fiction was subdivided, in Aristotle’s scheme, into two 
modes of representation, narrative and dramatic, and 
into two levels of dignity of the subjects represented, 
namely noble and vulgar. Hence emerged the four great 
literary genres: tragedy – noble subject, dramatic mode 
of representation, epic – noble subject, narrative mode of 
representation, comedy – vulgar subject, dramatic mode 
of representation and parody - vulgar subject, narrative 
mode of representation - “for which the modern novel 
has quite naturally become a substitute” (Genette, 9) 

In that  line of thought, a number of other literary 
theorists (with Northrop Frye as an outstanding 
example) have, over the course of time, favoured the 
idea that the novel has roots in the epic creation, 
with the focus on the oral rendering of events in 
their temporal linearity. There are elements that 
recur in the epic creation and, under a completely 
different form, in the novel. In the epic creation, the 
ceremonial of telling a story and listening to it (the 
bard and the audience) was invested with a symbolic 
meaning. Epic creation was focussed on uttering, it 
involved the ceremonial of telling a story by a bard 
who was metaphorically sacrificed for his listeners, for 
his community. The role of memory was essential in 
the epic creation, as the bard was supposed to re-tell 
stories of prowess and bravery, in the precise order in 
which they happened, in order to preserve and pass on 
the history of his people. Unlike the modern author, 
the bard had to rely solely on his memory, he was 
literally a walking library, but he was not allowed any 
play on the imagination, hence his symbolical ‘sacrifice’ 
for his listeners. In this sense, Frye recalled the Homeric 
myth and the symbolic meaning of blindness and of the 
‘inward glance’ into one’s past and history. (Frye, 248-9) It 
is a glance that remakes, recreates, or recovers a world that 
remains unchangeable and adamant to external influences. 
The bard is symbolically trapped, by and into this glance, as 
he cannot look at the world by himself, he cannot provide 
any personal perspective or point of view on it; therefore, 
he is symbolically sacrificed as a potential creator of fiction. 

What Fry called ‘epos’ was based on “the convention 
of recitation and a listening audience.” (Frye, 248) In 
English history, an early figure in this respect was that 
of Alfred the Great, King of Wessex (871-899) who, 
unlike his predecessors and even successors, undertook 
the task of educating his people by telling them stories 
of prowess and bravery and who thus became the 
epitome of the ninth-century bard in the Anglo-Saxon 
cultural space. As embodiment of the bard, Alfred 
the Great was a rather singular figure for, during the 
Early, even Late Middle Ages, education was derided 
by aristocrats and regarded as incompatible with the 
ideal of manhood. Dominated as they were by the 

concept of primogeniture, according to which a monarch’s 
eldest male heir inherited both the estates and the throne, 
English noblemen saw education as a second-hand solution 
reserved for the second male heir, who inherited nothing. 
Regarded as activities that were incompatible with men 
of action, education and the act of reading were initially 
confined, in the English cultural space, to monasteries, 
monastic schools and later to universities. 

According to Frye, “epos, [with] “the immediacy of 
effect before a visible audience [...] is episodic, while 
fiction is continuous.” (Frye, 249) An early instance 
of ‘epos’ turned into fiction was the heroic poem 
Beowulf which, albeit set in a Scandinavian landscape, 
became known as an English epic poem of courage and 
prowess. It was first appropriated in its oral version in 
the ninth century and it was an example of how texts 
were influenced by the literary standard – even if there 
were texts from the Old English period written in four 
major dialects, most manuscripts, irrespective of the 
dialect in which they had been produced, were copied 
by West Saxon scribes in the major monastic centres of 
learning and rendered into the West-Saxon dialect, the 
literary standard at the time. 

M. M. Bakhtin also endorsed the idea that the 
novel had roots in the epic. In ‘Epic and Novel’ (The 
Dialogic Imagination, 1981) he brought arguments for 
the emergence of the novelistic discourse in the epic 
creation. According to him, the novel did not emerge 
with Cervantes or with the English novelists of the 
eighteenth century. He regarded this as an arbitrary 
taxonomy and claimed that the origins of the novel 
were to be sought in the epic creation, the ‘constitutive 
features’ of which he regarded as being in direct relation 
to the elements of the novel: the ‘absolute past’ as 
subject, ‘national tradition’ vs. personal experience and 
free thought and the ‘epic distance’ that separates the 
epic world from contemporary reality. (Bakhtin, 13) 

In this line of argumentation, the world of the 
epic is essentially a world of the past, but it is not that 
the past makes up the content of the epic, as this is 
generally valid for any other literary genre/form, but 
that the represented world is transferred into the past. 
Thus, the epic is never a poem about the present, and 
the bard always speaks about a world that is remote 
and inaccessible to him. In the past, Bakhtin claims, 
everything is good, “all the really good things occur 
in the past” (15); it is never personal knowledge, but 
the memory of the bard that serves as the source and 
power for the creative impulse. The epic discourse is 
a discourse handed down by tradition; “by its nature, 
the epic world of the absolute past is inaccessible to 
personal experience: it cannot be analysed, approached 
from a different point of view … it relies on impersonal, 
sacrosanct tradition”. In Bakhtin’s words, there is a 
certain “piety towards the subject described and towards 
the language used to describe it”, a reverence towards 
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but not to his environment, if not inferior to both, 
in the case of the latter).  According to Martin, the 
novelty of Frye’s scheme was that “it [broke] down the 
barriers that had separated verse from prose, oral from 
written, short from long narratives.” (Martin, 32) It 
also revealed “the relationship between the course of 
history and certain changes in fiction” (for instance, 
the progression from myth to irony corresponded 
roughly to the evolution from medieval Europe to the 
twentieth century, whereby he inferred that society and 
literature can change in a cyclic, rather than a linear 
pattern, considering the fact that changes in twentieth 
century fiction may suggest a return to myth). (32) 
As far as the novel was concerned, Frye’s classification 
implied that ‘narrative’ “is a certain mode of writing and 
that a particular prose work such as the novel need not be 
narration from beginning to end. […] – hence a shift in the 
emphasis in discussing fiction from the evaluation by fixed 
standards to a more flexible assessment of how works differ 
in meaning and composition”. [In his scheme], “the novel 
is a realistic genre that achieved its characteristic form in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.” (Martin, 35) 

Wallace Martin also recalled Robert Scholes and 
Robert Kellog who, in their jointly written book, 
The Nature of Narrative (1966), replaced Frye’s 
classification of modes and genres of prose fiction with 
a more unified theory and history of narrative. In their 
scheme, the epic creation, characterized by allegiance to 
mythos (the story as preserved in the literary tradition), 
and exemplified with works such as Homer’s, Beowulf, 
Chanson du Roland, gradually evolved into ‘empirical’ 
narrative (characterized by allegiance to reality-truth), 
and ‘fictional’ narrative  (characterized by allegiance 
to ideal – beauty and goodness), each of which had, 
in turn, two subdivisions – biography/ history, 
autobiography/ mimesis and romance and fable, 
respectively. Scholes and Kellog claimed that there was 
a reunion of empirical and fictional narrative, more 
exactly, the four types – history, mimesis, the romance 
and the fable combined in the Middle Ages, producing 
the novel. (Martin, 36 et passim) 

The Social Causes of the Emergence of the Novel 
An assessment of the emergence and evolution of 

the novel and of the novelistic discourse cannot neglect 
the social causes that contributed to the emergence 
of this literary form. In her book The True Story of 
the Novel (1997), Margaret Ann Doody investigated 
the evolution of the novelistic discourse from ancient 
literature, but she also explained the social framework 
that had made possible, ever since the sixteenth century, 
the emergence of this literary form. The basic tenet of 
her theory is that the evolution and development of the 
novel was closely linked to the emergence, in Europe, of 
the middle-classes, characterized by new expectations, 
new tastes and new worldviews. Also characteristic of 
the emergence of the novelistic discourse was what 

she called “a new nationalism”, namely “a way of 
organizing one’s individual identity and of centralizing 
the State and its powers”. This new individualism was 
based on Aristotle’s ideas of the state and of the civic 
idea of ‘public’ life. (Doody, 226) These converged, in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in “the sense 
of the civic”, a distinct desire of the individual to 
participate in public life. (226)

Historians (Brinton 1963, McDowall 1997) agree 
that sixteenth century England saw the beginning of a 
generalized idea of literacy, with the growth of the newly 
emerging middle-class, the members of which shared 
an interest in both town and country. “This literate 
class questioned the way in which the Church and the 
state were organized, for both religious and practical 
reasons.” (McDowall, 61) At the same time, Doody 
argued that the spread of Protestantism in sixteenth 
century Europe was a powerful force in creating a 
political sense in the individual’s mind. Lutheranism 
and Calvinism were religious movements that insisted 
on the respect for the secular, which also entailed the 
respect for the ‘ruler’ and the fact that people should 
not interfere with a ruler already in authority.  It was 
Calvin (1509-64) who argued that one could not be a 
member of the civitas (and thus enjoy authority in the 
public space) unless one had a household and power 
to govern one’s property. Thus, individualism could be 
thought of only in male and property terms. Based on 
Aristotle’s image of the authoritarian household, in the 
sixteenth century this concept developed into the idea 
of a society run by men of substance and property (the 
ruling of the elite males). Therefore, “the very civic ideal 
crystallized around the individual man, with property, 
family and servants around him”. (Doody, 226 et passim) 

In sixteenth century England, there were signs 
that “the authority of the father was increasing partly 
because of the increase of the authority of the Church 
following the Reformation. On the religious side 
[there were] members of this new middle-class who 
believed it was their right to read the Bible in the 
English language.” (McDowall, 105) As McDowall 
argued, it was the pressure on the head of the family 
for spiritual welfare (evinced in Bible readings) that 
led to the idea of absolute obedience from the family 
members, namely the wife and the children. It was at 
this time that the idea of separate spheres, which would 
dominate Victorian mentality and would set such 
sharp divides in English literature, gained shape, visible 
in the marginalization, even exclusion, of children and 
women (who were allowed no legal rights) from the 
ideals of civic life. At the same time, Protestantism 
made it possible for ever more categories of people to 
have access to the written word. After the printing of 
the King James Bible (1611), several other translations 
of the Bible into English were published in order to 
make Protestantism acceptable and religious service 
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to a secular society”. (Martin, 40) In the same line of 
thought, Wallace referred to Marthe Robert (Origins 
of the Novel, 1972), who reiterated the idea that there 
was a fundamental tension between the ideal and the 
real underlying modern narratives: “Fictional illusion 
can be achieved in two ways: either the author acts as 
if there were no such thing, and the book is said to 
be realistic[…]; or else he can stress the ‘as if ’, […] in 
which case it is called a work of fantasy, imagination 
or subjectivity. Thus, there are two kinds of novel: 
one purporting to draw material from life, the other 
acknowledging openly that it is only a set of figures and 
forms.” (Robert in Martin, 41) 

The ‘feminization of the novel’ 

The idea that novels included too much play upon 
imagination lay at the heart of the powerful criticism 
against the novel. The idea of ‘character’ became subject 
to the same type of criticism and the critics of the time 
urged writers to depict exemplary characters with 
which the readers should identify. In contrast to the 
heroes of epic literature, the novel character emerged as 
a “new and monstrous being, [ …] an artificial hybrid, 
an alternative self.” (Doody, 268) Therefore, much of 
the criticism of the novel derived from the possibility 
of the reader’s identification with such a character and 
it was addressed at the male readers who might project 
themselves into the experience of a fictional character. 
Therefore, the end of the seventeenth century was, 
according to Doody, a time when “authorities, cultural 
monitors had to seek not only what abstract ideas a 
novel inculcated in readers, but also what characters 
were like and what emotions they elicited.” (268) It was 
a time when, as Martin put it, “storytellers, having been 
accused of indulging in idle fancies (this accusation was 
common in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries), 
know that they are guilty as charged and attempt to 
produce more believable narratives.” (Martin, 41)  

As a result of the Quarrel between the Ancients 
and the Moderns (with the latter acknowledging the 
presence of women on the literary scene) in France 
and England (Brinton 1963), the beginning of the 
eighteenth century witnessed a change in the perception 
of the novel in England. The shift in perception was 
gradual and it involved primarily the readers – it was 
a phenomenon that Doody called ‘the feminization of 
the novel’ – “the need to attach a gender to the novel 
arose from the desire to attach a gender to the novel’s 
readers, widely assumed to be women.” (Doody, 277) 

In the seventeenth century, a book’s preface 
contained advice about who should read a particular 
novel and what emotions one should elicit from it. In 
the early eighteenth century, readers were still assumed 
to be male and novelists were urged to write their novels 
in a sufficiently ‘masculine’ manner. At the same time, 

with the emergence of women on the literary scene, 
the idea that women, not men, were the target readers 
of novels gained ground and was embraced by critics, 
particularly because “women were, at the time, unable 
to propagate the novels’ ideas into social currency, … as 
… they were endowed with a limited degree of public 
functioning.” (Doody, 277-78) 

The eighteenth century saw, therefore, a link between the 
novel and a new way of conceptualizing society – the invention 
of the ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres of life. The eighteenth 
century has been credited with (or blamed for) inventing 
the ‘private’ sphere, the realm of the ‘domestic’. ‘Public’ and 
‘private’ are new ways of conceptualizing the civic. The private 
is what cannot be the civic, but ought to support it, as home is 
the nucleus of the system. The novel is now urged to become, 
at least officially, both ‘private’ and ‘domestic’. [These were] 
more or less official pronouncements, even if this is not what 
really happened to the novel … [because] novel characters 
refuse to keep enclosed in a narrow private world, but keep 
dashing aside in all directions. … Before the end of any novel, 
the home and its women (the ‘angel in the house’ included) 
will have touched multiple aspects of the community, the 
culture and history. (Doody, 278) 

Thus, women became the official target readers of 
novels (Doody mentioned Samuel Richardson who, in 
1747, had to advertise his novel Clarissa as “dealing 
with the most important concerns of private life.” 
(278) According to her, this shift in the perception of 
the novel was crucial: the ‘feminization of the novel’ 
(in England and France) made it rather unimportant, 
but at the same time allowed it to continue. It was 
thereby that women were encouraged to write. “Even 
if feminine characters playing central roles were 
not an invention of the eighteenth century, with 
the average reader imagined to be a woman, male 
novelists were urged to write about female characters.” 
(Doody, 278-79) Women were, according to Doody, 
more interesting to portray, as they were the cultural 
repository of feeling and imagination, while men 
(consequently male characters) were still regarded as 
strong, rational and successful, and failure, emotions 
or anxiety were feelings denied to them. (278-79) This 
view was shared by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar 
who, while acknowledging that women were excluded 
from the Puritanical view (particularly in Milton’s 
work), admitted that it was John Locke, with his 
“psychological model of the mind as tabula rasa”, who 
“paved a way to the realism that would allow many 
eighteenth century women to record in letters and 
journals the private experiences that had shaped their 
development.” (Gilbert and Gubar, 48)




