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physical action, and here, as already indicated, Jane Austen is feeble and 
ladylike. Except in her schoolgirl novels, she cannot stage a crash. Every­
thing violent has to take place "off" -Louisa's accident and Marianne 
Dash wood's putrid throat are the nearest exceptions- and consequently 
all the comments on the elopement must be sincere and convincing, other­
wise we should doubt whether it occurred. Lady Bertram helps us to 
believe that her daughters have run away, and they have to run away, or 
there would be no apotheosis for Fanny. It is a little point, and a little 
sentence, yet it shows us how delicately a great novelist can modulate into 
the round. 

All through her works we find these characters, apparently so simple 
and fiat, never needing reintroduction and yet never out of depth- Henry 
Tilney, Mr. Woodhouse, Charlotte Lucas. She may label her characters 
"Sense," "Pride," "Sensibility," "Prejudice," but they are not tethered to 
those qualities. 

As for the round characters proper, they have already been defined by 
implication and no more need be said. All I need do is to give some 
examples of people in books who seem to me round so that the definition 
can be tested afterwards: 

All the principal characters in War and Peace, all the Dostoevsky char­
acters, and some of the Proust- for example, the old family servant, the 
Duchess of Guermantes, M. de Charlus, and Saint Loup; Madame Bo­
vary- who, like Moll Flanders, has her book to herself, and can expand 
and secrete unchecked; some people in Thackeray- for instance, Becky 
and Beatrix; some in Fielding-Parson Adams, Tom Jones; and some in 
Charlotte Bronte, most particularly Lucy Snow e. (And many more- this 
is not a catalogue.) The test of a round character is whether it is capable of 
surprising in a convincing way. If it never surprises, it is fiat. If it does not 
convince, it is a fiat pretending to be round. It has the incalculability of life 
about it-life within the pages of a book. And by using it sometimes 
alone, more often in combination with the other kind, the novelist achieves 
his task of acclimatization and harmonizes the human race with the other 
aspects of his work. 
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4 M. M. Bakhtin : Epic and Novel 

Toward a Methodology for the Study of the Novel 

Mikhail Bakhtin began writing about literature in the 1920s, but only recently has 
his work been translated into English. These translations have produced wide­
spread interest in what has become termed the "dialogic method." In this e~cerpt 
from "Epic and Novel," written in 1941, Bakhtin presents his conception of 
genre, in particular that of the novel, and he introduces some con~epts wh~ch 
guide his method. For him a key difficulty and major point of interest m analyzmg 
the novel lies in its being still a young genre that is developing and changing: "Of 
all the major genres only the novel is younger than writing and the book: it alone is 
organically receptive to new forms of mute perception, that is, to reading." Of 
major significance here is Bakhtin's argument that the novel is a new genre, 
qualitatively different from the epic in direct contrast to the claims of numerous 
other critics. Also important is Bakhtin's concept of the novel's ability to incor­
porate and satirize other genres as well as its own various styles: "This ability 
of the novel to criticize itself is a remarkable feature of this ever-developing 
genre." 

In many ways, Bakhtin's excitement over the novel as a developing genre that. 
"has become the leading hero in the dream of literary development" echoes 
Virginia Woolf's claims for modernist literature in the r 920s. For both writers the 
ability to experiment and innovate is an essential feature of literary leadership. 
One should also note that Bakhtin claims that the old poetics- that is, old literary 
theory - is inadequate to describe the modem novel. A new genre calls for new 
critical methods and viewpoints, ones that must begin as a descriptive poetics of 
the novels actually being written. Bakhtin sketches the characteristics of this 
genre by contrasting the novel with the epic, focusing on source material, the role 
of the narrator, the treatment of the hero, and the genre's relationship to the 
present. 

Mikhail Bakhtin (1S95-1975) has become famous as the founder of the di­
alogic method in literary criticism, as developed in books and essays written over 
a sixty-year period. The authorship of a few works remains contested, primarily 
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (1929; trans. 1973), attributed to V. N. 
Voloshinov. He is definitely the author of Art and Answerability (trans. 1990), 
The Dialogic Imagination (1975; trans. 1981), Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics 

(1929; trans. 1984), Rabelais and His World (1965; trans. 1968), Speech Genres 
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and Other Late Essays (I979; trans. I986), and Toward a Philosophy of the Act 
(trans. I993). 

The study of the novel as a genre is distinguished by peculiar diffi­
culties. This is due to the unique nature of the object itself: the 

novel is the sole genre that continues to develop, that is as yet uncom­
pleted. The forces that define it as a genre are at work before our very eyes: 
the birth and development of the novel as a genre takes place in the full 
light of the historical day. The generic skeleton of the novel is still far from 
having hardened, and we cannot foresee all its plastic possibilities. 

We know other genres, as genres, in their completed aspect, that is, as 
more or less fixed pre-existing forms into which one may then pour artistic 
experience. The primordial process of their formation lies outside histor­
ically documented observation. We encounter the epic as a genre that has 
not only long since completed its development, but one that is already . 
antiquated. With certain reservations we can say the same for the other 
major genres, even for tragedy. The life they have in history, the life with 
which we are familiar, is the life they have lived as already completed 
genres, with a hardened and no longer flexible skeleton. Each of them has 
developed its own canon that operates in literature as an authentic histor­
ical force. 

All these genres, or in any case their defining features, are considerably 
older than written language and the book, and to the present day they 
retain their ancient oral and auditory characteristics. Of all the major 
genres only the novel is younger than writing and the book: it alone is 
organically receptive to new forms of mute perception, that is, to reading. 
But of critical importance here is the fact that the novel has no canon of its 
own, as do other genres; only individual examples of the novel are histor­
ically active, not a generic canon as such. Studying other genres is analo­
gous to studying dead languages; studying the novel, on the other hand, is 
like studying languages that are not only alive, but still young. 

This explains the extraordinary difficulty inherent in formulating a the­
ory of the novel. For such a theory has at its heart an object of study 
completely different from that which theory treats in other genres. The 
novel is not merely one genre among other genres. Among genres long 
since completed and in part already dead, the novel is the only developing 
genre. It is the only genre that was born and nourished in a new era of 
world history and therefore it is deeply akin to that era, whereas the other 
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. major genres entered that era as already fixed forms, as an inheritance, and 
only now are they adapting themselves- some better, some worse- to 
the new conditions of their existence. Compared with them, the novel 
appears to be a creature from an alien species. It gets on poorly with other 

·genres. It fights for its own hegemony in literature; wherever it triumphs, 
·.the other older genres go into decline. Significantly, the best book on the 
history of the ancient novel- that by Erwin Rohde1 -does not so much 
recount the history of the novel as it does illustrate the process of disin­

. tegration that affected all major genres in antiquity. 
The mutual interaction of genres within a single unified literary period 

is a problem of great interest and importance. In certain eras- the Greek 
classical period, the Golden Age of Roman literature, the neoclassical 
period- all genres in "high" literature (that is, the literature of ruling 

· social groups) harmoniously reinforce each other to a significant extent; 
the whole of literature, conceived as a totality of genres, becomes an 
organic unity of the highest order. But it is characteristic of the novel that it 
never enters into this whole, it does not participate in any harmony of the 
genres. In these eras the novel has an unofficial existence, outside "high" 

· literature. Only already completed genres, with fully formed and well­
defined generic contours, can enter into such a literature as a hierarchically 
organized, organic whole. They can mutually delimit and mutually com­
plement each other, while yet preserving their own generic natures. Each 
is a unit, and all units are interrelated by virtue of certain features of deep 
structure that they all have in common. 

The great organic poetics of the past- those of Aristotle, Horace, 
Boileau- are permeated with a deep sense of the wholeness of literature 
and of the harmonious interaction of all genres contained within this 
whole. It is as if they literally hear this harmony of the genres. In this is 
their strength- the inimitable, all-embracing fullness and exhaustiveness 
of such poetics. And they all, as a consequence, ignore the novel. Schol­
arly poetics of the nineteenth century lack this integrity: they are eclectic, 
descriptive; their aim is not a living and organic fullness but rather an 
abstract and encyclopedic comprehensiveness. They do not concern them­
selves with the actual possibility of specific genres coexisting within the 
living whole of literature in a given era; they are concerned rather with 
their coexistence in a maximally complete anthology. Of course these 
poetics can no longer ignore the novel-they simply add it (albeit in a 
place of honor) to already existing genres (and thus it enters the roster as 
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merely one genre among many; in literature conceived as a living whole, 
on the other hand, it would have to be included in a completely different 
way). 

We have already said that the novel gets on poorly with other genres. 
There can be no talk of a harmony deriving from mutual limitation and 
complementariness. The novel parodies other genres (precisely in their · 
role as genres); it exposes the conventionality of their forms and their 
language; it squeezes out some genres and incorporates others into its own 
peculiar structure, reformulating and reaccentuating them. Historians of 
literature sometimes tend to see in this merely the struggle of literary 
tendencies and schools. Such struggles of course exist, but they are pe­
ripheral phenomena and historically insignificant. Behind them one must 
be sensitive to the deeper and deeper and more truly historical struggle of 
genres, the establishment and growth of a generic skeleton of literature. 

Of particular interest are those eras when the novel becomes the domi­
nant genre. All literature is then caught up in the process of "becoming," 
and in a special kind of "generic criticism." This occurred several times in 
the Hellenic period, again during the late middle ages and the Renais­
sance, but with special force and clarity beginning in the second half of the 
eighteenth century. In an era when the novel reigns supreme, almost all the 
remaining genres are to a greater or lesser extent "novelized": drama (for 
example Ibsen, Hauptmann, the whole of Naturalist drama), epic poetry 
(for example, Childe Harold and especially Byron's Don Juan), even lyric 
poetry (as an extreme example, Heine's lyrical verse). Those genres that 
stubbornly preserve their old canonic nature begin to appear stylized. In 
general any strict adherence to a genre begins to feel like a stylization, a 
stylization taken to the point of parody, despite the artistic intent of the 
author. In an environment where the novel is the dominant genre, the 
conventional languages of strictly canonical genres begin to sound in new 
ways, which are quite different from the ways they sounded in those eras 
when the novel was not included in "high" literature. 

Parodic stylizations of canonized genres and styles occupy an essential 
place in the novel. In the era of the novel's creative ascendency- and even 
more so in the periods of preparation preceding this era -literature was 
flooded with parodies and travesties of all the high genres (parodies pre­
cisely of genres, and not of individual authors or schools)- parodies that 
are the precursors, "companions" to the novel, in their own way studies 
for it. But it is characteristic that the novel does not permit any of these 
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various individual manifestations of itself to stabilize. Throughout its en­
tire history there is a consistent parodying or travestying of dominant or 
fashionable novels that attempt to become models for the genre: parodies 

· on the chivalric romance of adventure (Dit d'aventures, the first such 
. parody, belongs to the thirteenth century), on the Baroque novel, the pas­

toral novel (Sorel's Le berger extravagant)? the Sentimental novel (Field­
ing, and The Second Grandison3 of Musaus) and so forth. This ability of 
the novel to criticize itself is a remarkable feature of this ever-developing 
genre. 

What are the salient features of this novelization of other genres sug­
.gested by us above? They become more free and flexible, their language 
renews itself by incorporating extraliterary heteroglossia and the "novel­
istic'' layers of literary language, they become dialogized, permeated with 
laughter, irony, humor, elements of self-parody and finally- this is the 

' most important thing- the novel inserts into these other genres an indeter-
minacy, a certain semantic open-endedness, a living contact with unfin­

. ished, still-evolving contemporary reality (the open-ended present). As we 
will see below, all these phenomena are explained by the transposition of 
other genres into this new and peculiar zone for structuring artistic models 
(a zone of contact with the present in all its open-endedness), a zone that 
was first appropriated by the novel. 

It is of course impossible to explain the phenomenon of novelization 
purely by reference to the direct and unmediated influence of the novel 
itself. Even where such influence can be precisely established and demon­
strated, it is intimately interwoven with those direct changes in reality 
itself that also determine the novel and that condition its dominance in a 
given era. The novel is the only developing genre and therefore it reflects 
more deeply, more essentially, more sensitively and rapidly, reality itself in 
the process of its unfolding. Only that which is itself developing can 
comprehend development as a process. The novel has become the leading 
hero in the drama of literary development in our time precisely because it 
best of all reflects the tendencies of a new world still in the making; it is, 
after all, the only genre born of this new world and in total affinity with it. 
In many respects the novel has anticipated, and continues to anticipate, the 
future development ofliterature as a whole. In the process of becoming the 
dominant genre, the novel sparks the renovation of all other genres, it 
infects them with its spirit of process and inconclusiveness. It draws them 
ineluctably into its orbit precisely because this orbit coincides with the 
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basic direction of the development of literature as a whole. In this lies the 
exceptional importance of the novel, as an object of study for the theory as 
well as the history of literature. 

Unfortunately, historians of literature usually reduce this struggle be­
tween the novel and other already completed genres, all these aspects 
of novelization, to the actual real-life struggle among "schools" and 
"trends." A novelized poem, for example, they call a "romantic poem" 
(which of course it is) and believe that in so doing they have exhausted the 
subject. They do not see beneath the superficial hustle and bustle of liter­
ary process the major and crucial fates of literature and language, whose 
great heroes tum out to be first and foremost genres, and whose "trends" 
and "schools" are but second- or third-rank protagonists. 

The utter inadequacy of literary theory is exposed when it is forced to 
deal with the novel. In the case of other genres literary theory works 
confidently and precisely, since there is a finished and already formed 
object, definite and clear. These genres preserve their rigidity and canonic 
quality in all classical eras of their development; variations from era to era, 
from trend to trend or school to school are peripheral and do not affect 
their ossified generic skeleton. Right up to the present day, in fact, theory 
dealing with these already completed genres can add almost nothing to 
Aristotle's formulations. Aristotle's poetics, although occasionally so 
deeply embedded as to be almost invisible, remains the stable foundation 
for the theory of genres. Everything works as long as there is no mention 
of the novel. But the existence of novelized genres already leads theory 
into a blind alley. Faced with the problem of the novel, genre theory must 
submit to a radical restructuring. 

Thanks to the meticulous work of scholars, a huge amount of historical 
material has accumulated and many questions concerning the evolution of 
various types of novels have been clarified- but the problem of the novel 
genre as a whole has not yet found anything like a satisfactory principled 
resolution. The novel continues to be seen as one genre among many; 
attempts are made to distinguish it as an already completed genre from 
other already completed genres, to discover its internal canon- one that 
would function as a well-defined system of rigid generic factors. In the 
vast majority of cases, work on the novel is reduced to mere cataloging, a 
description of all variants on the novel- albeit as comprehensive as possi­
ble. But the results of these descriptions never succeed in giving us as 
much as a hint of comprehensive formula for the novel as a genre. In 
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addition, the experts have not managed to isolate a single definite, stable 
characteristic of the novel- without adding a reservation, which imme­
diately disqualifies it altogether as a generic characteristic. 

Some examples of such "characteristics with reservations" would be: 
the novel is a multilayered genre (although there also exist magnificent 
single-layered novels); the novel is a precisely plotted and dynamic genre 
(although there also exist novels that push to its literary limits the art of 
pure description); the novel is a complicated genre (although novels are 
mass produced as pure and frivolous entertainment like no other genre); 
the novel is a love story (although the greatest examples of the European 
novel are utterly devoid of the love element); the novel is a prose genre 
(although there exist excellent novels in verse). One could of course men­
tion a large number of additional "generic characteristics" for the novel 
similar to those given above, which are immediately annulled by some 
reservation innocently appended to them. 

Of considerably more interest and consequence are those normative 
definitions of the novel offered by novelists themselves, who produce a 
specific novel and then declare it the only correct, necessary and authen­
tic form of the novel. Such, for instance, is Rousseau's foreword to his 
La nouvelle Heloi'se, Wieland's to his Agathon,4 Wezel's to his Tobias 
Knouts;5 in such a category belong the numerous declarations and state~ 
ments of principle by the romantics on Wilhelm Meister, Lucinde, and 
other texts. Such statements are not attempts to incorporate all the possible 
variants of the novel into a single eclectic definition, but are themselves 
part and parcel of the living evolution of the novel as a genre. Often they 
deeply and faithfully reflect the novel's struggle with other genres and 
with itself (with other dominant and fashionable variants of the novel) at a 
particular point in its development. They come closer to an understanding 
of the peculiar position of the novel in literature, a position that is not 
commensurate with that of other genres. 

Especially significant in this connection is a series of statements that 
accompanied the emergence of a new novel-type in the eighteenth century. 
The series opens with Fielding's reflections on the novel and its hero in 
Tom Jones. It continues in Wieland's foreword to Agathon, and the most 
essential link in the series is Blankenburg's Versuch iiber den Roman.6 By 
the end of this series we have, in fact, that theory of the novel later 
formulated by Hegel. In all these statements, each reflecting the novel in 
one of its critical stages (Tom Jones, Agathon, Wilhelm Meister), the fol-
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lowing prerequisites for the novel are characteristic: (I) the novel should 
not be "poetic," as the word "poetic" is used in other genres of imagina­
tive literature; (2) the hero of a novel should not be "heroic" in either the 
epic or the tragic sense of the word: he should combine in himself negative 
as well as positive features, low as well as lofty, ridiculous as well as 
serious; (3) the hero should not be portrayed as an already completed and 
unchanging person but as one who is evolving and developing, a person 
who learns from life; (4) the novel should become for the contemporary 
world what the epic was for the ancient world (an idea that Blankenburg 
expressed very precisely, and that was later repeated by Hegel). 

All these positive prerequisites have their substantial and productive 
side- taken together, they constitute a criticism (from the novel's point of 
view) of other genres and of the relationship these genres bear to reality: 
their stilted heroizing, their narrow and unlifelike poeticalness, their mo­
notony and abstractness, the prepackaged and unchanging nature of their 
heroes. We have here, in fact, a rigorous critique of the literariness and 
poeticalness inherent in other genres and also in the predecessors of the 
contemporary novel (the heroic Baroque novel and the Sentimental novels 
of Richardson). These statements are reinforced significantly by the prac­
tice of these novelists themselves. Here the novel- its texts as well as the 
theory connected with it-emerges consciously and unambiguously as a 
genre that is both critical and self-critical, one fated to revise the funda­
mental concepts of literariness and poeticalness dominant at the time. On 
the one hand, the contrast of novel with epic (and the novel's opposition to 
the epic) is but one moment in the criticism of other literary genres (in 
particular, a criticism of epic heroization); but on the other hand, this 
contrast aims to elevate the significance of the novel, making of it the 
dominant genre in contemporary literature. 

The positive prerequisites mentioned above constitute one of the high­
points in the novel's corning to self-consciousness. They do not yet of 
course provide a theory of the novel. These statements are also not distin­
guished by any great philosophical depth. They do however illustrate the 
nature of the novel as a genre no less- if perhaps no more- than do other 
existing theories of the novel. 

I will attempt below to approach the novel precisely as a genre-in-the­
making, one in the vanguard of all modern literary development. I am not 
constructing here a functional definition of the novelistic canon in literary 
history, that is, a definition that would make of it a system of fixed generic 
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characteristics. Rather, I am trying to grope my way toward the basic 
structural characteristics of this most fluid of genres, characteristics that 

· ·might determine the direction of its peculiar capacity for change and of its 
influence and effect on the rest of literature. 

I find three basic characteristics that fundamentally distinguish the 
. novel in principle from other genres: (r) its stylistic three-dimensionality, 
which is linked with the multi-languaged consciousness realized in the 
novel; (2) the radical change it effects in the temporal coordinates of the 
literary image; (3) the new zone opened by the novel for structuring liter­
ary images, namely, the zone of maximal contact with the present (with 

· contemporary reality) in all its open-endedness. 
These three characteristics of the novel are all organically interrelated 

and have all been powerfully affected by a very specific rupture in the 
history of European civilization: its emergence from a socially isolated 
and culturally deaf sernipatriarchal society, and its entrance into interna­
tional and interlingual contacts and relationships. A multitude of different 
languages, cultures and times became available to Europe, and this be­
came a decisive factor in its life and thought. 

In another work7 I have already investigated the first stylistic peculiarity 
of the novel, the one resulting from the active polyglossia of the new 
world, the new culture and its new creative literary consciousness. I will 
summarize here only the basic points. 

Polyglossia had always existed (it is more ancient than pure, canonic 
monoglossia), but it had not been a factor in literary creation; an artis­
tically conscious choice between languages did not serve as the creative 
center of the literary and language process. Classical Greeks had a feeling 

. both for "languages" and for the epochs of language, for the various 
Greek literary dialects (tragedy is a polyglot genre), but creative con­
sciousness was realized in closed, pure languages (although in actual fact 
they were mixed). Polyglossia was appropriated and canonized among all 
the genres. 

The new cultural and creative consciousness lives in an actively poly­
. glot world. The world becomes polyglot, once and for all and irreversibly. 
.· The period of national languages, coexisting but closed and deaf to each 

other, comes to an end. Languages throw light on each other: one language 
· can, after all, see itself only in the light of another language. The naive and 

stubborn coexistence of "languages" within a given national language 
also comes to an end- that is, there is no more peaceful coexistence 
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~etween territorial dialects, social and professional dialects and jargons, 
hterary language, generic languages within literary language, epochs in 
language and so forth. 

All this set into motion a process of active, mutual cause-and-effect and 
interillumination. Words and language began to have a different feel to 
them; objectively they ceased to be what they had once been. Under these 
conditions of external and internal interillumination, each given lan­
guage- even if its linguistic composition (phonetics, vocabulary, mor­
phology, etc.) were to remain absolutely unchanged-is, as it were, re­
born, becoming qualitatively a different thing for the consciousness that 
creates in it. 

In this actively polyglot world, completely new relationships are estab­
lished between language and its object (that is, the real world)- and this is 
fraught with enormous consequences for all the already completed genres 
that had been formed during eras of closed and deaf monoglossia. In 
contrast to other major genres, the novel emerged and matured precisely 
when intense activization of external and internal polyglossia was at the 
peak of its activity; this is its native element. The novel could therefore 
assume leadership in the process of developing and renewing literature in 
its linguistic and stylistic dimension. 

In the above-mentioned work I tried to elucidate the profound stylis­
tic originality of the novel, which is determined by its connection with. 
polyglossia. 

Let us move on to the two other characteristics, both concerned with the 
thematic aspect of structure in the novel as a genre. These characteristics 
can be best brought out and clarified through a comparison of the novel 
with the epic. 

The epic as a genre in its own right may, for our purposes, be character­
ized by three constitutive features: (r) a national epic past-in Goethe's 
and Schiller's tenninology the "absolute past" -serves as the subject for 
the epic;8 (2) national tradition (not personal experience and the free 
thought that grows out of it) serves as the source for the epic; (3) an abso­
lute epic distance separates the epic world from contemporary reality, that 
is, from the time in which the singer (the author and his audience) lives. 

Let us now touch upon several artistic features related to the above. The 
~bsence ~f internal conclusiveness and exhaustiveness creates a sharp 
mcrease m demands for an external and formal completedness and ex-
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· haustiveness, especially in regard to plot line. The problems of a begin­
ning, an end, and "fullness" of plot are posed anew. The epic is indifferent 
to formal beginnings and can remain incomplete (that is, where it con­
cludes is almost arbitrary). The absolute past is closed and completed in 
the whole as well as in any of its parts. It is, therefore, possible to take any 
part and offer it as the whole. One cannot embrace, in a single epic, the 
entire world of the absolute past (although it is unified from a plot stand­
point)- to do so would mean a retelling of the whole of national tradition, 
and it is sufficiently difficult to embrace even a significant portion of it. But 
this is no great loss, because the structure of the whole is repeated in each 
part, and each part is complete and circular like the whole. One may begin 
the story at almost any moment, and finish at almost any moment. The 
Iliad is a random excerpt from the Trojan cycle. Its ending (the burial of 
Hector) could not possibly be the ending from a novelistic point of view. 
But epic completedness suffers not the slightest as a result. The specific 
"impulse to end"- How does the war end? Who wins? What will happen 
to Achilles? and so forth- is absolutely excluded from the epic by both 
internal and external motifs (the plot-line of the tradition was already 
known to everyone). This specific "impulse to continue" (what will hap­
pen next?) and the "impulse to end" (how will it end?) are characteristic 

• only for the novel and are possible only in a zone where there is proximity 
and contact; in a zone of distanced images they are impossible. 

In distanced images we have the whole event, and plot interest (that is, 
the condition of not knowing) is impossible. The novel, however, specu­
lates in what is unknown. The novel devises various forms and methods 
for employing the surplus knowledge that the author has, that which the 
hero does not know or does not see. It is possible to utilize this authorial 
surplus in an external way, manipulating the narrative, or it can be used to 
complete the image of an individual (an externalization that is peculiarly 
novelistic). But there is another possibility in this surplus that creates 
further problems. 

The distinctive features of the novelistic zone emerge in various ways 
in various novels. A novel need not raise any problematic questions at all. 
Take, for example, the adventuristic "boulevard" romance. There is no 
philosophy in it, no social or political problems, no psychology. Conse­
quently none of these spheres provides any contact with the inconclusive 
events of our own contemporary reality. The absence of distance and of a 
zone of contact are utilized here in a different way: in place of our tedious 
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lives we are offered a surrogate, true, but it is the surrogate of a fascinating 
and brilliant life. We can experience these adventures, identify with these 
heroes; such novels almost become a substitute for our own lives. Nothing 
of the sort is possible in the epic and other distanced genres. And here we 
encounter the specific danger inherent in the novelistic zone of contact: we 
ourselves may actually enter the novel (whereas we could never enter an 
epic or other distanced genre). It follows that we might substitute for 
our own life an obsessive reading of novels, or dreams based on novel­
istic models (the hero of [Dostoevsky's] White Nights); Bovaryism be­
comes possible, the real-life appearance of fashionable heroes taken from 
novels- disillusioned, demonic and so forth. Other genres are capable of 
generating such phenomena only after having been novelized, that is, after 
having been transposed to the novelistic zone of contact (for example, the 
verse narratives of Byron). 

Yet another phenomenon in the history of the novel- and one of ex­
treme importance- is connected with this new temporal orientation and 
with this zone of contact: it is the novel's special relationship with extra­
literary genres, with the genres of everyday life and with ideological 
genres. In its earliest stages, the novel and its preparatory genres had relied 
upon various extraliterary forms of personal and social reality, and espe­
cially those of rhetoric (there is a theory that actually traces the novel back 
to rhetoric). And in later stages of its development the novel makes wide 
and substantial use of letters, diaries, confessions, the forms and methods 
of rhetoric associated with recently established courts and so forth. Since 
it is constructed in a zone of contact with the incomplete events of a 
particular present, the novel often crosses the boundary of what we stricti y 
call fictional literature- making use first of a moral confession, then of a 
philosophical tract, then of manifestos that are openly political, then de­
generating into the raw spirituality of a confession, a "cry of the soul" that 
has not yet found its formal contours. These phenomena are precisely 
what characterize the novel as a developing genre. After all, the bound­
aries between fiction and nonfiction, between literature and nonliterature 
and so forth are not laid up in heaven. Every specific situation is historical. 
And the growth of literature is not merely development and change within 
the fixed boundaries of any given definition; the boundaries themselves 
are constantly changing. The shift of boundaries between various strata 
(including literature) in a culture is an extremely slow and complex pro­
cess. Isolated border violations of any given specific definition (such 

Epic and Novel 55 

-._.;t"' erably more often in the novel than they do elsewhere, as the novel is a 
· · · · developing genre; they are sharper and more significant because the novel 

·· )~· is in the vanguard of change. The novel may thus serve as a document for 
. )'1': , gauging the lofty and still distant destinies of literature's future unfolding. 

• •..•.• ;···.i.~.~.·.·i .. ·.i E:#:Z[~~~2¥~~2~:~~~ijlt~;~~;~El~ ~ · on this great and complex question only briefly and superficially. 
)~:;. , The individual in the high distanced genres is an individual of the 
:·Ji;j., absolute past and of the distanced image. As such he is a fully finished and 

}1: f:i completed being. This has been accomplished on a lofty heroic level, but 
:; ; :; what is complete is also something hopelessly ready-made; he is all there, 

;:;J ~·-· from beginning to end he coincides with himself, he is absolutely equal to . ·, + himself. He is, furthermore, completely externalized. There is not the 
'!~:· ·.•... slightest gap between his authentic essence and its external manifestation. 

All his potential, all his possibilities are realized utterly in his external 
social position, in the whole of his fate and even in his external ap­
pearance; outside of this predetermined fate and predetermined position 
there is nothing. He has already become everything that he could become, 
and he could become only that which he has already become. He is en-

·" tirely externalized in the most elementary, almost literal sense: everything 
in him is exposed and loudly expressed: his internal world and all his 
external characteristics, his appearance and his actions all lie on a single 
plane. His view of himself coincides completely with others' views of 
him- the view of his society (his community), the epic singer and the 

audience also coincide. 
In this context, mention should be made of the problem of self-praise 

that comes up in Plutarch and others. "I myself," in an environment that is 
distanced, exists not in itself or for itselfbut for the self's descendents, for 
the memory such a self anticipates in its descendents. I acknowledge 
myself, an image that is my own, but on this distanced plane of memory 
such a consciousness of self is alienated from "me." I see myself through 
the eyes of another. This coincidence of forms- the view I have of myself 
as self, and the view I have of myself as other- bears an integral, and 
therefore naive, character- there is no gap between the two. We have as 



56 M. M. Bakhtin 

yet no confession, no exposing of self. The one doing the depicting coin­
cides with the one being depicted.9 

He sees and knows in himself only the things that others see and know 
in him. Everything that another person-the author-is able to say about 
him he can say about himself, and vice versa. There is nothing to seek for 
in him, nothing to guess at, he can neither be exposed nor provoked; he is 
all of a piece, he has no shell, there is no nucleus within. Furthermore, the 
epic hero lacks any ideological initiative (heroes and author alike lack it). 
The epic world knows only a single and unified world view, obligatory and 
indubitably true for heroes as well as for authors and audiences. Neither 
world view nor language can, therefore, function as factors for limiting 
and determining human images, or their individualization. In the epic, 
characters are bounded, preformed, individualized by their various situ­
ations and destinies, but not by varying "truths." Not even the gods 
are separated from men by a special truth: they have the same language, 
they all share the same world view, the same fate, the same extravagant 
externalization. 

These traits of the epic character, shared by and large with other highly 
distanced genres, are responsible for the exclusive beauty, wholeness, 
crystal clarity and artistic completedness of this image of man. But at the 
same time such traits account for his limitations and his obvious wooden­
ness under conditions obtaining in a later period of human existence. 

The destruction of epic distance and the transferral of the image of an 
individual from the distanced plane to the zone of contact with the in­
conclusive events of the present (and consequently of the future) result in a 
radical restructuring of the image of the individual in the novel- and 
consequently in all literature. Folklore and popular-comic sources for the 
novel played a huge role in this process. Its first and essential step was the 
comic familiarization of the image of man. Laughter destroyed epic dis­
tance; it began to investigate man freely and familiarly, to turn him inside 
out, expose the disparity between his surface and his center, between his 
potential and his reality. A dynamic authenticity was introduced into the 
image of man, dynamics of inconsistency and tension between various 
factors of this image; man ceased to coincide with himself, and conse­
quently men ceased to be exhausted entirely by the plots that contain them. 
Of these inconsistencies and tensions laughter plays up, first of all, the 
comic sides (but not only the comic sides); in the serio-comical genres of 
antiquity, images of a new order emerge- for example, the imposing, 
newly and more complexly integrated heroic image of Socrates. 
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Characteristic here is the artistic structuring of an image out of durable 
popular masks- masks that had great influence on the novelistic image of 
man during the most important stages of the novel's development (the 
serio-comical genres of antiquity, Rabelais, Cervantes). Outside his des­
tiny, the epic and tragic hero is nothing; he is, therefore, a function of the 
plot fate assigns him; he cannot become the hero of anoth_er destiny or 
another plot. On the contrary, popular masks- Maccus, Pulcmello, Harle­
quin- are able to assume any destiny and can figure into any situation 
(they often do so within the limits of a single play), but they cannot exhaust 
their possibilities by those situations alone; they always retain, in any 
situation and in any destiny, a happy surplus of their own, their own 
rudimentary but inexhaustible human face. Therefore these masks can 
function and speak independent of the plot; but, moreover, it is precisely in 
these excursions outside the plot proper- in the Atellan trices, 10 in the 
Zazzill of Italian comedy- that they best of all reveal a face of their own. 
Neither an epic nor a tragic hero could ever step out in his own charact~r 
during a pause in the plot or during an intermission: he has no face for ~t, 
no gesture, no language. In this is his strength and his limitation. The epic 
and tragic hero is the hero who, by his very nature, must perish. Popular 
masks, on the contrary, never perish: not a single plot in Atellan, Italian, or 
Italianized French comedies provides for, or could ever provide for, the 
actual death of a Maccus, a Pulcinello, or a Harlequin. However, one 
frequently witnesses their fictive comic deaths (with subsequent res~~ec­
tions). These are heroes of free improvisation and not heroes of tradition, 
heroes of a life process that is imperishable and forever renewing itself, 
forever contemporary- these are not heroes of an absolute past. 

These masks and their structure (the noncoincidence with themselves, 
and with any given situation- the surplus, the inexhaustibility of their self 
and the like), have had, we repeat, an enormous influence on the develop­
ment of the novelistic image of man. This structure is preserved even in 
the novel, although in a more complex, deeply meaningful and serious (or 
serio-comical) form. 

One of the basic internal themes of the novel is precisely the theme of 
the hero's inadequacy to his fate or his situation. The individual is either 
greater than his fate, or less than his condition as a man. He cannot become 
once and for all a clerk, a landowner, a merchant, a fiance, a jealous lover, 
a father and so forth. If the hero of a novel actually becomes something of 
the sort- that is, if he completely coincides with his situation and his fate 
(as do generic, everyday heroes, the majority of secondary characters in a 
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novel)- then the surplus inhering in the human condition is realized in the 
main protagonist. The way in which this surplus will actually be realized 
grows out of the author's orientation toward form and content, that is, the · 
ways he sees and depicts individuals. It is precisely the zone of contact 
with an inconclusive present (and consequently with the future) that cre­
ates the necessity of this incongruity of a man with himself. There always 
remains in him unrealized potential and unrealized demands. The future 
exists, and this future ineluctably touches upon the individual, has its roots 
in him. 

An individual cannot be completely incarnated into the flesh of existing 
sociohistorical categories. There is no mere form that would be able to 
incarnate once and forever all of his human possibilities and needs, no 
form in which he could exhaust himself down to the last word, like the 
tragic epic hero; no form that he could fill to the very brim, and yet at the 
same time not splash over the brim. There always remains an unrealized 
surplus of humanness; there always remains a need for the future, and a 
place for his future must be found. All existing clothes are always too 
tight, and thus comical, on a man. But this surplus of un-fleshed-out 
humanness may be realized not only in the hero, but also in the author's 
point of view (as, for example, in Gogol). Reality as we have it in the novel 
is only one of many possible realities; it is not inevitable, not arbitrary, it 
bears within itself other possibilities. 

The epic wholeness of an individual disintegrates in a novel in other 
ways as well. A crucial tension develops between the external and the 
internal man, and as a result of the subjectivity of the individual becomes 
an object of experimentation and representation- and first of all on the 
humorous familiarizing plane. Coordination breaks down between the 
various aspects: man for himself alone and man in the eyes of others. This 
disintegration of the integrity that an individual had possessed in epic (and 
in tragedy) combines in the novel with the necessary preparatory·steps to­
ward a new, complex wholeness on a higher level of human development. 

Finally, in a novel the individual acquires the ideological and linguistic 
initiative necessary to change the nature of his own image (there is a new 
and higher type of individualization of the image). In the antique stage of 
novelistic development there appeared remarkable examples of such hero­
ideologues- the image of Socrates, the image of a laughing Epicurus in 
the so-called "Hypocratic" novel, the deeply novelized image of Dioge­
nes in the thoroughly dialogized literature of the cynics and in Menippean 
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satire (where it closely approximates the image of the popular mask), and, 
finally, the image ofMenippius in Lucian. As a rule, the hero of a novel is 
always more or less an ideologue. 

What all this suggests is a somewhat abstract and crude schematization 
for restructuring the image of an individual in the novel. 

We will summarize with some conclusions. 
The present, in its all open-endedness, taken as a starting point and 

center for artistic and ideological orientation, is an enormous revolution in 
the creative consciousness of man. In the European world this reorienta­
tion and destruction of the old hierarchy of temporalities received its 
crucial generic expression on the boundary between classic antiquity and 
Hellenism, and in the new world during the late middle ages and Renais­
sance. The fundamental constituents of the novel as a genre were formed 
in these eras, although some of the separate elements making up the novel 
were present much earlier, and the novel's roots must ultimately be sought 
in folklore. In these eras all other major genres had already long since 
come to completion, they were already old and almost ossified genres. 
They were all permeated from top to bottom with a more ancient hierarch­
ization of temporalities. The novel, from the very beginning, developed as 
a genre that had at its core a new way of conceptualizing time. The 
absolute past, tradition, hierarchical distance played no role in the forma­
tion of the novel as a genre (such spatiotemporal categories did play a role, 
though insignificant, in certain periods of the novel's development, when 
it was slightly influenced by the epic- for example in the Baroque novel). 
The novel took shape precisely at the point when epic distance was disin­
tegrating, when both the world and man were assuming a degree of comic 
familiarity, when the object of artistic representation was being degraded 
to the level of a contemporary reality that was inconclusive and fluid. 
From the very beginning the novel was structured not in the distanced 
image of the absolute past but in the zone of direct contact with inconclu­
sive present-day reality. At its core lay personal experience and free cre­
ative imagination. Thus a new, sober artistic-prose novelistic image and a 
new critical scientific perception came into being simultaneously. From 
the very beginning, then, the novel was made of different clay than the 
other already completed genres; it is a different breed, and with it and in it 
is born the future of all literature. Once it came into being, it could never 
be merely one genre among others, and it could not erect rules for inter­
relating with others in peaceful and harmonious co-existence. In the pres-
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ence of the novel, all other genres somehow have a different resonance. A 
lengthy battle for the novelization of the other genres began, a battle to 
drag them into a zone of contact with reality. The course of this battle has 
been complex and tortuous. 

The novelization of literature does not imply attaching to already com­
pleted genres a generic canon that is alien to them, not theirs. The novel, 
after all, has no canon of its own. It is, by its very nature, not canonic. It is 
plasticity itself. It is a genre that is ever questing, ever examining itself and 
subjecting its established forms to review. Such, indeed, is the only pos­
sibility open to a genre that structures itself in a zone of direct contact with 
developing reality. Therefore, the novelization of other genres does not 
imply their subjection of an alien generic canon; on the contrary, noveliza­
tion implies their liberation from all that serves as a brake on their unique 
development, from all that would change them along with the novel into 
some sort of stylization of forms that have outlived themselves. 

I have developed my various positions in this essay in a somewhat 
abstract way. There have been few illustrations, and even these were taken 
only from an ancient period in the novel's development. My choice was 
determined by the fact that the significance of that period has been greatly 
underestimated. When people talk about the ancient period of the novel 
they have traditionally had in mind the "Greek novel" alone. The ancient 
period of the novel is enormously significant for a proper understanding of 
the genre. But in ancient times the novel could not really develop all its 
potential; this potential came to light only in the modem world. We indi­
cated that in several works of antiquity, the inconclusive present begins to 
sense a greater proximity to the future than to the past. The absence of a 
temporal perspective in ancient society assured that this process of re­
orientation toward a real future could not complete itself; after all, there 
was no real concept of a future. Such a reorientation occurred for the first 
time during the Renais~ance. In that era, the present (that is, a reality that 
was contemporaneous) for the first time began to sense itself not only as an 
incomplete continuation of the past, but as something like a new and 
heroic beginning. To re-interpret reality on the level of the contemporary 
present now meant not only to degrade, but to raise reality into a new and 
heroic sphere. It was in the Renaissance that the present first began to feel 
with great clarity and awareness an incomparably closer proximity and 
kinship to the future than to the past. 

The process of the novel's development has not yet come to an end. It is 
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currently entering a new phase. For our era is chru:acterized by an .extrao~­
dinary complexity and a deepening in our perceptiOn of the world, the~e IS 

an unusual growth in demands on human discernment, on mature obJec­
tivity and the critical faculty. These are features that will shape the further 
development of the novel as well. 

Notes 

Erwin Rohde (1845_ 1898), Der griechische Roman und seine Vorliiufer (1876, but 
~any later editions, most recently published by F. Olds [Hildesh~irr:-, 1960]), one of the 
greatest monuments of nineteenth-century classical scholarship m Germany. It has 
never really been superseded. But see: Ben F. Perry, The Ancie~t Romances (Berkeley, 

1967) and Arthur Heiserman, The Novel before the Novel (Chicago, 1977). (Transla-

tor's note) . · · , f 
2. Charles Sorel (1599_ 1674), an important figure in the reactiOn to the precwszte o 
such figures as Honore d'Urfe (1567-1625), whose L'Astree (160_7-1627~, a ~on­
strous 5,5oo-page volume overflowing with highftown lan~ua~e, rs par~died m Le 
berger extravagant (1627). The latter book's major protagorust IS a dyed-m-the-w~ol 
Parisian who reads too many pastoral novels; intoxicated by these, he attempts to hve 
the rustic life as they describe it- with predictably comic results. (Translator's note) 

3 Johann Karl August Muslius (1735-1787), along with Tieck and Brentano, one ~f 
~e great collectors of German folktales and author of several Kunstmiirche.n of his 
own (translated into English by Carlyle). Reference here is to his Grandzso.n der 

· d h G d" 1781-1782) a satire on zweite (I?60-I?62, rewntten as Der eutsc e ran zson, , 
Richardson. (Translator's note) . 

Christo h Martin Wieland (1733-1813) is the author of Geschzchte des Agathon 
4· p · hi 1 1 · the guise of a Greek (1767, first of many versions), an autobwgrap ca nove. m . _ 
romance, considered by many to be the first in the long !me of German Bzldungs 

romane. (Translator's note) . . 
5 Reference here is to Johann Carl Wezel (1747-1819), Lebensgeschzchte To~zas 

Knouts, des Weisen, sonst der Stammler genannt (1773), a novel that has not received 
the readership it deserves. A four-volume reprint was published by Metzler (~tuttgart, 
Afterword by Viktor Lange) in 1971. Also see Elizabeth Holzberg-Pfen~ger, Der 

desorientierte Erziihler: Studien zu J. C. Wezels Lebensgeschichte des Tobzas Knauts 

(Bern 1976). (Translator's note) 
6 p .' drich von Blankenburg (1744-1796), Versuch uber den Roman (1774), an 

e~or::us work (over 500 pages) that attempts to define the no~el. in te~s of a 

rudimentary psychology, a concern for Tug end in the heroes. A facsnrule edruon w~s 
published by Metzler (Stuttgart) in 1965. Little is known about Blankenburg, who IS 
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also the auth~r of an unfinished novel with the imposing title Beytrage zur Geschichte 

deutsche_n Rezchs und deutschen Sitten, the first part of which appeared a year after the 
Versuch m 1775. (Translator's note) 

7- Cf. the article "From the Prehistory of Novelistic Discourse" in The D" z · 
Imagination. za ogzc 

8. ~eference here is to "Uber epische und drarnatische Dichtung," cosigned by . 
Sc~ller and Goethe, but probably written by the latter in 1797, although not published 
~nul 1827. The actual term used by Goethe for what Bakhtin is calling "absolute past" 
IS vollkommen vergangen, which is opposed not to the novel, but to drama, which is 
defined as vollkommen gegenwartig. The essay can be found in Goethe's Siimtliche 
Werke (Stuttgart and Berlin: Jubilaums-Ausgabe, I902-1907), vol. 36, pp. 

149
_ 

2 (Translator's note) 5 · 

9· _Epic disintegra.tes when the search begins for a new point of view on one's own self 
("':'Ithout any adiDixture of others' points of view). The expressive novelistic gesture 
anse~ as a dep~re from a norm, but the "error" of this norm immediately reveals 
how Impo~ant It IS for subjectivity. First there is a departure from a norm, and then the 
problemat1calness of the norm itself. 

ro .. Trices are thought to have been interludes in the action of the Atellanae during 
which the masks often stepped out of character. 

I I. Lazz_i were _what we might now call "routines" or "numbers" that were not part of 
the ongomg acuon of the plot. 

''-~·--------

Joseph Frank Spatial Form in Modern Literature 

Joseph Frank broke new critical ground in his 1945 study of Djuna Barnes's 
·. Nightwood, analyzing a crucial technique of modernist literature, the substitution 

of spatial relationships for temporal progression as a formal metaphor of thematic 

development. Here we reprint the first half of Frank's essay, in which he presents 
his general conception of modem "spatial form." Starting with Gustave Flaubert 

and recognizing his efforts to duplicate the simultaneity of action possible in 

drama and later in film, Frank comments that "since language proceeds in time, it 

is impossible to approach this simultaneity of perception except by breaking up 

temporal sequence." According to Frank, "spatialization of form in the novel" 

provides an alternative to the chronological development normal to verbal struc­
. tures, which can be read only in a linear fashion through time, unlike painting and 

the plastic arts, which can be visually apprehended instantaneously. Fran_]( claims 
that while in poetry spatialization led to the "disappearance of coherent se­

quence ... the novel, with its larger unit of meaning, can preserve coherent 
sequence within the unit of meaning and break up only the timeflow of narrative." 

While Flaubert introduces this method, it does not become a dominant form, 

according to Frank, until James Joyce's Ulysses and Marcel Proust's A la re­

cherche du temps perdu (one might want to compare Frank's treatment of this 
novel with Gerard Genette's later in this collection). Franksees these two authors 

as embodying the more common approach to spatialization, one in which the 

authors "accept the naturalistic principle, presenting their characters in terms of 
those commonplace details, those descriptions of circumstance and environment, 
that we have come to regard as verisimilar." Barnes, on the other hand, breaks 

with this tendency to present a literary equivalent of abstractionism. Although 
Frank does not allude to it, one might well compare Barnes's abstractionist spa­

tialization with the experimental work of another expatriate American modernist, 
Gertrude Stein. 

Frank's conception of spatial form has become a classical critical statement, 

one emended and developed by numerous other critics. But we should ask our­
selves if spatialization is limited to being a formal principle of modernist fic­

tion or if it can be integrated into a discussion of more traditional methods of 
plot development. 

In 1963, Joseph Frank (b. 1918), who spent most of his career at Princeton 




