
The The BritishBritish NovelNovel: : 
19301930--nownow
CrossroadsCrossroads
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19711971: : the novelist at the the novelist at the 
crossroadcrossroad
One road = the One road = the ““realistic novelrealistic novel””
1818thth--century traditioncentury tradition
Victorian and Edwardian realismVictorian and Edwardian realism
Conventional writingConventional writing
Second road = the modernist Second road = the modernist 
novel novel 
avantavant--garde, radical, garde, radical, 

experimental, selfexperimental, self--referentialreferential



Malcolm Bradbury, Malcolm Bradbury, 
The The NovelNovel TodayToday (1977)(1977)

““polarpolar distinctionsdistinctions ““ betweenbetween
““The The novelnovel’’s s propensitypropensity towardtoward
realismrealism, social , social documentationdocumentation and and 
interrelation interrelation withwith historicalhistorical eventsevents
and and movementsmovements””
““ItsIts propensitypropensity towardtoward formform, , 
fictionalityfictionality, and , and reflexivereflexive selfself--
examinationexamination””



19921992: : novelist in an novelist in an ““aesthetic aesthetic 
supermarketsupermarket””
facing endless shelves of styles, facing endless shelves of styles, 
techniques and scenarios to be techniques and scenarios to be 
differently and freely combineddifferently and freely combined
No stark contrast between No stark contrast between 
realism and modernism but just realism and modernism but just 
alternative forms of alternative forms of ““realismrealism””
HybridityHybridity as norm; a new sense as norm; a new sense 
of of BritishnessBritishness



From Modernism to 1971From Modernism to 1971
•• The road of the The road of the first postfirst post--modernistsmodernists: : 

impasse between language and reality, impasse between language and reality, 
text/text/cotextcotext and context; selfand context; self--
referentialityreferentiality (novels about the telling (novels about the telling 
of stories; of stories; ““literature of exhaustionliterature of exhaustion””))
BeckettBeckett’’s 1950s novels (s 1950s novels (e.g.e.g.TheThe
UnnameableUnnameable) ) –– focus on characterfocus on character’’s s 
mind and the reality of language mind and the reality of language 
B. S. JohnsonB. S. Johnson’’s 1960s s 1960s metafictionmetafiction
Christine BrookeChristine Brooke--Rose 1960s novels Rose 1960s novels 
discarding traditional chronologydiscarding traditional chronology



The road of the realists – counter-modernist
trend
Focus on contemporary issues – post-war social 
change set in train by Labour Government, 
contempt for class distinctions and ethical 
norms, explosion of popular and mass-media 
culture, influence of American culture
Style indebted to 19th-century classic realism 
(Thackery, Dickens, Trollope) vs modernists’
intellectual mannerisms
Yet: vs G. Eliot’s notion of the novel as a 
“mirror” to society’s cultural and ethical values 
Characters against all form of authority but 
unable to offer alternative political and social 
agendas - “angry young men”
Grotesques of society confronted with humour, 
irony, parody
E.g. Kingsley Amis, Alan Sillitoe, David Storey, 
John Braine, Elizabeth Jane Howard



““OutsidersOutsiders”” or or ““hesitatorshesitators”” at the at the 
crossroads, mainly from the 1950s crossroads, mainly from the 1950s –– no no 
specific precedentspecific precedent
William William GoldingGolding (blending realism and (blending realism and 
symbolism)symbolism)
Muriel Spark (detached observation and Muriel Spark (detached observation and 
metafictionalmetafictional))
Anthony Burgess (realism, dystopia, Anthony Burgess (realism, dystopia, 
metafictionmetafiction))
Iris Murdoch (realistic settings and Iris Murdoch (realistic settings and 
characters with strong symbolic values)characters with strong symbolic values)
Doris Doris LessingLessing (modernist radicalism mixed (modernist radicalism mixed 
with naturalistic and conservative with naturalistic and conservative 
elements)elements)
John John Fowles(historicalFowles(historical ventriloquism ventriloquism 
mixed with mixed with postmodernpostmodern technique)technique)



WaveWave of of changechange fromfrom earlyearly 70s 70s toto earlyearly 90s90s
1970: 1970: LabourLabour loselose generalgeneral electionelection
1972: 1972: MinersMiners’’ strike and strike and ““BloodyBloody
SundaySunday”” in in NorthernNorthern IrelandIreland
1973: 1973: BritainBritain entersenters EECEEC
1974: Wilson 1974: Wilson LabourLabour GovernmentGovernment
1975: Thatcher 1975: Thatcher asas Conservative Party Conservative Party 
Leader; record Leader; record levellevel of of inflationinflation
1979: 1979: ““WinterWinter of of discontentdiscontent””; Thatcher ; Thatcher 
winswins electionelection (in power (in power tilltill 1990), 1990), 
restrictsrestricts unionsunions and NHS, and NHS, implementsimplements
privatizationprivatization



1970s: decisive 1970s: decisive historicalhistorical shiftshift
EconomicsEconomics
Rise of speculative financeRise of speculative finance
Spread of Spread of neoliberalismneoliberalism and and freefree--
marketmarket globalismglobalism; ; consumerismconsumerism
CollapseCollapse of welfare of welfare provisionsprovisions
IdeologyIdeology, culture and society, culture and society
MulticulturalismMulticulturalism
New New identitiesidentities and and ethnicitiesethnicities
EmergenceEmergence of global of global 
telecommunicationstelecommunications and I.T.and I.T.
IndividualismIndividualism, , yetyet ““VictorianVictorian valuesvalues””



““WeWe are are reapingreaping whatwhat waswas sownsown in in 
the 1960s the 1960s …… The The fashionablefashionable

theoriestheories and permissive and permissive claptrapclaptrap
set the scene set the scene forfor a society in a society in 

whichwhich the old the old virtuesvirtues of discipline of discipline 
and and selfself--restraintrestraint werewere

denigrateddenigrated””



1979 1979 GrantaGranta magazinemagazine

““The end of the English The end of the English novelnovel and the and the 
beginningbeginning of of BritishBritish fictionfiction””

WaneWane of English of English dominancedominance withinwithin the the 
canoncanon of of contemporarycontemporary BritishBritish fictionfiction

TriumphTriumph of the of the literatureliterature of of 
““global Englishglobal English””



1981: first 1981: first PCsPCs
1982: 1982: FalklandsFalklands ConflictConflict
1984: 1984: MinersMiners’’ Strike; Strike; riotsriots; IRA ; IRA bombingbombing
1989: 1989: BerlinBerlin war war torntorn down; end of down; end of ColdCold
War; War; ““pollpoll taxtax”” in Scotlandin Scotland
1990: 1990: GermanyGermany reunifiedreunified; John Major new ; John Major new 
PM (PM (tilltill 1997); 1997); ““pollpoll taxtax”” in England and in England and 
Wales (Wales (repealedrepealed in 1993)in 1993)
1991: 1991: GulfGulf WarWar
1992: 1992: CreationCreation of WWW; Clinton of WWW; Clinton electedelected
1997: 1997: ScottishScottish and Welsh Devolution and Welsh Devolution 
ReferendumsReferendums ((emergenceemergence of new fiction)of new fiction)



CrucialCrucial concernsconcerns in the in the novelnovel nownow
““RelocationRelocation”” of of BritishBritish identityidentity in the in the 
anglophoneanglophone worldworld
MulticulturalismMulticulturalism: a new : a new conceptconcept of of 
““BritishBritish”” writingwriting
WorkingWorking--classclass orientedoriented literatureliterature
((mainlymainly in Scotland and Wales)in Scotland and Wales)
SeeingSeeing oneselfoneself asas anotheranother
QuestioningQuestioning of of boundariesboundaries ((nationalnational, , 
sexualsexual, cultural , cultural …… ))
ShiftingShifting ““centrescentres”” under under scrutinyscrutiny: : 
fromfrom England England toto USUS



IntegrationIntegration of of NovelNovel ((domesticdomestic
eventsevents) and Romance () and Romance (symbolicsymbolic
eventsevents))
RefusalRefusal toto acknowledgeacknowledge the the 
distinctiondistinction betweenbetween normalitynormality and and 
irregularityirregularity, art and , art and actualityactuality, , 
fiction and fiction and truthtruth
EmergenceEmergence of pop of pop litlit. (. (““ladlad litlit..”” byby
Welsh, Welsh, HornbyHornby; ; ““chickchick litlit..”” byby
FieldingFielding; ; childrenchildren’’s s litlit byby Rowling) Rowling) 
side side byby side side withwith ““literaryliterary”” novelsnovels
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