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Foreword to the
Second Edition

When my editor at the Press suggested that it was time for a second
edition, I at first resisted. Deeply immersed in other projects, why
should I neglect them to tinker with—and perhaps even maim—
a book that still seemed to be making its way in the world pretty
well? I felt no need to retract much of what I had said, yet I knew
from experience that, once embarked on a revision, I would never
stop short of creating a radically different book. And that would
have taken years, because the two decades since 1961 have been
without question the richest in the history of studies of narrative.

What changed my mind was thinking about the rapidly aging
bibliography. The many students who each year begin their serious
study of fiction by using this book as a text are served badly by its
silence about those two decades. And so I agreed that, if James
Phelan would do the bibliography, I would add “a few pages about
two or three of the main developments since 1961.”

Those pages soon expanded, irresistibly, to become the Afterword
that now begins on page 401. It will not make sense, I'm afraid, to
any reader who has not read the book first. But since its parts are
to some degree independent of each other, I have provided a new
index, covering the Afterword, Phelan’s bibliography, and the orig-
inal bibliography. I have also made a few minor changes in the
original text, mostly in matters of style.

I include the new index with some misgivings about providing
an invitation to those who would rather raid a book than read it.
In its relatively fortunate career, The Rhetoric of Fiction has suf-
fered its share of raiders, and I now enter once again that forlorn
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Foreword to the Second Edition X1l

plea made by all authors who struggle to fit things together: Do try
to view the whole vehicle before condemning the hood ornament
or the choice of wheel covers.

Some readers who have liked the book have nevertheless com-
plained that it depends on more acquaintance with the world’s fic-
tion than anyone but a professional scholar is likely to possess. One
friend, a surgeon-who-reads, said, “It’s not just the huge number of
novels you refer to—it’s the way you do it: you seem to expect us
to go read all those stories.”

I chose to receive that as a compliment; for in a time when too
much criticism, pursuing “autonomy,” floats off into the Great
Inane, with never a reference to anything but its own concept-
spinning, there is surely room for a criticism that is openly em-
bedded in and respectful of the stuff that it criticizes. There may
be no real problem here, even for the beginning student. After all,
every reader of this book knows scores of stories, ranging from fairy-
tales enjoyed in childhood to jokes and gossip shared yesterday with
friends. You can simply slot yours in, with your own analyses.

I can’t dictate just how many of the stories I discuss must be
added to this shared narrative base to make the book work for you.
But it obviously won’t work well unless you take a detour from
time to time to read or re-read one or another of the stories I dis-
cuss. The fun will come in testing what I say, not against any given
theory you have learned, but rather against your own experience of
Boccaccio’s “The Falcon,” of Porter’s “Pale Horse, Pale Rider,” of
Joyce’s Portrait, of Austen’s Emma—of whatever story you have re-
cently enjoyed and would like to recommend to me.



Preface to the
First Edition

In writing about the rhetoric of fiction, I am not primarily inter-
csted in didactic fiction, fiction used for propaganda or instruction.
My subject is the technique of non-didactic fiction, viewed as the
art of communicating with readers—the rhetorical resources avail-
able to the writer of epic, novel, or short story as he tries, conscious-
ly or unconsciously, to impose his fictional world upon the reader.
Though the problems raised by rhetoric in this sense are found in
didactic works like Gulliver’s Travels, Pilgrim’s Progress, and 1984,
they are seen more clearly in non-didactic works like Tom Jones,
Middlemarch, and Light in August. Is there any defense that can
be offered, on aesthetic grounds, for an art full of rhetorical appeals?
" What kind of art is it that will allow Flaubert to barge into his
action to describe Emma as “unaware that now she was eager to
yield to the very thing that had made her so indignant,” and as
“totally unconscious that she was prostituting herself’? Whatever
their answers, critics have often been troubled by this kind of overt,
distinguishable rhetoric. But it takes no very deep analysis to show
that the same problems are raised, though in less obvious form, by
the disguised rhetoric of modern fiction; when Henry James says
that he has invented a ficelle because the reader, not the hero, needs
a “friend,” the ostensibly dramatic move is still rhetorical; it is
dictated by the effort to help the reader grasp the work.

I am aware that in pursuing the author’s means of controlling
his reader I have arbitrarily isolated technique from all of the social
and psychological forces that affect authors and readers. For the
most part I have bad to rule out different demands made by dif-
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Preface to the First Edition Xiv

ferent audiences in different times—the aspect of the rhetorical
relationship treated with great acumen by Q. D. Leavis in Fiction
and the Reading Public, Richard Altick in The English Common
Reader, and Ian Watt in The Rise of the Novel. I have even more
rigorously excluded questions about the psychological qualities in
readers that account for the almost universal interest in fiction—the
kind of question dealt with by Simon Lesser in Fiction and the
Unconscious. Finally, I have had to ignore the psychology of the
author and the whole question of how it relates to the creative
process. I have, in short, ruled out many of the most interesting
questions about fiction. My excuse is that only in doing so could
I hope to deal adequately with the narrower question of whether
rhetoric is compatible with art.

In treating technique as rhetoric, I may seem to have reduced
the free and inexplicable processes of the creative imagination to
the crafty calculations of commercial entertainers. The whole ques-
tion of the difference between artists who consciously calculate
and artists who simply express themselves with no thought of af-
fecting a reader is an important one, but it must be kept separate
from the question of whether an author’s work, regardless of its
source, communicates itself. The success of an author’s rhetoric
does not depend on whether he thought about his readers as he
wrote; if “mere calculation” cannot insure success, it is equally
true that even the most unconscious and Dionysian of writers suc-
ceeds only if he makes us join in the dance. By the very nature of
my task I cannot do justice to those sources of artistic success which
could never be calculatedly tapped, but one can accept this limita-
tion without denying the importance of the incalculable or con-
fining the study to works whose authors thought consciously of
their readers.

I could not pursue this study at all without moving far from the
secure harbor of my own special training. Careful as I have tried
to be, I know that experts in each period or author are sure to find
errors of fact or interpretation that no expert would commit. But
I hope that my larger argument does not stand or fall on whether
the reader agrees with all of my analyses. They are intended as il-
lustrative, not definitive, and though the book includes, I think,
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some contributions to the reading of individual works, each critical
conclusion could have been illustrated with many other works. If
there is anything to my case, the experienced reader will be able to
supply illustrations to replace those that seem to him faulty. My
goal is not to set everyone straight about my favorite novelists but
rather to free both readers and novelists from the constraints of
abstract rules about what novelists must do, by reminding them in
a systematic way of what good novelists have in fact done.

My debts to published criticism are acknowledged as fully as
possible in footnotes and bibliography. For more personal help I
want to thank Cecile Holvik—always much more than a typist—
and those who gave detailed criticism to earlier drafts: Ronald
S. Crane, Leigh Gibby, Judith Atwood Guttman, Marcel Gutwirth,
Laurence Lemer, John Crowe Ransom, and—draft by draft, year
by year—my wife. I am grateful to the John Simon Guggenheim
Foundation for the grant which enabled me to complete the first
draft, and to Earlham College for the sabbatical leave during which
I have completed the last.
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“It is the first necessity of the novelist’s position that he make
himself pleasant.”—TROLLOPE

“My task . . . is to make you see.”—Conrap

“Until these things are judged and given each its appointed
place in the whole scheme, they have no meaning in the world
of art.”—KATHERINE MANSFIELD, protesting the method of
Dorothy Richardson

“The author makes his readers, just as he makes his charac-
ters.”—HENRY JaAMES

“I write; let the reader learn to read.”—MaRrk Harris



PART I

Artistic Purity
and the
Rbetoric of Fiction



“Action, and tone, and gesture, the smile of the lover, the
frown of the tyrant, the grimace of the buffoon,—all must
be told [in the novel], for nothing can be shown. Thus, the
very dialogue becomes mixed with the narration; for he must
not only tell what the characters actually said, in which his
task is the same as that of the dramatic author, but must also
describe the tone, the look, the gesture, with which their
speech was accompanied,—telling, in short, all which, in the
drama, it becomes the province of the actor to express.”—Sir
WALTER ScoTT

“Authors like Thackeray, or Balzac, say, or H. G. Wells . . .
are always telling the reader what happened instead of show-
ing them the scene, telling them what to think of the char-
acters rather than letting the reader judge for himself or
letting the characters do the telling about one another. I like
to distinguish between novelists that tell and those [like
Henry James] that show.”—JosErH WARREN BeacH

“The only law that binds the novelist throughout, whatever
course he is pursuing, is the need to be consistent on some
plan, to follow the principle he has adopted.”—PErcy Lus-
BOCK

“A novelist can shift his view point if it comes off, and it came
off with Dickens and Tolstoy.”—E. M. FORSTER



CHAPTER
ONE

Telling and Showing

AUTHORITATIVE “TELLING” IN EARLY NARRATION

One of the most obviously artificial devices of the storyteller is the
trick of going beneath the surface of the action to obtain a reliable
view of a character’s mind and heart. Whatever our ideas may be
about the natural way to tell a story, artifice is unmistakably pres-
ent whenever the author tells us what no one in so-called real life
could possibly know. In life we never know anyone but ourselves
by thoroughly reliable internal signs, and most of us achieve an all
too partial view even of ourselves. It is in a way strange, then, that
in literature from the very beginning we have been told motives
directly and authoritatively without being forced to rely on those
shaky inferences about other men which we cannot avoid in our
own lives.

“There was a man in the land of Uz, whose name was Job; and
that man was perfect and upright, one that feared God, and es-
chewed evil.” With one stroke the unknown author has given us a
kind of information never obtained about real people, even about
our most intimate friends. Yet it is information that we must accept
without question if we are to grasp the story that is to follow. In
life if a friend confided his view that his friend was “perfect and
upright,” we would accept the information with qualifications im-
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Purity and Rhetoric 4

posed by our knowledge of the speaker’s character or of the general
fallibility of mankind. We could never trust even the most reliable
of witnesses as completely as we trust the author of the opening
statement about Job.

We move immediately in Job to two scenes presented with no
privileged information whatever: Satan’s temptation of God and
Job’s first losses and lamentations. But we conclude the first sec-
tion with another judgment which no real event could provide for
any observer: “In all this Job sinned not, nor charged God fool-
ishly.” How do we know that Job sinned not? Who is to pronounce
on such a question? Only God himself could know with certainty
whether Job charged God foolishly. Yet the author pronounces
judgment, and we accept his judgment without question.

It might at first appear that the author does not require us to rely
on his unsupported word, since he gives us the testimonial of God
himself, conversing with Satan, to confirm his view of Job’s moral
perfection. And after Job has been pestered by his three friends and
has given his own opinion about his experience, God is brought on
stage again to confirm the truth of Job’s view. But clearly the relia-
bility of God’s statements ultimately depends on the author him-
self; it is he who names God and assures us that this voice is truly
His.

This form of artificial authority has been present in most narra-
tive until recent times. Though Aristotle praises Homer for speak-
ing in his own voice less than other poets, even Homer writes
scarcely a page without some kind of direct clarification of motives,
of expectations, and of the relative importance of events. And
though the gods themselves are often unreliable, Homer—the Ho-
mer we know—is not. What he tells us usually goes deeper and is
more accurate than anything we are likely to learn about real people
and events. In the opening lines of the Iliad, for example, we are
told, under the half-pretense of an invocation, precisely what the
tale is to be about: “the anger of Peleus’ son Achilleus and its dev-
astation.”* We are told directly that we are to care more about the
Greeks than the Trojans. We are told that they were “heroes” with

1 Trans. Richmond Lattimore (Chicago, 1951). All quotations are from this translation,
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“strong souls.” We are told that it was the will of Zeus that they
should be “the delicate feasting of dogs.” And we learn that the
particular conflict between Agamemnon, “the lord of men,” and
“brilliant” Achilles was set on by Apollo. We could never be sure
of any of this information in real life, yet we are sure as we move
through the Iliad with Homer constantly at our elbow, controlling
rigorously our beliefs, our interests, and our sympathies. Though
his commentary is generally brief and often disguised as simile, we
learn from it the precise quality of every heart; we know who dies
innocent and who guilty, who foolish and who wise. And we know,
whenever there is any reason for us to know, what the characters
are thinking: “the son of Tydeus pondered doubtfully / .. .. Three
times in his heart and spirit he pondered turning . . .” (Book VIII,
1. 167-69).

In the Odyssey Homer works in the same explicit and systematic
way to keep our judgments straight. Though E. V. Rieu is no doubt
correct in calling Homer an “impersonal” and “objective” author,
in the sense that the life of the real Homer cannot be discovered in
his work,?2 Homer “intrudes” deliberately and obviously to insure
that our judgment of the “heroic,” “resourceful,” “admirable,”
“wise” Odysseus will be sufficiently favorable. “Yet all the gods
were sorry for him, except Poseidon, who pursued the heroic Odys-
seus with relentless malice till the day when he reached his own
country.”

Indeed, the major justification of the opening scene in the palace
of Zeus is not as mere exposition of the facts of Odysseus’ plight.
What Homer requires of us is sympathetic involvement in that
plight, and Athene’s opening reply to Zeus provides authoritative
judgment on what is to follow. “It is for Odysseus that my heart is
wrung—the wise but unlucky Odysseus, who has been parted so
long from all his friends and is pining on a lonely island far away
in the middle of the seas.” To her accusation of neglect, Zeus re-
plies, “How could I ever forget the admirable Odysseus? He is not

2 The Odyssey, trans. E. V. Rieu (Penguin ed., 1959), p. 10. The quotations that fol-
low are from Rieu's translation, Books I-IV. Difterent translations give different
emphases to Homer’s moral judgments, and some use less forceful epithets than does
Rieu. But no translator has been able to portray a neutral Homer.
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only the wisest man alive but has been the most generous in his
offerings. . . . It is Poseidon . . . who is so implacable towards him.

When we come to Odysseus’ enemies, the poet again does not
hesitate either to speak in his own person or to give divine testi-
mony. Penelope’s suitors must look bad to us; Telemachus must be
admired. Not only does Homer dwell on Athene’s approval of Te-
lemachus, he lays on his own direct judgments with bright colors.
The “insolent,” “swaggering,” and “ruffianly” suitors are contrasted
to the “wise” (though almost helplessly young) Telemachus and
the “good” Mentor. “Telemachus now showed his good judg-
ment.” Mentor “showed his good will now by rising to admonish
his compatriots.” We seldom encounter the suitors without some
explicit attack by the poet: “This was their boastful way, though it
was they who little guessed how matters really stood.” And when-
ever there might be some doubt about where a character stands,
Homer sets us straight: “ ‘My Queen,’” replied Medon, who was by
no means a villain . . . .” Hundreds of pages later, when Medon is
spared from Odysseus’ slaughter, we can hardly be surprised.

The result of all this direct guidance, when it is joined with
Athene’s divine attestation that the gods “have no quarrel” with
Telemachus and have settled that he “shall come home safe,” is to
leave us, as we enter upon Odysseus’ first adventure in Book Five,
perfectly clear about what we should hope for and what fear; we are
unambiguously sympathetic toward the heroes and contemptuous
of the suitors. It need hardly be said that another poet, working
with the same episodes but treating them from the suitors’ point
of view, could easily have led us into the same adventures with
radically different hopes and fears.?

Direct and authoritative rhetoric of the kind we have seen in Job
and in Homer’s works has never completely disappeared from fic-
tion. But as we all know, it is not what we are likely to find if we
turn to a typical modern novel or short story.

Jim had a great trick that he used to play w’ile he-was travelin’. For
instance, he’d be ridin’ on a train and they’d come to some little

3 Some readers may fear at this point that I am stumbling blindfold into the “affec-
tive fallacy.” I try to meet their legitimate concern in chaps. iii-v.
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town like, well, like, we'll say, like Benton. Jim would look out of
the train window and read the signs on the stores.

For instance, they’d be a sign, “Henry Smith, Dry Goods.” Well,
Jim would write down the name and the name of the town and
when he got to wherever he was goin’ he’d mail back a postal card
to Henry Smith at Benton and not sign no name to it, but he’d write
on the card, well, somethin’ like “Ask your wife about that book
agent that spent the afternoon last week,” or “Ask your Missus who
kept her from gettin’ lonesome the last time you was in Carterville.”
And he'd sign the card, “A Friend.”

Of course, he never knew what really come of none of these jokes,
but he could picture what probably happened and that was enough.
... Jim was a card.

Most readers of Lardner’s “Haircut” (1926) have recognized
that Lardner’s opinion of Jim is radically different here from the
speaker’s. But no one in the story has said so. Lardner is not present
to say so, not, at least, in the sense that Homer is present in his
epics. Like many other modern authors, he has effaced himself, re-
nounced the privilege of direct intervention, retreated to the wings
and left his characters to work out their own fates upon the stage.

In sleep she knew she was in her bed, but not the bed she had
lain down in a few hours since, and the room was not the same but
it was a room she had known somewhere. Her heart was a stone lying
upon her breast outside of her; her pulses lagged and paused, and
she knew that something strange was going to happen, even as the
early momning winds were cool through the lattice. . . .

Now I must get up and go while they are all quiet. Where are
my things? Things have a will of their own in this place and hide
where they like. . . . Now what horse shall I borrow for this journey
I do not mean to take? . . . Come now, Graylie, she said, taking the
bridle, we must outrun Death and the Devil. . . .

The relation between author and spokesman is more complex
here. Katherine Anne Porter’s Miranda (“Pale Horse, Pale Rider”
[1936]) cannot be simply classified, like Lardner’s barber, as mor-
ally and intellectually deficient; the ironies at work among charac-
ter, author, and reader are considerably more difficult to describe.
Yet the problem for the reader is essentially the same as in “Hair-
cut.” The story is presented without comment, leaving the reader
without the guidance of explicit evaluation.
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Since Flaubert, many authors and critics have been convinced
that “objective” or “impersonal” or “dramatic” modes of narration
are naturally superior to any mode that allows for direct appear-
ances by the author or his reliable spokesman. Sometimes, as we
shall see in the next three chapters, the complex issues involved in
this shift have been reduced to a convenient distinction between
“showing,” which is artistic, and “telling,” which is inartistic. “I
shall not tell you anything,” says a fine young novelist in defense
of his art. “I shall allow you to eavesdrop on my people, and some-
times they will tell the truth and sometimes they will lie, and you
must determine for yourself when they are doing which. You do
this every day. Your butcher says, “This is the best,” and you reply,
‘That’s you saying it Shall my people be less the captive of their
desires than your butcher? I can show much, but show only. . . .
You will no more expect the novelist to tell you precisely how
something is said than you will expect him to stand by your chair
and hold your book.”*

But the changed attitudes toward the author’s voice in fiction
raise problems that go far deeper than this simplified version of
point of view would suggest. Percy Lubbock taught us forty years
ago to believe that “the art of fiction does not begin until the nov-
elist thinks of his story as a matter to be shown, to be so exhibited
that it will tell itself.”® He may have been in some sense right—but
to say so raises more questions than it answers.

Why is it that an episode “told” by Fielding can strike us as
more fully realized than many of the scenes scrupulously “shown”
by imitators of James or Hemingway? Why does some authorial
commentary ruin the work in which it occurs, while the prolonged
commentary of Tristram Shandy can still enthral us? What, after
all, does an author do when he “intrudes” to “tell” us something
about his story? Such questions force us to consider closely what
happens when an author engages a reader fully with a work of fic-
tion; they lead us to a view of fictional technique which necessarily

4 Mark Harris, “Easy Does It Not,” in The Living Novel, ed. Granville Hicks (New
York, 1957), p. 117.

5 The Craft of Fiction (London, 1921), p. 62.
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goes far beyond the reductions that we have sometimes accepted
under the concept of “point of view.”

Two Stories FRoM THE “DECAMERON"

Our task will be simpler if we begin with some stories written long
before anyone worried very much about cleaning out the rhetorical
impurities from the house of fiction. The stories in Boccaccio’s De-
cameron, for example, seem extremely simple—perhaps even sim-
ple-minded and inept—if we ask of them the questions which many
modern stories invite us to ask. It is bad enough that the characters
are what we call two-dimensional, with no revealed depths of any
kind; what is much worse, the “point of view” of the narrator shifts
among them with a total disregard for the kind of technical focus
or consistency generally admired today. But if we read these stories
in their own terms, we soon discover a splendid and complex skill
underlying the simplicity of the effect.

The material of the ninth story of the fifth day is in itself
conventional and shallow indeed. There was once a young lover,
Federigo, who impoverished himself courting a chaste married
woman, Monna Giovanna. Rejected, he withdrew to a life of pov-
erty, with only a beloved falcon remaining of all his former posses-
sions. The woman’s husband died. Her son, who had grown fond of
Federigo’s falcon, became seriously ill and asked Monna to obtain
the falcon for his comfort. She reluctantly went to Federigo to re-
quest the falcon. Federigo was overwhelmed with excitement by
her visit, and he was determined, in spite of his poverty, to enter-
tain her properly. But his cupboard was bare, so he killed the falcon
and served it to her. They discovered their misunderstanding, and
the mother returned empty-handed to her boy, who soon died. But
the childless widow, impressed by Federigo’s generous gesture in
offering his falcon, chose him for her second husband.

Such a story, reduced in this way to a bare outline, could have
been made into any number of fully realized plots with radically
different effects. It could have been a farce, stressing Federigo’s
foolish extravagance, his ridiculous antics in trying to think of
something to serve his beloved for breakfast, and the absurdity of
the surprise ending. It could have been a meditative or a comic
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piece on the ironical twists of fate, emphasizing the transformation
in Monna from proud resistance to quick surrender—something on
the order of Christopher Fry's A Phoenix Too Frequent as derived
from Petronius. It could have been a sardonic tale written from the
point of view of the husband and son who, like the falcon, must be
killed off, as it were, to make the survivors happy. And so on.

As it is, every stroke is in a direction different from these. The
finished tale is designed to give the reader the greatest possible
pleasure in the sympathetic comedy of Monna’s and Federigo’s de-
served good fortune, to make the reader delight in this instance of
the announced theme for all the tales told on the fifth day: “good
fortune befalling lovers after divers direful or disastrous adventures.”®
Though one never views these characters or their “direful or dis-
astrous adventures” in anything like a tragic light, and though, in
fact, one laughs at the excesses of Federigo’s passion and at his will-
ingness to pursue it even to poverty, our laughter must always be
sympathetic. Much as Federigo deserves his disasters, in the fin-
ished tale he also deserves the supreme good fortune of winning
Monna.

To insure our pleasure in such an outcome—a pleasure which
might have been mild indeed considering that there are nine other
tales attempting something like the same effect—the two main
characters must be established with great precision. First the hero-
ine, Monna Giovanna, must be felt to be thoroughly worthy of
Federigo’s “extravagant” love. In a longer, different kind of story,
this might have been done by showing her in virtuous action; one
could take whatever space were required for episodes dramatizing
her as worthy of Federigo’s fantastic devotion. But here economy
is at least as important as precision. And the economical method of
imposing her virtues on the reader is for the narrator to tell us
about them, supporting his telling with some judiciously chosen,
and by modern standards very brief and unrealistic, episodes. These
can be of two kinds, either in the form of what James was later to
call “going behind” to reveal the true workings of the heroine’s
mind and heart or in the form of overt action. Thus, the narrator

6 Trans. J. M. Rigg (Everyman ed., 1930). All quotations are from this edition.
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begins by describing her as the “fairest” and “most elegant,” and as
“no less virtuous than fair.” In a simple story of this kind, her
beauty and elegance require for validation no more than Federigo’s
dramatized passion. Our belief in her virtue, however—certainly in
Boccaccio a more unlikely gift than beauty and elegance—is sup-
ported both by her sustained chastity in the face of his courtship
and, far more important, by the quality of what is revealed when
ever we enter her thoughts.

Whereupon the lady was silent a while, bethinking her what she
should do. She knew that Federigo had long loved her, and had never
had so much as a single kind look from her: wherefore she said to
herself:—How can I send or go to beg of him this falcon, which by
what I hear is the best that ever flew, and moreover is his sole com-
fort? And how could I be so unfeeling as to seek to deprive a gentle-
man of the one solace that is now left him? And so, albeit she very
well knew that she might have the falcon for the asking, she was
perplexed, and knew not what to say, and gave her son no answer.
At length, however, the love she bore the boy carried the day, and
she made up her mind, for his contentment . . . to go herself and
fetch him the falcon.

The interest in this passage lies of course in the moral choice that
it presents and in the effect upon our sentiments that is implicit in
that choice. Though the choice is in one respect a relatively trivial
one, it is far more important than most choices faced by the char-
acters who people Boccaccio’s world. Dramatized at greater length,
it could in fact have been made into the central episode for the
story—though the story that resulted would be a far different one
from what we now have. As it is treated here, the choice is given
precisely the degree of importance it should have in the whole. Be-
cause we experience Monna’s thoughts and feelings at first hand,
we are forced to agree with the narrator’s assessment of her great
worth. She is not simply virtuous in conventional matters like chas-
tity, but she is also capable of moral delicacy in more fundamental
matters: unlike the majority of Boccaccio’s women, she is above
any casual manipulation of her lover for her own purposes. Even
this delicacy, admirable in itself, can be overridden by a more im-
portant value, “the love she bore the boy.” Yet all this is kept
strictly serviceable to our greater interest in Federigo and the fal-
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con; there is never any question of our becoming sidetracked into
deep psychological or sentimental involvement with her as a person.

Because the narrator has told us what to think of her, and then
shown her briefly in support of his claims, all the while keeping our
sympathy and admiration carefully subordinated to the comic ef-
fect of the whole, we can move to the most important episode with
our expectations clear and—in their own kind—intense. We can
move to Monna’s relatively long and wonderfully delicate speech
to Federigo requesting the falcon, with our hopes centered clearly
on the “good fortune” of their ultimate union.

If all this skilful presentation of the admirable Monna is to suc-
ceed, we must see Federigo himself as an equally admirable, though
not really heroic, figure. Too much moral stature will spoil the com-
edy; too little will destroy our desire for his success. It is not enough
to show his virtues through his actions; his only admirable act is the
gift of the falcon and that might be easily interpreted in itself as a
further bit of foolish extravagance. Unless the story is to be length-
ened unduly with episodes showing that he is worthy, in spite of
his extravagance, the narrator must give us briefly and directly the
necessary information about his true character. He is therefore de-
scribed, unobtrusively but in terms that only an omniscient narrator
could use with success, as “gallant,” “full of courtesy,” “patient,”
and most important of all, as “more in love than ever before”; the
world of his desires is thus set off distinctly from the world of many
of the other tales, where love is reduced for comic purposes to lust.

These completely straightforward statements of the narrator’s
opinions are supported by what we see of Federigo’s own mind. His
comic distress over not having anything to feed his beloved visitor,
and his unflinching sacrifice of the bird, are rendered in intimate
detail, with frequent—though by modern standards certainly shal-
low—inside views; his poverty “was brought home to him,” he was
“distressed beyond measure,” he “inwardly” cursed “his evil for-
tune.” “Sorely he longed that the lady might not leave his house
altogether unhonoured, and yet to crave help of his own husband-
man was more than his pride could brook.” All this insures that the
wonderful comedy of the breakfast will be the comedy of sympa-
thetic laughter: we are throughout completely in favor of Fede-



Telling and Showing 13

rigo’s suit. And our favor is heightened by the method of present-
ing the scene of discovery. “No sooner had Federigo apprehended
what the lady wanted, than, for grief that "twas not in his power to
serve her . . . he fell a-weeping. . . .” At first Monna supposed that
“’twas only because he was loath to part with the brave falcon that
he wept.” We might have made the same mistake but for the au-
thor’s help provided in the clause I have italicized.

Once we have become assured of his character in this way, Fede-
rigo’s speeches, like Monna Giovanna’s, become the equivalent of
inside views, because we know that everything he says is a trust-
worthy reflection of his true state of mind. His long speech of ex-
planation about the falcon serves, as a result, to confirm all we have
learned of him; when he concludes, “I doubt I shall never know
peace of mind more,” we believe in his sincerity, though of course
we know with complete certainty, and have known from the begin-
ning, that the story is to end with “good fortune.”

Having seen this much, we need little more. To make Monna
the heiress as provided in the will, her son must die in a passage
only one or two lines longer than the one or two lines earlier given
to the death of the husband. Her “inward commendation” of Fede-
rigo’s “magnanimity” leads her to the decision to marry him rather
than a wealthy suitor: “I had rather have a man without wealth
than wealth without a man.” Federigo is a man, as we know by
now. Though his portrait is conventional, “flat,” “two-dimen-
sional,” it includes everything we need. We can thus accept with-
out irony the narrator’s concluding judgment that married to such
a wife he lived happily to the end of his days. Fiammetta’s auditors
all “praised God that He had worthily rewarded Federigo.”

If we share in the pleasure of seeing the comic but worthy hero
worthily rewarded, the reason is thus not to be found in any inher-
ent quality of the materials but rather in the skilful construction of
a living plot out of materials that might have been used in many
different ways. The deaths of the husband and son, which in the
finished version are merely conveniences for Federigo’s exaltation,
would in any truly impartial account occupy considerably more
space than Federigo’s anxiety over not having anything to serve his
mistress. Treated impartially, the boy’s death would certainly be
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dramatized as fully as the mother’s hesitation about troubling Fe-
derigo for his falcon. But the demands of this plot are for a tech-
nique that wins us to Federigo’s side.

Quite obviously this technique cannot be judged by modern
standards of consistency; the story could not have been written
from a consistent point of view without stretching it to three times
its present length and thereby losing its taut comic force. To tell it
entirely through Federigo’s eyes would require a much longer in-
troductory section, and the comedy of the visit to fetch the falcon
would be partially lost if we did not see more of the preparation for
it than Federigo can possibly be aware of. Yet since it is primarily
Federigo’s story, to see it through Monna’s eyes would require a
great deal of manipulation and extension. Such conjectural emen-
dations are in a way absurd, since they almost certainly would never
have occurred to Boccaccio. But they help to make emphatic the
great gap that separates Boccaccio’s technique from the more ob-
viously rigorous methods we have come to look for. In this story
there is no important revelation of truth, no intensity of illusion,
no ironic complexity, no prophetic vision, no rich portrayal of
moral ambiguities. There is some incidental irony, it is true, but the
greatness of the whole resides in unequivocal intensity not of illu-
sion but of comic delight produced in extraordinarily brief compass.

Any temptation we might have to attribute its success to uncon-
scious or accidental primitivism can be dispelled by looking at the
radically different experience offered by other tales. Since his dif-
ferent effects are based on different moral codes, Boccaccio can
never assume that his readers will hold precisely the correct atti-
tudes as they approach any one story. He certainly does not assume
that his readers will approve of the license of his most licentious
tales. Even Dioneo, the most lewd of all the ten narrators, must
spend a good deal of energy manipulating us into the camp of
those who can laugh with a clear conscience at his bawdy and often
cruel stories. In the potentially distressing tale of how the holy
man, Rustico, debauches the young and innocent Alibech by teach-
ing her how to put the devil in hell (third day, tenth tale), great
care is taken with the character and ultimate fate of the simple-
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minded girl in order to lead us to laugh at conduct that in most
worlds, including the world in which Boccaccio lived, would be
considered cruel and sacrilegious rather than comic.

If Dioneo, the lusty young courtier, must use care with his rheto-
ric in a bawdy tale, Fiammetta, the lovely lady, must use even more
when she comes to praise infidelity. On the seventh day the subject
is “the tricks which, either for love or for their deliverance from
peril, ladies have heretofore played their husbands, and whether
they were by the said husbands detected, or no.” In “The Falcon”
Fiammetta worked to build admiration for the virtue of Federigo
and Monna Giovanna; she now (fifth tale) employs a different rheto-
ric. Since her task is to insure our delight in the punishment of a
justifiably jealous husband, her commentary tells us directly what
is borne out by our views of the husband’s mind: he is “a poor crea-
ture, and of little sense” who deserves what he gets. More impor-
tant, she prefaces the story with a little oration, about one-seventh of
the length of the whole story, setting our values straight: “For
which reason, to sum up, I say that a wife is rather to be com-
mended than censured, if she take her revenge upon a husband that
is jealous without cause.”

In support of this general argument, the whole tale is manipu-
lated in such a way as to make the reader desire the comic punish-
ment of the husband. Most of it is seen through the eyes of the
woman, with great stress on her comic suffering at the hands of the
great bullying fool. The climax is his full punishment, in the form
of a clever, lashing speech from his wife. Few readers can feel that
he has received anything but what he deserves when Fiammetta
concludes that the cuckold’s wife has now eamned her “charter of
indulgence.”

These extremes by no means exhaust the variety of norms that
we are led to accept by the shifting rhetoric as we move through
the Decameron. The standards of judgment change so radically,
in fact, that it is difficult to discern any figure in Boccaccio’s carpet.”

7Erich Auerbach, for example, complains that he can find no basic moral attitude
and no clear approach to reality lying back of all the tales. So long as he considers
what Boccaccio does “for the sake of the comic effect,” he has nothing but praise for
his “critical sense” of the world, “firm yet elastic in perspective, which, without ab-
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I shall try later on to deal with some of the issues raised when an
author heightens specific effects at the expense of his general no-
tions of moral truth or reality. What is important here is to rec-
ognize the radical inadequacy of the telling-showing distinction in
dealing with the practice of this one author. Boccaccio’s artistry
lies not in adherence to any one supreme manner of narration but
rather in his ability to order various forms of telling in the service
of various forms of showing.

THE AutHOR’S MANY VOICES

In the next three chapters I shall look in detail at some of the more
important arguments for authorial objectivity or impersonality.
Most of these call for eliminating certain overt signs of the au-
thor’s presence. As we might expect, however, one man’s objectivity
is another man’s béte noire. If we are to have any degree of clarity
as we make our way through attacks on the author’s voice, we must
have some preliminary notion of the variety of forms that voice
can take, both in fiction and in attacks on fiction. What is it, in
fact, that we might expunge if we attempted to drive the author
from the house of fiction?

First, we must erase all direct addresses to the reader, all com-
mentary in the author’s own name. When the author of the
Decameron speaks to us directly, in both the introduction and
conclusion, whatever illusion we may have had that we are dealing
immediately with Fiammetta and her friends is shattered. An as-
tonishing number of authors and critics since Flaubert have agreed
that such direct, unmediated commentary will not do. And even

stract moralizing, allots phenomena their specific, carefully nuanced moral value”
(Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature [Berne, 1946], trans.
Willard Trask [Anchor Books ed., 1957], p. 193). It is only on the level of the most
general qualities, common to all the stories despite the differing needs of the moment,
that Auerbach encounters difficulties and complains of the “vagueness and uncertainty”
of Boccaccio’s “early humanism” (p. 202). Auerbach’s account is invaluable in show-
ing how Boccaccio’s style, in so far as it is common to all of the tales, serves as a kind

of rhetoric convincing the reader of the reality of his world.
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those authors who would allow it have often, like E. M. Forster,
forbidden it except on certain limited subjects.?

But what, really, is “commentary”’? If we agree to eliminate all
personal intrusions of the kind used by Fielding, do we then agree
to expunge less obtrusive comment? Is Flaubert violating his own
principles of impersonality when he allows himself to tell us that
in such and such a place one finds the worst Neufchatel cheeses
of the entire district, or that Emma was “incapable of understand-
ing what she didn’t experience, or of recognizing anything that
wasn’t expressed in conventional terms’’?®

Even if we eliminate all such explicit judgments, the author’s
presence will be obvious on every occasion when he moves into or
out of a character’s mind—when he “shifts his point of view,” as
we have come to put it. Flaubert tells us that Emma’s little atten-
tions to Charles were “never, as he believed, for his sake . . . but
for her own, out of exasperated vanity” (p. 69). It is clearly Flau-
bert who constructs this juxtaposition of Emma’s motive with
Charles’ belief about the motive, and the same obtrusive “voice”
is evident whenever a new mind is introduced. When Emma’s
father bids farewell to Emma and Charles, he remembers “his own
wedding, his own earlier days. . . . He, too, had been very happy. . . .
He felt dismal, like a stripped and empty house” (pp. 34-35). This
momentary shift to Rouault is Flaubert’s way of providing us with
an evaluation of the marriage and a sense of what is to come. If
we are troubled by all reminders of the author’s presence, we shall
be troubled here.

But if we are to object to this, why not go the next step and
object to all inside views, not simply those that require a shift in
point of view. In life such views are not to be had. The act of
providing them in fiction is itself an obtrusion by the author.?®

8 Forster would not allow the author to take “the reader into his confidence about his
characters,” since “intimacy is gained but at the expense of illusion and nobility.”
But he allows the author to take the reader into his confidence “about the universe”
(Aspects of the Novel [London, 19271, pp. 111-12).

9 Madame Bovary, trans. Francis Steegmuller (New York, 1957), p. 80.

10 Such obtrusions are especially obvious in narration that purports to be historical.
And yet intelligent men were until quite recently able to read ostensibly historical ac-
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For that matter, we must object to the reliable statements of any
dramatized character, not just the author in his own voice, because
the act of narration as performed by even the most highly drama-
tized narrator is itself the author’s presentation of a prolonged “in-
side view” of a character. When Fiammetta says “the love she
bore the boy carried the day,” she is giving us a reliable inside view
of Monna, and she is also giving a view of her own evaluation of
events. Both are reminders of the author’s controlling hand.

But why stop here? The author is present in every speech given
by any character who has had conferred upon him, in whatever
manner, the badge of reliability. Once we know that God is God
in Job, once we know that Monna speaks only truth in “The Fal-
con,” the authors speak whenever God and Monna speak. Intro-
ducing the great Doctor Larivi¢re, Flaubert says:

He belonged to that great surgical school created by Bichat—that
generation, now vanished, of philosopher-practitioners, who cher-
ished their art with fanatical love and applied it with enthusiasm
and sagacity. Everyone in his hospital trembled when he was angry;
and his students so revered him that the moment they set up for
themselves they imitated him as much as they could. . . . Disdainful
of decorations . . . hospitable, generous, a father to the poor, prac-
ticing Christian virtues although an unbeliever, he might have been
thought of as a saint if he hadn’t been feared as a devil because of
the keenness of his mind [pp. 363-64].

This unambiguous bestowal of authority contributes greatly to the
power of the next few pages, in which Larivi¢re judges for us every-
thing that we see. But helpful as he is, he must go—if the author’s
voice is a fault.

Even here we cannot stop, though many of the critics of the
author’s voice have stopped here. We can go on and on, purging

counts, like the Bible, packed with such illicit entries into private minds, with no dis-
tress whatever. For us it may seem strange that the writers of the Gospels should claim
so much knowledge of what Christ is feeling and thinking. “Moved with pity, he
stretched out his hand and touched him” (Mark 1:41). “And Jesus, perceiving in
himself that power had gone forth from him . ..” (5:30). Who reported to the
authors these internal events? Who told them what occurs in the Garden, when every-
one but Jesus is asleep? Who reported to them that Christ prays to God to “let this
cup pass”’? Such questions, like the question of how Moses could have written an
account of his own death and burial, may be indispensable in historical criticism,
but they can easily be overdone in literary criticism.



Telling and Showing 19

the work of every recognizably personal touch, every distinctive
literary allusion or colorful metaphor, every paftern of myth or
symbol; they all implicitly evaluate. Any discerning reader can
recognize that they are imposed by the author.™*

Finally, we might even follow Jean-Paul Sartre and object, in the
name of “durational realism,” to all evidences of the author’s
meddling with the natural sequence, proportion, or duration of
events. Earlier authors, Sartre says, tried to justify “the foolish
business of storytelling by ceaselessly bringing to the reader’s atten-
tion, explicitly or by allusion, the existence of an author.” The
existentialist novels, in contrast, will be “toboggans, forgotten, un-
noticed,” hurling the reader “into the midst of a universe where
there are no witnesses.” Novels should “exist in the manner of
things, of plants, of events, and not at first like products of man.”*?
If this is so, the author must never summarize, never curtail a con-
versation, never telescope the events of three days into a paragraph.
“If T pack six months into a single page, the reader jumps out of
the book™ (p. 229).

Sartre is certainly right in claiming that all these things are
signs of the author’s manipulating presence. In The Brothers
Karamazov, for example, the story of Father Zossima’s conversion
could logically be placed anywhere. The events of Zossima’s story
took place long before the novel begins; unless they are to be placed
at the beginning, which is out of the question, there is no natural
reason for giving them in one place rather than another. Wherever
they are placed, they will call attention to the author’s selecting
presence, just as Homer is glaringly present to us whenever the
Odyssey takes one of its many leaps back and forth over a nineteen-
year period. It is not accident but Dostoevski’s careful choice that
gives us Zossima’s story as the sequel to Ivan’s dream of the Grand
Inquisitor. It is intended as a judgment on the values implied by

11 Speaking of Joyce’s Ulysses, Edmund Wilson once complained that as soon as “we
are aware of Joyce himself systematically embroidering on his text,” packing in puzzles,
symbols, and puns, “the illusion of the dream is lost” (“James Joyce,” Axel's Castle
[New York, 1931], p. 235).

12 “Situation of the Wiiter in 1947,” What Is Literature? trans. Bernard Frechtman
(London, 1950), p. 169.
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that dream, just as everything that happens to Ivan afterward is
an explicit criticism of his own ideas. Since the sequence is ob-
viously not dictated by anything other than the author’s purposes,
it betrays the author’s voice, and according to Sartre, it presumably
will not do.

But, as Sartre woefully admits (see chap. iii, below), even with
all these forms of the author’s voice expunged, what we have
left will reveal to us a shameful artificiality. Unless the author con-
tents himself with simply retelling The Three Bears or the story
of Oedipus in the precise form in which they exist in popular ac-
counts—and even so there must be some choice of which popular
form to tell—his very choice of what he tells will betray him to the
reader. He chooses to tell the tale of Odysseus rather than that of
Circe or Polyphemus. He chooses to tell the cheerful tale of Monna
and Federigo rather than a pathetic account of Monna’s husband
and son. He chooses to tell the story of Emma Bovary rather than
the potentially heroic tale of Dr. Lariviére. The author’s voice is as
passionately revealed in the decision to write the Odyssey, “The
Falcon,” or Madame Bovary as it is in the most obtrusive direct
comment of the kind employed by Fielding, Dickens, or George
Eliot. Everything he shows will serve to tell; the line between show-
ing and telling is always to some degree an arbitrary one.

In short, the author’s judgment is always present, always evident
to anyone who knows how to look for it. Whether its particular
forms are harmful or serviceable is always a complex question, a
question that cannot be settled by any easy reference to abstract
rules. As we begin now to deal with this question, we must never
forget that though the author can to some extent choose his dis-
guises, he can never choose to disappear.






“Hard and fast rules, a priori restrictions, mere interdictions
(you shall not speak of this, you shall not look at that) have
surely served their time, and will in the nature of the case
never strike an energetic talent as anything but arbitrary. A
healthy, living and growing art, full of curiosity and fond of
exercise, has an indefeasible mistrust of rigid prohibitions.”
—HENRY JAMES

“Since Stephen Crane’s time, all serious writers have concen-
trated on the effort of rendering individual scenes more viv-
idly.”—CAROLINE GORDON

“In proportion as in what Fiction offers us we see life without
rearrangement do we feel that we are touching the truth; in
proportion as we see it with rearrangement do we feel that we
are being put off with a substitute, a compromise and con-
vention.”—HENRY JAMES

“There is no such thing as a novel which genuinely portrays
the indetermination of human life as we know it.”—FRranco1s
Mavuriac

“The action of my new work takes place at night. It’s natural
things should not be so clear at night, isn't it now?”—]JamMes
Joxck, defending Finnegans Wake against Pound’s charge
that it was “obscure”



CHAPTER
TWO

General Raules, I
"True Novels Must Be Realistic”

FroM JusTiFiep RevoLT To CriprLING Docma

To the first writers who spoke against the old style of authoritative
thetoric, the problem of the author’s voice in fiction was extremely
complicated. James’s Prefaces, for example, those shrewd and in-
dispensable explorations into the writer’s craft,! offer no easy re-
duction of technique to a simple dichotomy of telling versus show-
ing, no pat rejection of all but James’s own methods. And, in fact,
James’s own methods were surprisingly varied. The persistent
enemy for James was intellectual and artistic sloth, not any par-
ticular way of telling or showing a story. It is true that he found
himself more and more interested in exploring what could be done
with the “scenic art” and less and less satisfied with narrating in
his own voice. And he was convinced that he had found a way to
perform the traditional rhetorical tasks in an essentially dramatic
way, by employing a “center of consciousness” through whom

1 Most easily available in the edition of R. P. Blackmur, The Art of the Novel (New
York, 1947). For some anticipations of James’s emphasis on dramatic, impersonal
narration see Richard Stang’s The Theory of the Novel in England, 1850-1870 (New
York, 1959).

23
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everything could be seen and felt. What is more, he did talk at
times as if he valued his new methods more than all others. But
his general emphasis is on the fact that the house of fiction has
“not one window, but a million,”? that there are, in fact, “five
million” ways to tell a story, each of them justified if it provides
a “center” for the work.* And his catholicity is not confined to
technique. In “The Art of Fiction” he explicitly repudiates any
effort to say “definitely beforehand what sort of an affair the good
novel will be.” For him the only absolute requirement is that “it be
interesting.”* He will praise a novel like Treasure Island because
it succeeds “wonderfully in what it attempts” (p. 605), even
though it has very little relation to the kind of realism of subject
and manner sought in his own tales.

The same can be said of Flaubert, the other author most fre-
quently referred to by critics interested in the telling-showing dis-
tinction. Though he can be quoted to support this or that dogma,
he was interested at one time or another in almost every important
problem faced by novelists, and he was aware of a real tension be-
tween what might be desirable in general and what is possible in
the particular case.

It did not take long, however, for these flexible explorations to
become schematized. Even in the works of the first critics who
attempted to do justice to James, we find the process of reduction
already under way. In Percy Lubbock’s Craft of Fiction (1921),
James’s treatment of dozens of literary problems—of the author’s
character, of his method of finding a subject, of the superiority of
some subjects over other subjects, of the difficulties in finding
credible centers of consciousness, of the methods for disguising
one’s rhetorical ruses®—is reduced to the one thing needful: a novel
should be made dramatic. Lubbock’s account is clearer and more
systematic than James’s; he gives us a neat and helpful scheme of

2 Art of the Novel, p. 46.

8 Letter to Mrs. Humphry Ward, July 25, 1899, Letters, ed. Percy Lubbock (London,
1920), I, 332-36.

4 “The Art of Fiction,” first published 1888, reprinted widely. My quotations are from
Henry James: Selected Fiction, ed. Leon Edel (Everyman ed., 1953), p. 591.

5 See the useful tabulation by Blackmur in his Introduction to The Art of the Novel.
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relationships among the terms panorama, picture, drama, and scene.
It is a scheme that James can be made to support, but in James’s
account it is surrounded with important qualifications which in
Lubbock are already beginning to be slighted.

Similarly, Joseph Warren Beach is only occasionally dogmatic
about the author’s commentary. Even while hailing the “exit” of
the author as the “most impressive thing about the modern novel,”
he could still say that “if the author succeeds in presenting his
theme effectively . . . we shall not quarrel with his personal ap-
pearances. . . . Our main quarrel is with the author who makes his
personal appearance a substitute for the artistic presentation of his
subject, thinking that talking about the subject is equivalent to
presenting it.”’® Even when Lubbock and Beach become a bit over-
enthusiastic, one feels that they have the legitimate excuse of all
champions of a new cause: the old loquacious ways of telling a
story had gained the field and needed no defense. It was the “new
type of novelist,” as Beach wrote two years after James’s death, “in
the person of its most notable exemplar in English,” that was then
in need of defense.”

But the legitimate defense of the new soon froze into dogma.
To Ford Madox Ford, writing in 1930, the battle for truth and
light—the battle against a technique which is always in all circum-
stances bad—had at last been won.

The novelist must not, by taking sides, exhibit his preferences. . . .
He has . . . to render and not to tell. . ..

On the whole those characteristics which never before character-
ized the English novel characterize it to-day. No one, that is, would
to-day set out to capture the suffrages of either the more instructed
or of even the almost altogether naif with a novel of the type of
those written by the followers of Bunyan, Defoe, Fielding. . . . No
author would, like Thackeray, to-day intrude his broken nose and
myopic spectacles into the middle of the most thrilling scene he
ever wrote, in order to tell you that, though his heroine was rather
a wrong ’un, his own heart was in his [sic] right place.?

8 The Twentieth-Century Novel: Studies in Technique (New York, 1932), p. 468.
7 The Method of Henry James (2d ed.; Philadelphia, 1954), p. 99.

8 The English Novel: From the Earliest Days to the Death of Joseph Conrad (London,
1930), pp. 121, 122, 137-38. See also p, 77 and passim.
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Naturally enough, when such rule-making descended further into
the hands of unabashed commercial critics, it was simplified to the
point of caricature.

Now consider this bit of writing [Kobold Knight requested of
the aspiring young authors of 1936]:

“I heard many years ago that Grandpa Russell had married again
and had had another son, John. .. .”

‘While you read through that passage what did you see? You saw
nothing at all. No picture is presented. . . .

Now that form of telling is obviously not dramatic telling. It is
what I call “second-hand” telling. A narrator relates in his own hap-
hazard way something that happened a long time ago. That story
. . . is certainly not telling itself. As a matter of cold fact that story
has not yet even begun to move. . ..

Now notice this:

“The great car took the hairpin bend on two wheels, and the
fugitive cast an agonized glance down the winding mountain road.
Far below him but drawing ever closer, was the pillar of yellow dust
that was the avenger.”

That is dramatic telling. The story is telling itself, please note.
... It is dramatic telling—and it is the only kind of story-telling,
speaking broadly, that editors want and will pay for. . . .

In a word, “The story is Telling Itself.”®

Unfortunately, it was not only in commercial handbooks that
technique was reduced to the problem of how to get rid of a com-
mentary that is by definition bad. In serious college textbooks one
soon found and still finds the telling-showing distinction presented
as a reliable clue to the miraculous superiority of modem fiction.
One such text, after deploring certain “inert” passages in Stendhal
and treating Poe and Hawthome primarily as sincere forerunners
of the moderns, finally arrives at Joyce’s “The Dead.” The passage
praising this excellent story is worth quoting at length.

In fact, from the beginning to the end of the story we are never
told anything; we are shown everything. We are not told, for ex-
ample, that the milieu of the story is the provincial, middle<lass,
“cultivated” society of Dublin at the turn of the century; we are
not told that Gabriel represents its emotional sterility (as contrasted
with the “peasant” richness of his wife Gretta). . . . All this we see

9 Kobold Knight, A Guide to Fiction-writing (London, 1936), p. 91.
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dramatized; it is all made active. Nothing is given us from the ex-
ternally omniscient point of view. . . . There is'a brief description
of Gabriel; but it is not Joyce’s description; we see him as Lily sees
him—or might see him if she had Joyce’s superior command of the
whole situation. This, in fact, is the method of “The Dead.” From
this point on we are never far from Gabriel’s physical sight; yet we
are constantly looking through his physical eyes at values and in-
sights of which he is incapable. The significance of the milieu, the
complacency of Gabriel’s feeling for his wife, her romantic image of
her lover Michael Furey . . . would have been put before us, in the
pre-James era, as exposition and commentary through the direct in-
tercession of the author; and it would have remained inert.2?

Much of our scholarly and critical work of the highest seriousness
has, in fact, employed this same dialectical opposition between art-
ful showing and inartistic, merely rhetorical, telling. One scholar,
ostensibly defending Trollope’s use of “exegesis,” finds that he is,
indeed, “guilty, and that frequently, of authorial exegesis,” that
these “intrusions” are “violations of artistry,” but that Trollope
uses the inartistic device so cleverly that at times he makes “a virtue
out of a defect.”** Another scholar, writing sympathetically of the
great eighteenth-century author-commentators, spends much of her
time apologizing for their lack of artistry in this regard. Fielding’s
intrusions are necessarily “defensive,” she finds, since the novel
was not yet an established form; the century demanded moralizing
commentary, with the result that no novelist was able to achieve
a “complete fusion between the critic-moralist and the creative
artist. . . .”!* Again, one of the most sensitive authorities on the
work of Thomas Hardy describes as a limitation, due to the in-
fluence of his times, Hardy’s tendency to “intrude upon the narra-
tive to make explicit his philosophy or his judgment of the char-
acters and the events in which they are involved.”** He makes no
effort to distinguish good comments from bad. For him, as for

10 Caroline Gordon and Allen Tate, The House of Fiction (New York, 1950), p. 280.
11 Edd Winfield Parks, “Trollope and the Defense of Exegesis,” Nineteenth-Century
Fiction, VII (March, 1953), 265-71.

12 [rma Z. Sherwood, “The Novelists as Commentators,” in The Age of Johnson: Es-
says Presented to Chauncey Brewster Tinker (New Haven, Conn., 1949), pp. 113-25.

18 Harvey C. Webster, Introduction to The Mayor of Casterbridge (New York, 1948),
p. vi.
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many others, commentary in itself, especially if there is “too
much”—though what is “too much” is usually left unexamined—is
simply bad.**

One cannot restore telling to critical respect simply by jumping
to its defense—not on this field of battle. Its opponents would have
most of the effective ammunition. Many novels are seriously flawed
by careless intrusions. What is more, it is easy to prove that an
episode shown is more effective than the same episode told, so
long as we must choose between two and only two technical ex-
tremes. And, finally, the novelists and critics who have deplored
telling have won for fiction the kind of standing as a major art
form which, before Flaubert, was generally denied to it, and they
have often shown a seriousness and devotion to their art that in
itself carries conviction about their doctrines. Nothing is gained—
indeed, everything is lost—if we say to James and Flaubert that we
admire their experiments in artistic seriousness, but that we prefer
now to relax our standards a little and encourage the novelist to go
back to concocting what James called “great fluid puddings.” There
may be room, in the house of fiction, even for formless puddings—
to be read, presumably, in one’s slack hours or declining years. But
I should not like to find myself defending them as art and on the
ground that they are formless.

But are we faced with such a simple and disconcerting choice as
the champions of showing have sometimes claimed? Does it, after
all, make sense to set up two ways of conveying a story, one all
good, the other all bad; one all art and form, the other all clumsi-
ness and irrelevancy; one all showing and rendering and drama and
objectivity, the other all telling and subjectivity and preaching and
inertness? Allen Tate seems to think that it does. “The action,”
he says of a passage from Madame Bovary—and it is an excellent
passage—"‘the action is not stated from the point of view of the
author; it is rendered in terms of situation and scene. To have made
this the viable property of the art of fiction was to have virtually
made the art of fiction.” “It has been through Flaubert that the

14 It would be possible to fill a small book with passages of this kind alone. See
Bibliography, Sec. IT, A,
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novel has at last caught up with poetry.”*® This is dramatic, chal-
lenging—perhaps it is even the sort of inspiriting program which
might yield to a young novelist enough conviction about the im-
portance of what he is doing to get it done. But is it true?

I cannot prove that it is not—given Tate’s definitions of “art”
and “poetry.” But I hope to show that it has been at best mislead-
ing, and that the distinction on which it is based is inadequate, not
only in dealing with early fiction like the Decameron but also in
dealing with yesterday’s succés d’estime.

It will be useful first to look at some of the reasons for the wide-
spread acceptance of the distinction. If we are to conclude that
there was after all an art of fiction before Flaubert, and that the
art even in the most impersonal fiction does not reside exclusively
in the moments of vivid dramatic rendering, why has there been
such widespread suspicion of everything but the rendered scene?

From D1rFERENTIATED KiNDS TO UNIVERSAL QUALITIES

One answer lies in the modern love of generalization about “all
novels,” or “all literature,” or “all art.” “All art aspires to the con-
dition of music.” “All fiction tries to become poetry.” “The
quidditas of the novel is an interest in the facts.” True novels do
this, true literature does that. “The one object of all art “worthy
of the name” is to “carry still a witness to the lost order of the
world.”*® For Ortega y Gasset the seven general tendencies that
cover all essentially modern works are “(1) to dehumanize art, (2)
to avoid living forms, (3) to see to it that the work of art is nothing
but a work of art, (4) to consider art as play and nothing else, (5)
to be essentially ironical, (6) to beware of sham and hence to as-
pire to scrupulous realization, (7) to regard art as a thing of no

15 “Techniques of Fiction,” Sewanee Review, LII (1944), 210-25; also in On the
Limits of Poetry (New York, 1948), pp. 143-44, 145.

16 Denis de Rougemont, “Religion and the Mission of the Artist,” in Spiritual Prob-
lems in Contemporary Literature, ed. Stanley Romaine Hopper (New York, 1952;
Harper Torchbook ed., 1957), p. 179. The “music” generalization is of course from
Pater and company; “poetry” from Faulkner, Tate, and a host of others; “fact” from
Mary McCarthy, “The Fact in Fiction,” Partisan Review, XXVII (Summer, 1960),
440.
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transcending consequence.”*” For Ford Madox Ford the common
aim of good modern novelists like James, Crane, Conrad, and him-
self 1s “to take the reader, immerse him in an Affair so completely
that he was unconscious either of the fact that he was reading or
of the identity of the author, so that in the end he might say—and
believe: ‘I have been [there], I have been!’ ’*® Now these are all
strikingly different programs, though perhaps Ford’s is contained
in Ortega’s sixth point. But they share the effort to find what is
common to all works or all good modern works. Ortega says that
he is looking for “the most general and most characteristic feature
of modem artistic production,” and he finds it in the “tendency to
dehumanize art” (p. 19). “I am little interested in special direc-
tions of modern art and, but for a few exceptions, even less in spe-
cial works” (p. 18). Caroline Gordon is equally explicit in her
search for the “constants” which “all good fiction, from Sophocles
and Aeschylus down to a wellconstructed nursery tale” will show.
Her advice is deliberately kept on the highest possible level of
generality: “If one is going to write or read fiction, it is of para-
mount importance to be able to recognize these ‘constants’ when
one comes upon them, or, if they are not present in a work of fic-
tion, to mark their absence.”*®

This generic search for the constants in all good literature or all
good fiction can be useful for some purposes—indeed, some of the
most interesting questions about literature and life cannot be an-
swered in any other way. But a criticism that begins with such
general definitions is peculiarly tempted to move into value judg-
ments without sufficient care about whether those judgments are
based on anything more than the initial arbitrary exclusiveness of
the general definition. A careful reading of each of the quotations
given above will reveal that already in the formulation normative
terms have either crept in or have been deliberately included. After
reading Miss Gordon’s definition of the constants found in “all

17 The Dehumanization of Art, trans, Willard R. Trask (Garden City, N.Y., 1956),
p-13.

18 Op. cit., pp. 138-39.
19 How To Read a Novel (New York, 1957), pp. 24-25.
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good fiction,” we cannot be surprised at her manner of dismissing
the works of Aldous Huxley and, indeed, all “novels of ideas.”*®
“But why?” asks a young friend of hers who had committed the
unforgiveable faux pas of expressing interest in Huxley. “Can’t
there be more than one kind of novel and one kind of novelist?
Can’t 1 admire X [a living novelist of whom Miss Gordon ap-
proves] and Aldous Huxley, too?” And she is forced by her general
principles to reply, “I'm afraid you can’t.”

But where do her “constants” come from? We need not be
ardent defenders of Huxley to recognize that in judging his peculiar
kind of satiric fantasia we must appeal to criteria very different
from those appropriate to Miss Gordon’s own excellent stories—
stories which display, one need hardly mention, all of her constants.

It is, after all, a fairly simple logical problem that the critic faces,
though the solution to it is far from simple. Having derived a def-
inition of a certain kind of novel, or of “the novel” as a certain
kind of literature, or of “literature” as a certain kind of art, how
can he use that definition as a standard in passing judgment on a
given novel? Only by giving good reasons for believing that this
novel fits the definition or ought to fit it, whether it does or not.
Either my definitions are descriptive or they are normative. If they
merely describe, then they give me no basis for condemning a work
for not falling under the description. If they are openly normative,
then of course I have the problem of giving reasons for my stand-
ards in the first place, and for thinking that they should apply to
all these things called novels.

One need not read very far in modern criticism to discover how
often critics avoid this problem, and how many of them are willing
to move happily from vast generalization to particular work as if
every schoolboy knew that each poor little novel were trying des-
perately to come in under the shelter of that comforting generaliza-
tion. The process is especially deadly in thematic criticism that
allows a described theme to become normative. Even careful critics

20 Ibid., pp. 10, 222-24. For defenses of “‘the novel of ideas,” see Lionel Trilling, “Art
and Fortune,” The Liberal Imagination (New York, 1950), and Melvin Seiden, “Char-
acters and Ideas: The Modern Novel,” The Nation, CLXXXVIII (April 25, 1959),
387-92.
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are sometimes overpersuaded by their own definitions. Observe
how R. W. B. Lewis, in his valuable book, The Picaresque Saint,
quickly forgets his own warnings that his definition is not norma-
tive. “The aim of this book,” Lewis says, “is to identify and to
describe a particular generation of novelists in Europe and Ameri-
ca.”?* The phrase “representative figures” in his subtitle, he tells
us, refers to “figures of speech, to the characteristic metaphors of
the generation; as well as to the human figures within the novels
and to the figures of the writers themselves. To detect those figures
and to describe the world they serve to compose is, as I understand
it, a major function of criticism in the present time” (p. 10). Lewis
carries out his purpose with admirable diligence and insight, by
distinguishing the “human” world of Moravia, Silone, Camus,
Faulkner, Graham Greene, and Malraux from the “artistic” world
of the earlier generation of Proust, Joyce, and Mann. The “human”
quality of the second generation is revealed by its characteristic
hero, the saintly rogue who “incarnates” in his “impurity” and even
in his “criminality” that “trust in life and that companionship that
the contemporary novel so emphasizes” (p. 33).

Lewis’ search for illustrations of this general theme is a rewarding
one; the reader feels that his view of general trends in contemporary
fiction has been enriched. But, as might be expected, recognition
of these trends does not yield satisfactory criteria for judging the
success of individual works. Despite Lewis’ constant effort to “ob-
serve and stress important differences” in order to do justice to
individual works, it is not surprising that he encounters a conflict
between his thesis and his efforts at evaluation. When his judg-
ments are convincing, they spring from particular criteria that
relate slightly, if at all, to his general theme: after all, the very
worst works as well as the very best can embody the theme of the
picaresque saint. His judgments are least convincing when he talks
as if novelists ought to use the theme he is describing. “Part of the
intensity of the contemporary novel is drawn at once from the
artist’s effort to depict and the created character’s effort to become

21 The Picaresque Saint: Representative Figures in Contemporary Fiction (New York,
1959), p. 9. Lewis’ approach is by no means so flagrant an example of these dangers
as many one could name.
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(as we may put it) both a saint and a sinner, both transcendent
and companionable, to embody both the observed truth and the
hidden aspiration. The effort [still of both novelist and character?]
is by no means always successful, and where successful by no means
equally so. It is so easy to ‘fall’ [both novelist and character?] in the
direction of the all too human or the all too saintly: Ike McCaslin
no doubt suffers artistically from the latter mistake, and Adriana,
Moravia’s Roman prostitute, from the former. . . .” So it is, after
all, an artistic “fall”; Faulkner and Moravia have failed to make
their characters conform to Lewis’” general criterion. But on what
grounds has he decided that Faulkner’s and Moravia’s novels are
struggling to realize the same general portrait as all the other
works he treats? If Faulkner’s ends require a more “saintly” char-
acter, and if Moravia’s require more “sin,” how can we say that
their portraits suffer artistically from the very success they achieve
in doing what is necessary in their respective works? Difficulties
of this kind abound in this excellent work; sometimes they are
admitted, as when Lewis recognizes that Silone’s Bread and Wine
is a better book than The Secret of Luca, even though the latter
presents the “best image of sacrificial human heroism that con-
temporary fiction can offer” (p. 178). Such a judgment can come
only from observing something in Bread and Wine that the fullest
realization of the theme cannot provide. Lewis ascribes it to a
preference for the “journey itself” rather than the “spiritual ar-
rival.” But it does not require any great search either in the novels
themselves or in the history of criticism to discover some rather
more helpful, since more specific, criteria.

GENERAL CRITERIA IN EARLIER PERIODS

The search for general criteria was not invented in modern times.
Longinus sought the general quality of “the sublime” in all litera-
ture; for his purposes such distinctions as that between didactic
and imaginative works were unimportant, since all kinds of litera-
ture can, at proper moments, achieve that peculiar heightening or
ecstasy or transport that he desires.?? “Instruction and delight” was

22 See Elder Olson, “The Argument of Longinus on the Sublime,” in Critics and
Criticism, cd. R. S. Crane (Chicago, 1952), pp. 232-59, esp. pp. 235-36. An inter-
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at one time found everywhere as a formula for what all poetry must
achieve. Johnson with his insistence throughout his works that all
good poetry is a “just representation of general nature” and
Coleridge with his constant reference to the powers of the imagina-
tion were at times fully as much practitioners of general criticism
as the moderns who insist that the chief test of literature is whether
it is vividly convincing, or whether it fuses opposite attitudes into
ironic harmony, or whether it suggests an author with the proper
objective attitude toward his materials. .

It may be that every critic has in his system somewhere, recog-
nized or not, at least one or two constants which he requires of all
literature. But what is different about the modern period is the
widespread abandonment of the notion of peculiar literary kinds,
each with its unique demands that may modify the general stand-
ards. While earlier critics did deal with qualities thought to be
common to all types of worthwhile literature, some qualities were
seen as peculiar to whatever special type was under discussion—to
tragedy, comedy, satire, epic, elegy, and so on. Though the types
were often defined rather loosely, we can expect, in reading any
critic before the Romantic period, a reference sooner or later to
the peculiar demands of a more or less precisely defined genre.
Fielding, for example, in his famous Preface to Joseph Andrews,
was aware of general qualities which all successful literature must
provide.?® But his major empbhasis is on the peculiar qualities dic-
tated by the kind of work he has sought to create. Having distin-
guished his novel as comic rather than tragic, as epic rather than
dramatic, and as in prose rather than in verse, he goes still further
and distinguishes it from romance, on the one hand, and burlesque
on the other, both of which might be confused as “comic epics in

esting development of Longinus in terms of the modern interest in a universal poetic
“language” rather than in distinctive structures or literary kinds is Allen Tate’s “Lon-
ginus and the ‘New Criticism,”” The Man of Letters in the Modern World (New
York, 1955), esp. pp. 175-92: “Longinus put[s] his finger directly upon the problem
of structure, and by implication . . . tell[s] us that [it] exists in the language of the
poem” (p. 184).

23 “Instruction and entertainment.” “Instruction” leads him to the vague defense of
the morality of his work (fourth from the last par.). [Note, 1982: Homer Goldberg
argues that my account of the Preface here is misleading. See his “Comic Prose Epic
or Comic Romance: The Argument of the Preface to Joseph Andrews,” Philological
Quarterly 43 (1964): 206-7 n. 20.]
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prose.” It is finally clear that whatever faults or virtues the critic
is to find in Joseph Andrews, Fielding will think them pertinent
only if they apply to the kind of work he has carefully prefigured in
these many distinctions.

Similarly, when Dryden considers the criteria for judging whether
French or English plays are best, he frequently appeals to distinc-
tions of kind: some technical procedures are better for this kind of
play, some for that. Though he does appeal to general qualities re-
quired of all plays—suspense, variety, naturalness, unity—he never-
theless is primarily pursuing, in his “Examen of the Silent Wom-
an,” the virtues of a comic play and not some other kind of thing.
It is significant that, when the effort to achieve the comic threatens
verisimilitude, he is willing, within limits, to sacrifice realism to
comedy.

Even Coleridge, who shows a great interest in the general quali-
ties of all poetry, is highly flexible in his particular judgments. It
is true that he objects to “the mere style of narration” in drama,
which betrays “the author himself” with parenthetic thoughts and
descriptions; he might thus seem to join the modemn attack on
telling. But when he comes to deal with a particular problem in
Tom Jones he asks for more narration, not less—an ‘“additional
paragraph, more fully and forcibly unfolding Tom Jones’s sense of
self-degradation” over the affair with Lady Bellaston.?®

The abandonment of distinctions of species in the face of
demands for universally desired qualities is one of the most in-
teresting events in moderm literary history. One aspect of it is the
loss of distinctions between levels of style suited to different literary
kinds. Auerbach shows in Mimesis that this breakdown of levels
has occurred in literary history whenever “everyday reality,” how-
ever defined, has come to be of major importance. It is also clearly
related, as M. H. Abrams has shown, to the shift of critical em-
phasis, during the Romantic period, from poem to poet, from in-
terest in the artistic product to theories of expression dealing with

24 John Dryden, “An Essay of Dramatic Poesy,” Dramatic Essays (Everyman ed.,
1906), pp. 42, 45.

25 “Notes on Love’s Labour’s Lost,” Essays and Lectures on Shakspeare (Everyman
ed.,, [1907]), p. 74.
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the artistic process. When critics are interested mainly in the au-
thor, and in his works largely as they are signs of certain qualities
in him, they are likely to look for the same qualities in all works.
Objectivity, subjectivity, sincerity, insincerity, inspiration, imagina-
tion—these can be looked for and praised or blamed whether an au-
thor is writing comedy, tragedy, epic, satire, or lyric.?®

But the search for general qualities has not been confined to
critics interested in everyday reality or in the author’s personality.
Almost every school of criticism has yielded a program for “The
Truest Poetry,” as Laurence Lemer called it in the title of his fine
recent book. What interest has been shown in describing literary
kinds that might, by their specific demands, mediate between uni-
versal standards and particular works has often gone into forming
very large groupings: the spirit of an age, the qualities of a special
school, or, at the most precise, “the figure in the carpet”—the basic
pattern informing and summarizing an author’s entire work.

For reasons which I hope to make clear as we go along, criticism
of fiction has been especially vulnerable to the worst effects of this
shift of emphasis. Unassisted by established critical traditions, faced
with chaotic diversity among the things called novels, critics of
fiction have been driven to invent an order of some kind, even at
the expense of being dogmatic. “Great traditions” of innumerable
shapes and sizes, based on widely divergent universal qualities, have
in consequence been discovered and abandoned with appalling
rapidity. The novel began, we are told, with Cervantes, with Defoe,
with Fielding, with Richardson, with Jane Austen—or was it with
Homer? It was killed by Joyce, by Proust, by the rise of symbolism,
by the loss of respect for—or was it the excessive absorption with?—
hard facts. No, no, it still lives, but only in the work of. . . . Thus,
on and on.

26 See Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York, 1953), esp. chap. v, sec. ii.
For the effects on criticism of the loss of distinctions among literary kinds, see R.
S. Crane’s Introduction in Critics and Criticism, p. 14. The older criticism, Crane else-
where points out, mediated between “universal poetry” and “individual poems” by
reference to “the various recognized poetic genres.” The modern critics are mainly
interested in “those large distinctions of poetic quality that can be identified in the
poet’s handling of words and subjects irrespective of the particular ‘forms’ his com-
position takes” (The Languages of Criticism and the Structure of Poetry [Toronto,
1953], pp. 95-96).
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Occasionally, someone like Northrop Frye attempts a pluralistic
classification of genres and warns us against imposing the standards
of one kind of fiction on works of another kind.?” But such attempts
are rare, and even when they are made they leave us with the
problem described on pages 29-33: How can we apply to any one
novel the standards appropriate to any one defined type without a
divine decree authorizing us to consider this novel as of this type?
Are elements of fantasy inappropriate in “the novel” but acceptable
in “the romance”? Very well. I note that this novel indulges in
fantasy. Shall I call it a botched novel or a successful romance? To
do either, I must appeal to standards not derived from within my
classification. Again, is commentary inappropriate in the “true
novel”? I note that Joyce Cary’s posthumous novel is full of it.
Shall T call it a “true novel” manqué or invent a new category in
which commentary is appropriate? Even to do the latter leaves me
with the job of deciding—on what grounds?—whether the com-
mentary is done well or badly. Whatever my final judgment on
The Captive and the Free, it cannot depend on my preconceptions
about its large general class.

As we try to find a way out of this maze, it should prove helpful
to take a close look at some of the general qualities on the basis
of which critics since Flaubert have judged fiction.

THREE SOURCES OF GENERAL CRITERIA

General qualities required in the work itself. —Some critics would
require the novel to do justice to reality, to be true to life, to be
natural, or real, or intensely alive. Others would cleanse it of im-
purities, of the inartistic, of the all-too-human. On the one hand,
the request is for “dramatic vividness,” “conviction,” “sincerity,”

27 Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, N.J., 1957), pp. 302-14. Frye’s classifica-
tion of fiction into four types, novel, romance, confession, and anatomy, with the six
possible combinations these four logically yield, reminds us that “a great romancer
should be examined in terms of the conventions he chose.” Unfortunately, Frye's
ten types are of limited use as a basis for judgments on technique, since they give
us groups of works still unmanageably large and heterogeneous, groups distinguished
from each other less by an induction from their common effects than by a deductive
classification of the materials represented (e.g., “The essential difference between
novel and romance lies in the conception of characterization”). This is not to deny
the perceptiveness and effectiveness of Frye's classification for his special purposes.
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“genuineness,” “an air of reality,” “a full realization of the subject,”
“intensity of illusion”; on the other, for “dispassionateness,” “imper-
sonality,” “poetic purity,” “pure form.” On the one hand, “reality
to be experienced,” and, on the other, “form to be contemplated.”
A dialectical history of modern criticism could be written in terms
of the warfare between those who think of fiction as something
that must above all be real (discussed below in this chapter) and
those who ask that it be pure—even if the search for artistic purity
should lead to unreality and a “dehumanization of art” (chap. iv).

Attitudes required of the author.—Many take it as axiomatic that
the author must be “objective,” “‘detached,” “dispassionate,” “iron-
ic,” “neutral,” “impartial,” “impersonal.” Others—fewer in this
century—ask him to be “passionate,” “involved,” “engagé.” And
between the two extremes, temperate critics have tried to formulate
standards for proper “distance” between author, audience, and fic-
tional world (I discuss the extreme positions in chap. iii, the prob-
lem of “distance” in chaps. v and vi).

Attitudes required of the reader.—The terms here tend to dupli-
cate those describing the ideal author. Is the reader able to be “ob-
jective” or “ironic” or “detached,” or, on the contrary, is he capable
of compassion or commitment? On the one hand, a work should
provide the reader with questions rather than answers, and he
should be prepared to accept inconclusiveness; he should accept
the ambiguities of life, rejecting a vision based on “oversimplified
blacks and whites.” He should use his mind, his critical intelligence,
as well as his emotions. As James put one of his general goals, in
talking of his plan for “The Figure in the Carpet,” “What I most
remember of my proper process is the lively impulse . . . to reinstate
analytic appreciation, by some ironic or fantastic stroke, so far as
possible, in its virtually forfeited rights and dignities.”?®

But, on the other hand, there have been hundreds of pleas for a
less cerebral fiction, for more honest confrontation of the basic
human emotions. The popular weeklies have frequently demanded

a literature that would confront the reader with something more

28 The Art of the Novel, ed. R. P. Blackmur (New York, 1947), p. 228. From this
point on, all unexplained page references will be to this edition of James’s Prefaces.
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than the dead kitten, egg shell, and bit of string that Wells once
professed to find as the final subject of Henry James’s fiction. And,
finally, there have been innumerable efforts to rule the audience out
of critical consideration. Since these relate closely to demands for
“purified” works, I consider them together in chapter iv, examining
the rhetorical relation between author and reader as it is affected
by the desire for a purified art. In chapter v, I return to the reader
from another viewpoint and attempt to broaden the spectrum of
human interests that the novelist may “legitimately” play upon—
even the novelist who would dwell on Parnassus.

Criteria for works, authors, and readers are closely related—so
closely that it is impossible to deal with any one of them for very
long without touching on the others. Nevertheless they are, as I
think the next chapters will show, clearly distinct. It may be true,
as critics sometimes claim, that in a sense the work has no existence
in itself; it may also be true, in one sense, that when any good novel
is read successfully, the experiences of author and reader are indis-
tinguishable. But critical programs still divide easily, if roughly,
according to their emphasis on work, author, or reader.

There are, of course, far more criteria of each kind than one can
possibly list, and many of them have little relevance to technical
rules. What is more troublesome, many authors show themselves
as seeking two or more general qualities; sometimes they are almost
torn apart by the recognition that two “absolute” requirements of
“all” good art, such as intensity and comprehensiveness, truth to
nature and simplicity, artistic purity and truth to life’s “impurities,”
are contradictory. Further, I think it could be shown that all au-
thors are disloyal, at one point or another, to the general standards
they profess; they have to be, if they are to take this intractable
work, caught up as it must be in a multiplicity of base, non-ideal,
particular needs, from page one to page the last.

But with all of this said, there is still a good deal to be learned,
in the quest for some light on technique as rhetoric, by looking
closely at the sacrifices willingly made by some modern authors in
the name of one or another of the three types of general criteria.
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INTENSITY OF REALISTIC ILLUSION

Perhaps a majority of the attacks on the author’s voice have been
in the name of making the book seem “real.” Consider, for exam-
ple, Ford’s attempt to summarize the practice of “James, Crane,
and Conrad” and to hypostatize their aims as “the ambition of the
novel” in 1930:

And the trouble with the English nuwvlist from Fielding to
Meredith is that not one of them cares whether you quite believe
in their characters or not. If you had told Flaubert or Conrad in the
midst of their passionate composings that you were not convinced
of the reality of Homais or Tuan Jim, as like as not they would have
called you out and shot you, and in similar circumstances Richard-
son would have showed himself extremely disagreeable. But Field-
ing, Thackeray, or Meredith would have cared relatively little about
that, though any one of them would have knocked you down if they
could, supposing you had suggested that he was not a “gentleman.”%®

Ford apparently never lost his faith in the constitution and bylaws
of the novel as first formulated, according to his claim, by his own
private club. “We evolved then a convention for the novel and one
that I think still stands,” he wrote in 1935,2° and he supported his
theory with some interesting examples of realistic “rendering” in
contrast to mere “telling.” “We knew that if we said: ‘Mr X was
a foul-mouthed reactionary,” you would know very li