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 (i) 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 1is, a human or a humanlike
consciousness 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.

* For plot synopses of works discussed, readers may consult the section “A

Hundred Novels” in the latter half of this book.

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.
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