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Preface

This book, needless to say, is not a complete history of world fiction or anything
-approaching it. That would demand many volumes, and even then probably
only the surface of so vast a subject would be scratched. Neither is it a potted
history of the type that may be of value on the shelves of a reference library,
but which hardly makes for stimulating and consecutive reading. It is an
attempt rather, to tell the story (in itself a varied and fascinating one) of t the

rise of the narrative impulse in the major cultures, both East and West, and "~

in doing so to correct the temptation to think solely in terms of our own.

The book in consequence is not for the specialist in any particular branch
of the subject, or in the literature of any of the separate languages — and I
must stress that although I have studied some of the works discussed in the
original, the bulk of my reading has been in English translation, while I am
almost entirely ignorant of the Oriental languages. One consequence of this is
that my Bibliography is, in effect, a list of personal acknowledgements as well
as of suggestions for further reading.

From Myth to Modernism is, therefore, addressed primarily to the English-
speaking general reader, though this is a term which has wide applications and

~ which includes, or should include, many students. Anyone, for example, who
has read or taught English Literature in one of the universities knows very
well that it is possible, indeed normal, to obtain a good honours degree in it

while being almost totally ignorant of the literatures of other countries. Some -

courses may ask for a subsidiary modern language, or for Latin or~Anglo-
Saxon, but this rarely involves more than an acquaintance with two or three
set books, with few points of reference to other cultures, and probably none
at all to those outside Europe and America. In many ways ordinary lovers of
literature are often better informed than those who have been subjected to an
academic training, because curiosity and enthusiasm may have encouraged
them to range more freely. But many of them, too, will be aware that their
reading of fiction has been piecemeal, and that they have gaps in their
understanding of its progress as a whole the bridging of which would add to
their appreciation and powers of discrimination. And all kinds of readers must
frequently have wondered why a particular author wrote in the way he or she
did at a particular moment; and whether writers in other parts of the world
were thinking, feeling and responding in similar or different ways — and, if it
comes to that, how, why and where the need to tell stories arose in the first
place.
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X Preface

This book aims to answer some of these questions and to fill in some
of the gaps. Inevitably, of course, any attempt to survey so large a territory
within the bounds of a single volume will have holes in it, as well as over-
simplifications and compressions which will infuriate many, and choices of
significant moments, works or authors which are in many cases bound to
be purely personal. But if this bird’s-eye view misses many of the foothills,
on the whole it does pick out the main peaks and mountain ranges.

To achieve this I have had to make a number of editorial decisions. The
titles of works in those European languages of which the English and American
reader is likely to have a smattering (French, German, Spanish and Italian)
have, for example, mostly been given in the original. They are followed in
brackets either by the title of the translated work, if there is one, or by a literal
translation in quotation marks. If the title is the same in both languages, or if
the meaning is obvious, no translation has been made. However I have reserved
the right to be inconsistent when dealing with more modern works. The Latin-
American novels discussed here, for example, tend to be best known to the
English-speaking world by their translated titles; and while, say, most German
modern novels are best-known in translation (Kafka’s The Trial, for example),
this is certainly not true of some French works. Le Grand Meaulnes, for
example, is best known in the original, and A la recherche du temps perdu
sounds much more natural even to British ears than Remembrance of Things

Past — added to which, Proust found the latter a most unsatisfactory rendering
for his overall theme 4nd purpose.

In other cases, notably with the great Russian works of fiction, those in the
other Slavonic and East European languages, as well as those in the Scan-
dinavian languages, the Oriental languages and Sanskrit, the titles are in

- English, either in the form adopted in the translations, where they exist, or in
more or less literal versions or approximations to them. There are some
exceptions, however, especially where Sanskrit works are concerned, either
because_ | was defeated in my efforts to find satisfactory English equivalents,
or because the flavour was best preserved by keeping to the original title, or
because it was in this form that the work reached the West. It would be
possible, for example, to make a literal (if long-winded) English translation of
Pancatantra, but that was how this great seminal coilection of tales was known
not only in the East but throughout Europe.

In transcribing it, as with all Sanskrit works, I have omitted all accents and
symbols, partly because the cost of their reproduction would be prohibitive,
but mainly because their presence would be meaningless to the non-specialist
Western reader. I have adopted the same course in my renderings of titles and
names of authors and characters in dealing with works in the various ‘modern’
Indian languages, and much the same applies in the case of Chinese and
Japanese works, though sometimes (especially with the names of Japanese
authors) I have retained those stresses which may be of assistance to the reader
in pronouncing them to his inner ear. Naturally this would be unacceptable
to the Orientalist, but I am writing, I repeat, for the more general reader who
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will gain from this book at least some rough idea of the growth of Oriental
story-telling, still so little known in the West. As far as accents and other
symbols in the major European languages (excluding Russian) are concerned,
it was obvious enough that they were essential, but I was doubtful whether
all those used in less well-known ones would be of help to the kind of readers
I had in mind, and for the most part I have left them out.

These decisions may seem arbitrary and wrong-headed, but I ask the reader
to accept them rather as a series of conventions whose intention was to make
for greater ease of reading, and which might help to achieve my main objective
of providing a general framework and wider and more balanced perspectives
which would lead the addict of fiction, whether specialised student or not, to
extend the scope of his reading, to get more out of it and, above all, to enjoy
it more fully.

12 June 1985 GILBERT PHELPS



Introduction -

 Until comparatively recently the majority of readers, at least in the West, had
no doubt what they understood by ‘the novel’. It was the kind of book
pioneered in cighteenth-century England by Samuel Richardson and Henry
Fielding, dnd carried to maturity in Varfous parts of the world by the great
nineteenth-century masters. Definitions based on this model, indeed, are still
embedded in most of the histories of literature and books of reference — and
they are quite adequate for what they set out to describe: the realistic novel
which for some two hundred years constituted the Western fictional norm.
From about the 1920s, however, and especially since the last war, the basic
assumptions underlying such confident definitions have been undermined as
" modern philosophers have detected all kinds of epistemological issues inherent
in the writing of fiction. What the American critic Robert Alter has called
‘the problematical relationship between real-seeming artifice and reality’ now
. overshadows the practice of fiction-writing and the critical responses to it.
"% " "The current debate over the nature of reality in fiction and in redl life has
.. 'had the effect of throwing doubt on a number of the older theories as to the
. natuire and origins of the novel. The idea, for instance, that it is essentially a
product of bourgeois society has been challenged — and indeed the literary
phenomenon of the novel has occurred, entirely independent of Western
influences, in two other cultures which by no stretch of the imagination could
be described as bourgeois — in twelfth-century Japan and in fifteenth-century
China, If it comes to that, the idea that literature is always and necessarily the
product or reflection of the society its writers belong to has itself been
considérably modified, not least by a number of modern social anthropologists
who have pointed out that there are plenty of instances, including a number
from folklore, of narrative motifs or forms which fall outside, or are in direct
opposition to, the prevailing cultural ethos.
This is not to deny that social factors were indirectly at work, but they do
not always operate in the straightforward way that some of the more simplistic
~ determinist theories suggest. For one thing, these theories tend to minimise
- the part played in the creation of literature by the individual genius who, to
\.a considerable degree, evolves his own traditions — often in opposition to those
“of the culture in which he happens to have been born, and often in isolation
and solitude. For another, some of the impulses that lead to artistic creation
belong fundamentally not to a specific culture, but to the human species itself:
they are biological rather than social. It is not only certain basic themes,

xiii



Xiv Introduction \

moreover, that are universal, but some of the forms as well. There is no known
culture, for instance, which has not produced, in however rudimentary a way,
the short lyric and the short story, and very few which do not possess some
kind of drama. There is ample evidence to support the view that certain
fundamental aspects of literature, no matter how much the modes of their
expression may be affected by social factors, are non-social in origin.

Considerations such as these suggest that any attempt to explore the history
of the novel in its world-wide manifestations is justified in going beyond a
theory which confines its beginnings to one particular period in one particular
country. If the definitions derived from this theory can no longer be fully
applied to the experimental novels of this century, it follows that neither are
they satisfactory for all the fictions of other cultures and other times. It is no
longer sensible to speak of the novel as if it belonged only to the realistic genre
or as if it arrived suddenly out of the blue in the eighteenth century and had
no living connections with narrative traditions that can be traced back over
many centuries. Neither is it sensible to apply only the criteria derived from
that particular genre to all the earlier works of fiction, some of which had
intrinsic merits of their own, and employed narrative modes which may, in
some cases, be more relevant to the future of the nove! than those of traditional
Realism.
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Myth and the Novel

In order to understand fully what is happening in the novel today, and the
directions in which it may develop in the future, it is necessary to begin with
its pre-history. Story-telling for entertainment presupposes that a degree of
sophistication has already been reached in a given culture, and it is almost
certain that in the beginning it was employed exclusively in the service of
primitive theology. The first stories, that is, were the sacred myths which grew
out of (or went into) the various rituals expressing the most vital concerns of
the human race at that stage of its development. Through them early men
sought to come to terms with the forces of nature and the mysteries both of
their external world and of the world within themselves. Evidence suggests
that initially myths were collections of episodes bound together in a kind of
vast cyclical structure (usually with some sort of creation story at the centre),
frequently related to the seasons of the year or the movements of the con-
stellations. After a time the separate episodes tended to proliferate to such an
extent that they burst the seams and spilled out to have a life that was almost
separate from the parent myth. It was then that the entertainment motive
could appear, and the episodes be related with additions of drama, suspense
and even humour,

Modern anthropologists have often pointed out the remarkable cor-
respondences between the myths of primitive peoples, both past and present.
There is the story of Cupid and Psyche (a fairly late addition to Greek
mythology), in which Psyche breaks the injunction to receive her divine lover
in darkness without looking at his face, and then has to undergo all kinds of
trials before he is restored to her. The Norse legend of Freja and Oddur, and
the story of Pururavas and Urvasi in the Indian Vedas, are basically the same,
and there are also Welsh and Zulu versions. Similarly the Greek story of Diana
and Endymion (one of the many solar myths) is known (with local variations)
to the Sinhalese, to a number of the African tribes, and to the Aborlglnals of
Australia.

There are numerous other mythic stories which have been commeon to
Indians, Iranians, Greeks and Romans, as well as to Germans, Scandinavians,
Russians and Celts. At one time it was supposed that these were stories already
current among the ancestors of all these peoples — the Aryan tribes who had’
emigrated westwards from the central Asian tablelands — until it was realised
that some of them were also known to non-Aryan peoples like the Chinese,

3



4 Myth and the Novel

and the Indians of North and South America. Here is further evidence of the
universaliiy of some of the basic story-telling impulses: that there is a common
human heritage lying behind the beginnings of all literature.

Much the same can be said of other kinds of ancient stories, which either
derive from the larger central myths or gather elements from them. Many of
the constituents of fairy-tales, for examnple, have had a world-wide distribution.
Thus the Greek sirens of Homer illustrate the recurrent motif of the female
fairy who brings death to her human lover, which Robert Louis Stevenson
found to be as common in Samoa as on the banks of Loch Awe in his native
Scotland; while the theme of fairy gold relates just as much to the Jan or Jinnis
of the Arabs and Moors as to the fairies of Britain. Long before the advent of
writing, therefore, there was a vast reservoir of narrative themes and motifs
awaiting development. In its beginnings literature (though that word is by
definition the art of writing) is world-wide, and those beginnings have never
been entirely lost.

The idea of a meaningful link between ancient myth and the novel has,
indeed, received weighty support in recent years from a number of con-
temporary thinkers, especially in France. Claude Lévi-Strauss, anthropologist
and ‘father’ of modern structuralism, for example, sees myth as ‘an emergent
form of fiction, in i*s first freshness and originality’, and the novel as ‘born
from the attenuation of myth’. In other words, when the mythological stories
ar¢_hived off from the whole they enter the realm of finite space and time to
which the novel itself belongs. As the Americans Robert Scholes and Robert
Kellog have said: ‘Because mythic narrative is the expression in story form of
deep-seated human concerns, fears and aspirations, the plots of mythic tales
are a storehouse of narrative correlatives — keys to the human psyche in story
form — guaranteed to reach an audience and move them deeply.’

* * *

With most cultures the next major step in the evolution of narrative literature
is the absorption of sacred myth, together with the quasi-historical legend,
heroic songs, and the fictional folk-tale, into the new synthesis of the prally-
transmitted epic. The oldest recorded example is probably the cycle of Sum-
erian heroic poems now known as The Epic of Gilgamesh. It was in Sumer that
the art of writing began, about the year 3000Bc (at least two centuries earlier
than in China) and it was being employed not long after that date to record
not only contracts, laws and other practical matters, but also religious invo-
cations and sacred stories as well. S

Archacological finds in Mesopotamia, in strata dated about 2500 B, reveal
that there must have been contacts between the Sumerian and pre-Aryan
Indus vailey civilisations ~ in fact there is evidence to suggest that the
Gilgamesh epic, or at any rate some of its constituent stories, penetrated as far
as the ancient peoples of India, as well as the Greeks and Romans. Elements
have been detected in the Odyssey and in later epics of the Classical world,
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including Virgil’s Aeneid — and they recur in a number of the medieval epics.

What survives of Gilgamesh, some 3,000 lines, has been pieced together
from a number of fragments of clay tablets. Some of these, transcribed into
Akkadian, were preserved in the library of King Ashurbanipal of Assyria
(669 - 630BC), and there are also fragments in Hittite and Hurrian. But others
are in the original Sumerian including one discovered at Megiddo in Palestine,
dated at about 1400BcC. It recounts how the hero Gilgamesh meets Utnapi-
shtim, the Babylonian ‘Noah’, who tells him the story of the Great Flood and
the Ark - one of the tales that grew out of a massive inundation at the top of
the Persian Gulf which, according to the archaeologists, took plz place about the
year 4000 B¢, and obviously gave rise to the similar story in the Bible's Book
of Genesis.

The name ‘Gilgamesh’ in Sumerian means father or hero. In all likelihood
the poem is referring to the Gilgamesh who ruled at Uruk in Babylonia about
2700BC, but the hero of the epic is essentially 2 mythical figure. After his
many adventures he becomes a god, bearing a strong resemblance in some
parts of the poem to the Babylonian and Assyrian sun-god, Tammuz (the
Adonis of Greek myth). Internal evidence makes it clear, however, that some
portions of the epic pre-date the reign of the semi-historical King Gilgamesh,
and that (as so often happened in the evolution of an _oral epic) a number of
very ancient myths and legends were at a later stage clustered round the name
of a popular hero. This applies in particular to the stories about Enkidu, the
wild man or primeval hunter, living among the gazelles and beasts of the fields,
who was created by the goddess Aruru to be a fival' 16 Gilgamesh, and becomes
instead his boon companion. The Epic of Gilgamesh was, then, a prototypical
repository of ancient myths and stories which had originally circulated in oral
form long before the invention of writing.

The traditional, orally-transmitted epic is to be found in most of the major
literatures (and in many minor ones as weil) and in most it is the earliest
known literary form. When the Greek orator and philosopher Dio Chrysostom
(about the year AD80) commented that ‘even among the Indians, they say,
Homer’s poetry is sung, having been translated by them into their own dialect
and tongue’, he is not to be taken literally. What Chrysostom meant was that
the Indians, too, possessed epics (composed in Sanskrit) similar to those of
Homer. The Mahabharata (Bharata was one of the legendary hero-kings of
ancient India and this is his ‘great poem’) is nearly eight times as long as the
1liad and the Odyssey combined, and with its 100,000 couplets can claim to
be the longest poem in the world. Like its Greek counterparts, this vast epic,
too, is ascribed to an individual, Vyasa, but his traditional description as ‘the
arranger’ indicates the real nature of his authorship. The Makabharata may
not have reached its final form until near the beginning of the Christian era,
but by then it had gone through numerous transcriptions. It was originally
adopted - and adapted for religious purposes — by the priestly caste of the
Brahmins, in the fifth century Bc, or even earlier. The central story, about a
feud between two half-brothers for accessmn to the throne of the Bharatas,



