The Rise of Novels in the 18th Century
Definition
The novel is a worldwide cultural instrument that helped redefine the time and space where we live, the way we speak and talk, how we feel, and what we do.
According to the dictionary, a novel is:
a fictional prose narrative of considerable length, typically having a plot that is unfolded by the actions, speech, and thoughts of the characters.
the literary genre represented by novels.
A novel (from French “nouvelle” and Italian “novella,” which mean new) is an extended, generally fictional narrative in prose. Until the 18th century, the word referred specifically to short fictions of love and intrigue as opposed to romances, which were epic-length works about love and adventure. During the 18th century, the novel adopted features of the old romance and became one of the major literary genres.
Origins
Novels as we know them began in England in the early 1700s. However, there were some novel prototypes prior to this period, such as:
Sir Thomas Malroy’s Le Mort d’Artur (1485)
Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia (1588)
John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678)
Aphra Behn’s Oronooko, or The Royal Slave (1688)
The dominant genre in world literature, the novel is a relatively young form of imaginative writing. Only about 250 years old in England—and embattled from the start— its rise to pre-eminence has been striking. After sparse beginnings in 17th century England, novels grew exponentially in production by the 18th century and in the 19th century became the primary form of popular entertainment.
The rise of the novel coincides with the rise of the middle classes in Western Europe. Profound social and economic changes brought the novel into popular prominence:
advances in the technology of printing made written texts available to a growing population of readers.
changes in modes of distribution and in literacy rates brought books and pamphlets to populations excluded from education, such as working-class men and women.
authors became free agents in the literary marketplace, dependent on popular sales for success and sustenance, reflecting the values of a middle-class readership.
Features
Early novels were dedicated to realism. Realism and drama of individual consciousness had precedence over external drama. The focus was on the experience of the individual as subject matter. Novels explored individual consciousness and perception. Realism was synonymous with veracity and denial of functionality. The descriptions featured “photographic” attention to detail  (verisimilitude). Early novelists rejected the fabulous imaginings and idealism of romances.
Early novelists made significant choices in subject matter. They wanted the appearance of probability in character, setting, and event and logical cause-and-effect sequencing. The focused on solidity of detail in order to achieve the reader’s willing suspension of disbelief. More novels began to feature middle-class protagonists.
The 18th century was a special time for books. Before this, most people read poetry or plays. However, during this century, novels became very popular.
These were stories about common people, not just heroes or kings. More people learned to read, and books became cheaper, which helped this change.
It was also a time when many famous writers started writing novels. These books changed how people thought and what they liked to do for fun.
Why Novels Became Popular
Novels became famous for several reasons, which can be broadly categorized as follows:
The Rise of the Middle Class
Improved Literacy Rates
Printing Advancements
Interest in Individual Stories
Women Writers and Readers
1- The Rise of the Middle Class
During the 18th century, trade and businesses grew a lot. This made a new group of people more powerful: the middle class. They were not poor, but they were not rich either. They could buy things like books because they made money from jobs like trading.
Also, they wanted to read about lives like theirs, not just about kings or warriors. This middle class had more free time to enjoy reading. As they got more prominent and influential, their tastes in books changed.
So, novels that told stories about common lives became very popular. It was a big reason why novels got so famous at this time.
2- Improved Literacy Rates
In the 18th century, more people learned how to read. Before, only rich people or special groups went to school. However, now, more schools are open to everyone.
Kids and even some adults started learning to read and write. With more people reading, the demand for books increased. People wanted books that were easy to understand and fun to read.
So, novels became a favorite choice. This wave of new readers boosted the sale of novels. As a result, more authors started writing stories for this larger audience. The growth of reading changed the world of books forever.
3- Printing Advancements
The 18th century saw significant changes in how books were made. New printing methods made it easier and cheaper to produce books. This meant books were sold at lower prices, so more people could buy them.
With more books on the market, reading became a popular activity. These new methods also allowed writers to print more copies.
As a result, their stories reached many more readers. This growth in printing technology played a significant role in making novels a favorite for many.
4- Interest in Individual Stories
Before the 18th century, stories were often about great heroes or royal families. However, as time went on, people wanted something different. They became curious about everyday life and common people.
Novels gave them this view. These books told tales of ordinary folks, their struggles, joys, and dreams. Readers found these stories relatable and real.
This shift in interest pushed novels to the forefront. People loved reading about lives like theirs, making novels a big hit.
5- Women Writers and Readers
The 18th century saw more women writing and reading books. Before, the literary world was primarily male. Nevertheless, women like Jane Austen, Mary Shelley, and Fanny Burney began penning novels, adding new perspectives. Their works, like “Pride and Prejudice,” “Frankenstein,” and “Evelina,” explored women’s lives, dreams, and challenges.
With women also reading more, they became a big part of the book’s audience. Their interest in novels like these helped boost the book market. This era marked a time when women’s voices in literature started to shine brightly.
Major Novelists of the 18th Century
Daniel Defoe (1660-1731)
Daniel Defoe is often hailed as a pioneer of English novels. His “Robinson Crusoe” (1719) is about a shipwrecked man’s survival on a deserted island.
This book laid the foundation for realistic fiction, capturing readers with its detailed narrative of human perseverance.
Samuel Richardson (1689-1761)
Richardson’s “Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded” (1740) is a unique story told through letters. It chronicles a young woman’s resilience against her master’s advances, emphasizing virtue and morality. It was a standout work of its time.
Henry Fielding (1707-1754)
Fielding’s “Tom Jones” (1749) is a comic masterpiece, tracing the adventures of its titular hero. It vividly depicts English society, mixing humor and profound observations. Fielding’s knack for social commentary set him apart.
Laurence Sterne (1713-1768)
Sterne’s “Tristram Shandy” (1759-1767) broke traditional storytelling molds. With its non-linear narrative and playful structure, it is often seen as an early precursor to modernist novels. Sterne’s work was innovative and daring for its time.
Tobias Smollett (1721-1771)
Smollett’s “Roderick Random” (1748) is a picaresque novel following its protagonist’s adventures on land and sea. Through lively episodes and colorful characters, Smollett gave readers a taste of 18th-century life and its challenges.
The Four Giants 
 
Samuel Richardson (1689-1761) was a product of the middle class, the son of a Derbyshire carpenter. After the family shifted to London, he became apprenticed to a printer, married his master’s daughter, and inherited the business.He combined a literary career with preoccupation with worldly affairs.
 
The way to Richardson’s literary career was prepared by Addison and Steele who in their periodicals The Tatler and The Spectator chatted about life and with a reformatory zeal, deliberated on virtues and vices in a prose well equipped to deal with the middle-class sensibility of the age. The new middle class life was brought out into the open especially by Richardson in the novel of sensibility.
 
Prudence had become an important word for the middle class and in his novel Pamela, he made use of a story which was narrated to him about a beautiful and virtuous servant girl who with great prudence resisted a young squire’s advances forcing him in the end to offer her his hand in marriage. This story in Pamela is narrated in seven volumes of letters written by the girl to her parents. She protects her one asset-her physical beauty as though it were a commodity in the market. Richardson was something of a moralist who rebelled against the arbitrary exercise of power by those in authority.
 
Richardson was a psychological realist who was more interested in people’s motives and reactions rather than in their external actions. The characters reveal a lot about their inner lives through the letters they write to each other. They are forever discussing things amongst themselves and the letters they write to each other have the effect of dramatic speeches. The letters the characters write enable us to see a character through the eyes of another character. Clarissa by Richardson is another tale based on a woman’s chastity and told through the medium of letters. It ends in tragedy however because here the pursuer is a villain who rapes the decent woman who, despite the pleadings of her friends,refuses to marry him, wastes away and dies.
 
Richardson had a didactic purpose in writing his novels.His aim was to improve morals by delineating virtuous models. One of the problems that beset them and their contemporaries was that of the arbitrary exercise of power before which the ordinary citizen felt helpless. In Pamela, he makes helplessness combined with virtue triumph against odds.
 
One of his most important contributions was that he did much to elevate the status of women by making the central characters in his first two novels women. Another important contribution to the history of the novel was his analysis of emotion and motive through the medium of letters. His rendering of the inner working of the minds of the characters influenced similar probing by later novelists like Joyce, Richardson and Virginia Woolf.
 
Henry Fielding(1707-54) came from a different background than that of Richardson. He was schooled at Eton and had a stint on the continent where he studied law. After coming back to England he was involved with administrative activities and came into contact with different sections of society and varied experiences of life which instilled in him a sense of tolerance not commonly found in many other novelists.
 
Fielding started his career by writing plays and went on to write novels after surveying the success of Richardson. His novels Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones are some of the greatest novels of the world presenting common humanity and the world as he sees it. Fielding brought to the novel an observing mind and as a result we see in the novel real human beings appearing for the first time. Fielding, who chronicled the English social scene of the eighteenth century, was a great influence on a host of later writers like Hazlitt, Lamb, Austen, Dickens and Thackeray.
 
Like Richardson, he was a moralist and satirist and was against the tyrannical exercise of power, the vanity and hypocrisy he discovered in his times. He wrote, as he said “a comic epic in prose” and used ridicule and irony rather than biting criticism to expose vices like affectation which he found in the society of his times.As his career progressed, Fielding’s satire became less severe and a new gentleness began to pervade his work. In Amelia for instance he shows the virtue of meekness in the character of the gentle wife Amelia.
 
Tobias Smollett was of humble birth like Fielding and was forced at a young age to earn his living. He was apprenticed to a doctor and went as a ship’s surgeon to the West Indies which gave him a lot of useful experience. After returning to England he set up his practice and wrote his first book Roderick Random in 1748.
 
It is a tale of life aboard a ship, the first such tale captured in the genre of the novel at a time when British ships had set sail to distant corners of the world. Smollett had a great interest in life around him and wrote about it with great zest. However he did not have the geniality of Fielding. His temper, aggravated by ill-health, was irritable and he found fault with everybody and everything. His characters are too preoccupied with their own affairs to bond together in common interest.
 
The book is in the picaresque vein and there are a lot of details about life aboard a ship-the mutinies, the hardships, the discipline, diseases and vice. Smollett continued with his sea- stories in his next novel Peregrine Pickle. However, his best work is Humphrey Clinker. It does not have the rancour of his previous novels. It is written in the epistolary mode; people, places and events are seen through the eyes of several personalities, the writers of letters. Smollett’s sense of comedy is seen in this novel. It has a host of eccentric characters which are a constant delight to the reader. Smollett drew character in terms of their externals reducing them to caricature. Dickens borrowed heavily from Smollett for his novels-the characterisation, as well as the management of theme and prose-style.
 
Lawrence Sterne (1713-68) , the great grandson of an Archbishop procured for himself a living in the North Riding after taking Orders. His experiments with time in literature were far in advance of their time. He discarded the chronological sequence of events and in his most famous novel TristramShandy introduced a method of progression by sensory suggestion and momentary reaction to immediate experience.He was influenced by Locke’s theory of the irrationality of the association of ideas in the mind.He can be said to be the father of Impressionism and the progenitor of that school of literary art in which the interest is in the medium and not on the material.
 
Sterne’s experiments with time and words are reminiscent of the experiments of Monet and Renoir in the realm of paint and light. Joyce drew on Lawrence Sterne for his magnum opus Ulysses.
