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Premessa

«Non poteva staccarsene senza lacerarsi». Per una genealogia del ro-
manzo familiare italiano nasce da un progetto comune dei tre curatori 
che il sostegno del Dipartimento di Filologia, Letteratura e Linguistica 
dell’Università di Pisa ha permesso di concretizzare, prima finanzian-
do il convegno internazionale svoltosi presso l’Ateneo il 14 e il 15 no-
vembre del 2019 e, successivamente, questo volume. Al Dipartimento, 
al suo direttore Rolando Ferri e, soprattutto, a Francesca Fedi che ci 
ha fatto da mediatrice va dunque il nostro primo e più sincero ringra-
ziamento. Ma molte altre sono le persone che hanno contribuito in 
maniera determinante e che qui non possiamo non ricordare; su tutte: 
Alberto Casadei, Riccardo Castellana, Valeria Cavalloro, Raffaele Don-
narumma e Sergio Zatti. Infine, un grazie speciale va a Marina Polacco, 
principale interlocutrice e importante punto di riferimento di questo 
nostro progetto. 

Filippo Gobbo
Ilaria Muoio

Gloria Scarfone 
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Introduzione
Ricostruzioni di appartenenze:
il romanzo familiare come categoria 
problematica e necessaria
Gloria Scarfone

Je me demande […] si, entre tant de sujets possibles  
de romans, tentés par de romanciers, le sujet-type  
ne serait pas précisément l’histoire d’une famille. 

Albert Thibaudet, Le roman domestique, 19241

1.
Mia cara figlia, noi non siam nati per quella che con vista miope consideriamo 
la nostra piccola, personale felicità, perché non siamo esseri staccati, indipen-
denti e autonomi, ma anelli di una catena; e, così come siamo, non saremmo 
pensabili senza la serie di coloro che ci hanno preceduti e ci hanno indicato 
la strada, seguendo da parte loro rigidamente e senza guardare a destra o a 
sinistra, una tradizione provata e veneranda. La tua via, a mio parere, è già chia-
ramente e nettamente tracciata da parecchie settimane, e non saresti mia figlia, 
non saresti nipote di tuo nonno che riposa in Dio, non saresti addirittura un 
degno membro della nostra famiglia se pensassi sul serio, tu sola, di seguire con 
caparbietà e sventatezza una tua strada irregolare e arbitraria2.

In modo eloquente ed icastico, questo noto passo dei Buddenbrook 
(1901) riassume alcuni degli aspetti più importanti che contraddistin-
guono il romanzo familiare come genere letterario storicamente e so-
cialmente connotato: l’idea di una logica superindividuale che trascende 

1. In A. Thibaudet, Le liseur de romans, Paris, G. Cres, 1925, pp. 180-181.
2. T. Mann, I Buddenbrook, Torino, Einaudi, 2014, p. 134.
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GLORIA SCARFONE8

l’orizzonte del soggetto; la coazione a ripetere delle dinamiche familiari 
inscritte in un determinismo ereditario che frena la volontà del singolo; 
la difficoltà cui quest’ultimo va incontro nel suo tentativo di autoaffer-
marsi al di fuori del nucleo domestico. Ogni «strada» alternativa a quella 
di «coloro che ci hanno preceduti» è «irregolare e arbitraria»; intrapren-
derla significherebbe disconoscere «una tradizione provata e veneranda» 
in nome di una «piccola, personale felicità». L’indipendenza, rivendica-
ta e cercata dal protagonista del Bildungsroman, pare negata a priori ai 
personaggi del romanzo familiare che, come «anelli di una catena», sem-
brano ineluttabilmente bloccati all’interno di un meccanismo da cui non 
possono uscire, perché senza di loro sarebbe mutilo. «Non siamo esseri 
staccati», scrive Johann Buddenbrook nella lettera alla figlia Tony.

Ritroviamo anche qui l’immagine del distacco che dà il titolo a 
questo volume: «Non poteva staccarsene senza lacerarsi». L’espressione 
è tratta da un passo di Menzogna e sortilegio (1948) di Elsa Morante, 
forse il più rappresentativo esempio del genere nel Novecento italiano. 
Siamo nelle pagine dell’opera in cui viene ripercorsa, attraverso un’ana-
lessi che permette di recuperare le vicende di alcuni dei membri della 
prima generazione, la storia familiare di Francesco De Salvi (seconda 
generazione), il padre della narratrice Elisa (terza generazione). 

[Francesco] odiava dunque la sua casa? Non amava più sua madre? ciò non si 
può affermare: allorquando, infatti, tornato l’autunno, e riaprendosi i corsi, 
egli doveva ripartire dal villaggio, ecco che, d’improvviso, si sentiva stringe-
re il cuore dalla pena. Durante la breve vacanza, il suo desiderio sollecitava 
impaziente l’ora del ritorno in città; ma pure, col giungere di quest’ora, a un 
tratto la collina della noia e della tristezza si accendeva in una tardiva rivela-
zione. In guisa d’ami aguzzi, il terribile affetto, i rimorsi, le consolazioni man-
cate traevano lo studente verso quel monticello sassoso al quale era tornato 
con ripugnanza e di cui, per vergogna, usando diversi sotterfugi, mascherava 
ai suoi compagni di liceo perfino il nome vero. All’ultimo, invece, oh, gioco 
amaro e sorprendente!, egli non poteva staccarsene senza lacerarsi3.

3. E. Morante, Menzogna e sortilegio, in C. Cecchi, C. Garboli (a cura di), Opere, vol. I, 
Milano, Mondadori, 1988, pp. 487-488.
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RICOSTRUZIONI DI APPARTENENZE 9

C’è qui tutto il groviglio sentimentale che, in modo più o meno consa-
pevole e manifesto, affligge i personaggi del romanzo di famiglia fino a mi-
narne l’equilibrio psichico (basti pensare, sempre a proposito di Menzogna 
e sortilegio, al delirio finale della protagonista Anna Massia). «The family is 
unquestionably the source of much that is good, if also of much we should like 
to forget or cancel»4. Il nucleo domestico è oggetto di sentimenti ambival-
enti, di una «duplicità senza soluzione: dove l’amore e l’odio, la ripulsa e la 
voglia, la colpa e l’innocenza, si intrecciano»5. L’orgoglio ostinato o la ver-
gogna colpevole delle proprie origini si innestano su un legame originario 
irriducibile, caratterizzato tanto dall’affetto quanto dall’astio:

Verso la propria famiglia ella [Lucrezia Uzeda] aveva ancora quel misto d’astio, 
d’invidia e di premura, secondo che il vanto di farne parte, il dolore d’averla 
lasciata o il sospetto d’esserne ripudiata predominavano nel suo cervello6.

Il passo citato è tratto dai Viceré (1894) di Federico De Roberto, al-
tro importantissimo esempio del genere7. Come nei Buddenbrook, nel 
romanzo l’immagine della catena viene impiegata per designare un le-
game con la propria famiglia (qui, nello specifico, quello matrimoniale) 
che imprigiona il singolo come, appunto, una «catena al collo»8. Ogni 
tentativo di minare l’equilibrio claustrofobico garantito da questa ca-
tena dà origine a un «dramma domestico»9 potenzialmente pericolo-

4. R. Boyers, The Family Novel, in «Salmagundi», 26, 1974, p. 5.
5. E. Morante, Una duplicità senza soluzione, in «l’Europa letteraria», V, 27, 1964, p. 126.
6. F. De Roberto, I Viceré, Torino, Einaudi, 1990, p. 500. 
7. Cfr. almeno M. Polacco,  Il romanzo come allegoria del male:  I Viceré, in  F. Bertoni, 

D. Giglioli (a cura di), Quindici episodi del romanzo italiano (1881-1923), Bologna, Pendragon, 
1999, pp. 149-174. P. Pellini, De Roberto e la coazione di Malpelo. Narrazioni familiari dal 
verismo al modernismo, in Idem, In una casa di vetro. Generi e temi del naturalismo europeo, 
Firenze, Le Monnier, 2004, pp. 212-235.

8. De Roberto, op. cit., p. 98. La stessa espressione della «catena al collo» ritornerà verso 
la fine dell’opera (p. 543). Ancora, l’immagine compare almeno in altri due luoghi (pp. 315 e 
481) in riferimento rispettivamente al primo e al secondo matrimonio di Raimondo Uzeda.

9. Ibid., p. 315. Il riferimento qui è alla decisione presa da Raimondo di lasciare la mo-
glie Matilde per donna Isabella Fersa; decisione in potenza dannosa, perché l’abbandono di 
Raimondo avrebbe potuto rappresentare uno scandalo per la nobile famiglia Uzeda, ma che 
viene salvaguardata tramite l’annullamento del matrimonio.

Q
ue

st
o 

E-b
oo

k 
ap

pa
rti

en
e 

a 
ca

o.
cla

ud
ia

c 
gm

ai
l.c

om
 2

10
10

51
6-

01
00

-0
99

9-
78

20
-3

h5
5h

zw
y9

5c
0



GLORIA SCARFONE10

so. Ogni minaccia esterna è una forza centrifuga cui il nucleo familiare 
deve, per perdurare, dimostrarsi impenetrabile. «The underlying assu-
mption in the family novel is that families must somehow find a way to 
preserve themselves, that the entirely liberated individual is not often better 
off than he would have been had he been able to make his peace in the fa-
mily»10. Il romanzo di famiglia come genere letterario è al contempo il 
racconto di diversi drammi domestici e, soprattutto, del tentativo della 
famiglia di resistervi, con tutte le ripercussioni che questa resistenza 
comporta sui suoi singoli membri.

2.
La famiglia è uno dei più rilevanti temi del nostro immaginario so-

ciale e letterario, perché ha un duplice volto: è una costante antropolo-
gica e, allo stesso tempo, uno spazio profondamente influenzato dalle 
dinamiche storiche che ne determinano la configurazione. Si tratta di 
un aspetto fondamentale da tenere presente perché il soggetto sociale 
che i romanzi di cui parleremo eleggono a protagonista collettivo è un 
preciso istituto storico: la famiglia nucleare moderna, sviluppatasi tra 
Settecento e Ottocento a causa di radicali ridefinizioni di ordine poli-
tico-istituzionale11. Il genere si afferma e si consolida molti anni dopo 
quando, durante la seconda metà dell’Ottocento, il romanzo familiare 
registrerà il cambiamento facendo della famiglia l’orizzonte in cui esi-
stono (e spesso collassano) tutte le relazioni interpersonali. Vale anche 
qui la stessa logica che sorregge un altro sottogenere della tradizione 
del novel: «se l’Ottocento è il secolo del romanzo d’adulterio, è perché 
in esso si afferma l’istituzione della famiglia borghese e il privato indi-
viduale appare costantemente inserito e limitato in un ordine sociale e 
in un contesto familiare»12. 

10. R. Boyers, op. cit., p. 5.
11. Cfr. su questi aspetti almeno il volume di C. Saraceno, M. Naldini, Sociologia della 

famiglia, Bologna, il Mulino, 2013.
12. R. Luperini, Un mutamento di paradigma: il romanzo d’adulterio e la trasformazione del 

personaggio femminile fra Ottocento e Novecento, in Idem, Tramonto e resistenza della critica, 
Macerata, Quodlibet, 2013, p. 196.
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RICOSTRUZIONI DI APPARTENENZE 11

La nascita del romanzo familiare è dunque una risposta all’affer-
mazione della società borghese, una risposta in un certo senso ana-
cronistica e in controtendenza: là dove la società rivendica il diritto 
del singolo e la libera autoaffermazione dell’individuo, il romanzo di 
famiglia racconta le storie di soggetti che non esistono fuori dal nu-
cleo domestico. «In the face of accelerating social change, disjunctions in 
the familiar modalities within which ordinary men thought of time, suc-
cession, progress, the 19th century indulged a predictable thought almost 
pathological nostalgia for the coziness of a family life that was often far 
from cozy»13.

Veniamo così al secondo importante elemento che ha guidato le 
nostre riflessioni e portato a questo lavoro: la volontà di delineare la 
genealogia di un preciso genere letterario. Se pensiamo ai vari generi 
letterari, soprattutto narrativi (Bildungsroman, romanzo storico, auto-
biografia, poliziesco, noir, ecc.), che in diverso modo sono stati oggetto 
di ricerche approfondite da parte della critica, la scarsa attenzione de-
dicata al romanzo familiare sorprende in modo particolare. Si tratta 
infatti di una categoria che applichiamo a certi testi in modo quasi in-
tuitivo, a differenza di altre ben più analizzate e discusse; e tuttavia po-
chissimi sono stati sino a oggi gli studi sul tema, nonostante l’evidente 
presenza di una serie numerosa di testi riconducibili al genere. Il pio-
nieristico lavoro della studiosa Yi-Ling Ru (The Family Novel. Toward a 
Generic Definition, 1992)14 è stato per anni l’unico punto di riferimen-
to di rilievo nel panorama internazionale. A Marina Polacco e al suo 
importante saggio (Romanzi di famiglia. Per una definizione di genere, 
2005)15 va invece il merito di aver portato l’argomento all’attenzione del 
dibattito italiano, interrompendo un silenzio pressoché totale da parte 
della critica. 

D’altro lato, però, oggi sembra profilarsi un cambiamento di rotta, 
anche grazie all’influenza degli studi culturali in ambito anglosassone. 

13. R. Boyers, op. cit., p. 6.
14. Y.-L. Ru, The Family Novel. Toward a Generic Definition, New York, Peter Lang, 1992.
15. M. Polacco, Romanzi di famiglia, per una definizione di genere, in «Comparatistica», 

13, 2005, pp. 95-125.
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GLORIA SCARFONE12

Ne è un notevole esempio Genealogical Fictions (2015) di Jobst Welge16, 
di cui Ilaria Muoio offre qui per la prima volta la traduzione italiana 
del terzo capitolo: Progress and Pessimist: The Sicilian Novel of Verismo 
(Giovanni Verga and Federico De Roberto). Anche gli studi di Alessio Bal-
dini, che da anni si occupa del tema, vanno oggi in questa direzione, 
come il saggio che pubblichiamo viene eloquentemente a sintetizzare. 
Dopo aver individuato nel ciclo zoliano dei Rougon-Macquart «il primo 
tentativo di costruire una narrazione seriale che si regga sulla storia di 
una famiglia» (infra, p. 269) e l’epicentro da cui il nuovo modello nar-
rativo si diffonde, Baldini tenta di definire le caratteristiche distintive 
di quel genere interartistico e intermediale che sceglie di chiamare saga 
familiare. Si tratta di una proposta teorica innovativa, che ha il merito di 
allargare lo spettro di indagine oltre l’ambito letterario, guardando tan-
to ai romanzi quanto ai film e alle serie televisive. L’idea di fondo è che, 
una volta diffusasi nel mondo tramite il modello di Zola ed essersi resa 
autonoma rispetto a quest’ultimo, la saga familiare sia divenuta un (se 
non il) genere strutturalmente congeniale alla produzione e al consumo 
seriale. Il recente successo dell’Amica geniale e di Gomorra – La serie 
verrebbero così a confermare il ruolo focale di «uno dei generi nar-
rativi più importanti e popolari non solo nella letteratura italiana, ma 
anche nella letteratura mondiale a partire dalla seconda metà dell’Otto-
cento» (infra, p. 268).

Infine, va detto che anche in Italia l’interesse per l’argomento ap-
pare sempre crescente; a dimostrarlo è stato in particolare un recente 
convegno tenutosi a Napoli nel 2016, i cui risultati sono poi confluiti 
nel numero speciale della rivista «Enthymema»: Il romanzo di famiglia 
oggi, 201717. Il monografico, che raccoglie soprattutto saggi dedicati alla 
contemporaneità, è curato da Emanuele Canzaniello ed Elisabetta Abi-
gnente, che firma qui un nuovo contributo, preludio di un volume in 
preparazione per Donzelli.

16. J. Welge, Genealogical Fictions: Cultural Periphery and Historical Change in the Modern 
Novel, Baltimore, John Hopkins University Press, 2015.

17. E. Abignente, E. Canzaniello (a cura di), Il romanzo di famiglia oggi/ Le roman de fa-
mille aujourd’hui, in «Enthymema», 20, 2017.
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RICOSTRUZIONI DI APPARTENENZE 13

3.
Ma perché ragionare per generi? Dietro questa scelta risiede la con-

vinzione del significativo potenziale ermeneutico della categoria, il cui 
scopo «non è tanto quello di classificare, quanto quello di chiarire tra-
dizioni e affinità, e quindi di portare in luce una grande quantità di rap-
porti letterari che non si sarebbero altrimenti notati, nell’assenza di un 
contesto riconosciuto in cui inserirli»18. Una volta sgombrato il campo 
da una concezione tassonomica, sostanzialistica o tanto meno norma-
tiva della categoria, essa si presenta come uno degli strumenti più in-
telligenti per studiare un testo letterario. Ogni teoria dei generi parte 
dal presupposto che la forma primitiva in cui il genere inizialmente si 
manifesta non può rimanere invariata, ma subisce un’evoluzione pro-
prio perché strettamente legata e influenzata dai cambiamenti storici; 
d’altro lato, però, c’è anche qualcosa che permane di questa forma al 
di là delle trasformazioni. Non bisogna vedere, cioè, nel forte anco-
raggio a un determinato periodo storico un limite della categoria, una 
dipendenza cronologica che la renderebbe troppo poco flessibile19. Al 
contrario, proprio perché non è né un a priori con funzione regolativa 
né la risposta meccanica a un evento della storia, il genere acquista un 
forte valore storiografico. Offre cioè la possibilità di istituire un con-
fronto tra un prima e un dopo, guardando ai problemi in un’ottica di 
lunga durata che prova a comprenderli e spiegarli senza disconoscerne 
la complessità. Di qui deriva l’impostazione cronologica che abbiamo 
scelto nell’allestire il volume. Indagare il romanzo familiare attraverso 
una prospettiva genealogica significa individuare le costanti e le varian-
ti del genere, comprendendo meglio non solo come si è evoluto il novel 
dall’Ottocento a oggi, ma anche come è cambiata la famiglia che questi 
romanzi rappresentano.

18. N. Frye, Anatomia della critica. Quattro saggi, Torino, Einaudi, 1969, p. 329.
19. È la critica che viene mossa per esempio da Federico Bertoni nel suo recente 

volume Letteratura. Teorie. Metodi. Strumenti, Roma, Carocci, 2018. Bertoni insiste so-
prattutto sui limiti della categoria, cui preferisce quella di modo, più flessibile rispetto 
al genere proprio perché meno compromessa con il periodo storico in cui si sviluppa 
(pp. 211-230).
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GLORIA SCARFONE14

Che cos’è, dunque, ciò che in italiano viene chiamato romanzo fami-
liare, in inglese Family Novel, in francese roman de famille e in tedesco 
Generationenroman (anche per evitare sovrapposizioni con il concetto 
freudiano di Familienroman)?20 «La narrazione di una storia familiare lun-
go più generazioni»21, secondo la definizione di Polacco, che ci pone subito 
di fronte a uno dei nodi centrali della questione: la necessità di individua-
re dei criteri il più possibile rigorosi in base ai quali determinare i testi 
che possono essere ricondotti a questo genere. Se infatti è vero che l’ov-
via conditio sine qua non di inclusione è la presenza della famiglia «come 
protagonista collettivo del racconto» e la conseguente «subordinazione 
dell’individuo all’identità familiare collettiva»22, d’altra parte questo non 
può essere considerato l’unico criterio discriminante.

Inoltre, a complicare ulteriormente il problema contribuisce la «na-
tura sostanzialmente ibrida e indefinibile» del romanzo familiare, genere 
«costituzionalmente “ambiguo”»23, che si contraddistingue proprio per 
la sua continua compromissione con generi e modalità narrative diverse. 
Lo mostrano bene molti saggi di questo volume, a partire da quello di ta-
glio teorico di Lorenzo Mecozzi, che rilegge la triade di romanzi definiti 
da Vittorio Spinazzola antistorici24 (I Viceré, I vecchi e i giovani e Il Gat-
topardo) alla luce della nozione di romanzo familiare, a sua volta inter-
pretata come forma simbolica speculare e complementare al romanzo di 
formazione. Ancora, la compromissione di lunga durata con il romanzo 
storico è il filo conduttore che lega molti contributi: da Cento anni (1859) 
di Giuseppe Rovani25 preso in esame da Francesca Puliafito, si arriva al 

20. S. Freud, Il romanzo familiare dei nevrotici (1908), in C.L. Musatti (a cura di), Opere. 1905-
1908. Il motto di spirito e altri scritti, vol. V, Torino, Boringhieri, 1972, pp. 487-474. Cfr. sull’ar-
gomento anche lo studio della psicologa J.K. Tabin, The Family Romance. Attention to the Un-
conscious Basis for a Conscious Fantasy, in «Psychoanalytic Psychology», 15, 2, 1998, pp. 287-293.

21. M. Polacco, Romanzi di famiglia, per una definizione di genere, cit., p. 96 (corsivi nel testo).
22. Ibid., pp. 116 e 119.
23. Ibid., p. 115.
24. V. Spinazzola, Il romanzo antistorico, Roma, Editori Riuniti, 1990. 
25. Già letto come romanzo familiare da M. Polacco, Tra storia e romance: «Cent’anni» 

di Giuseppe Rovani, in A. Matucci, S. Micali (a cura di), I colori della narrativa. Studi offerti a 
Roberto Bigazzi, Roma, Aracne, 2010, pp. 181-194.
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RICOSTRUZIONI DI APPARTENENZE 15

caso della Gemella H (2014) di Giorgio Falco proposto da Giacomo Tinel-
li, passando per Piazza d’Italia (1975) e Il piccolo naviglio (1978) di Antonio 
Tabucchi messi a confronto da Veronica Frigeni e il Premio Strega Canale 
Mussolini (2010) di Antonio Pennacchi esaminato da Simona Di Martino.

L’analisi di Paolo il caldo (1955) di Vitaliano Brancati proposta da Luca 
Danti, mentre dimostra l’importanza dei Buddenbrook e dei Viceré come 
fonti dell’opera, mette in luce la mistione tra romanzo familiare e Bildun-
gsroman; o meglio, tra romanzo familiare e anti-Bildungsroman. Che questa 
sia la forma più tipica assunta dal genere nel Novecento è noto26. Ciò che 
però non è affatto scontato – e che costituisce la singolarità di Paolo il cal-
do – è il modo in cui viene decostruito il modello della Bildung: la logica del 
romanzo familiare prevarica su quella di formazione (la coazione a ripete-
re, cioè, frena ogni tentativo di crescita). Nessun esempio lo mostra meglio 
del caso di studio scelto da Ivan Pupo: Emanuele, il protagonista di Aracoeli 
(1982) di Morante, è un quarantatreenne solo, fallito e abbrutito, condan-
nato a replicare il vissuto traumatico che ha contrassegnato il rapporto con 
i genitori durante l’infanzia e l’adolescenza. Nell’Eden familiare che la diade 
madre-figlio si fa carico di simbolizzare «non si cresce»27. Giustapponendo 
momenti diversi del vissuto del protagonista, il romanzo di Morante rico-
struisce attraverso il montaggio il funzionamento di dinamiche generazio-
nali che si rivelano decisive nell’economia dell’opera.

È un elemento che ci dice una cosa importante su quelli che prima 
ho chiamato criteri discriminanti per l’attribuzione di genere: come 
mostra Rossana Chianura nel suo saggio sui Viceré, in un romanzo fa-
miliare i significati genealogici si propagano e, soprattutto, organizzano 
la struttura stessa dell’opera. La tripartizione dei Divoratori (1911) di 
Annie Vivanti analizzato da Chiara Tognarelli è, nella sua voluta sche-
maticità, un esempio emblematico di come l’alternarsi delle generazio-
ni determini la scansione del testo. Nella vicenda familiare tutta al fem-

26. F. Moretti, Il romanzo di formazione, Torino, Einaudi, 1999, pp. 257-273. Nel momento 
storico in cui «la gioventù comincia a disprezzare la maturità e ad autodefinirsi in opposizione ad 
essa», non può che emergere «una tradizione di veri e propri anti-Bildungsromane» (pp. 259-260). 

27. E. Morante, Aracoeli, in C. Cecchi, C. Garboli (a cura di), Opere, vol. II, Milano, Mon-
dadori, 1990, p. 1193.
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GLORIA SCARFONE16

minile raccontata nei Divoratori ci sono tre madri e ci sono tre «Libri»; 
ogni libro narra la storia di un conflitto tra abnegazione materna e 
autodeterminazione femminile: una dialettica abortita all’origine a 
causa della legge «eterna» e «inesorabile» inscritta nel determinismo 
generazionale su cui si regge il libro.

4. 
La natura polimorfa di questo genere è un problema fondamentale 

e una delle principali ragioni cui va addebitata la sua difficile codifica-
zione e canonizzazione:

Since the term came into usage in the nineteenth century, there has been notable 
slippage between generic categories of the novel, with family novel sometimes 
overlapping with or being included within the novel of manners, society novel, 
domestic novel, genealogical novel, family saga, or family chronicle. The fluid-
ity and overlap of these generic categorizations may have facilitated the loss of 
the term family novel, as it could be subsumed by other classifications28. 

Come si vede, quello che oggi è il più recente contributo sul tema 
insiste a ragione sulla fluidità del genere e sul suo conseguente e in-
evitabile sconfinamento in altre categorie. Proprio per rispondere 
a questo rischio di «overlap» diviene allora necessario tracciare una 
prima possibile classificazione che, lungi dal voler essere una griglia 
tipologica, aiuti a delimitare e delineare il territorio dei testi con cui ci 
confrontiamo. Prendo dunque le mosse dalla tripartizione proposta da 
Raffaele Donnarumma durante il suo intervento al convegno pisano29:

1.	 Romanzo a temi familiari. È l’accezione più lasca e debole, con la 
quale possono essere designati testi molto diversi: le opere che trat-
tano del conflitto padri e figli (Padri e figli); il romanzo matrimonia-

28. A.A. Berman, The Family Novel (and Its Curious Disappearance), in «Comparative Lit-
erature», 71, 1, 2020, p. 5.

29. Cfr. la Premessa. L’intervento era intitolato Coazione a ripetere e declino. Menzogna e 
sortilegio come romanzo familiare.
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RICOSTRUZIONI DI APPARTENENZE 17

le o d’adulterio (Felicità familiare, Madame Bovary30 e Anna Kare-
nina)31; il romanzo polistorico, che mette contemporaneamente in 
gioco le vicende di diverse famiglie (Guerra e pace e Middlemarch); 
il romanzo generazionale32, in cui viene scelto un protagonista in 
quanto portavoce di una determinata generazione, la quale si defi-
nisce in contrasto a quella che la precede (L’amica geniale). 

2.	 Romanzo familiare (in senso ampio). Si tratta di un modello oriz-
zontale ed intensivo in cui i diversi piani generazionali sono 
messi sullo stesso livello e il fulcro narrativo è la compresenza 
stretta e intima delle relazioni familiari. Non c’è uno sviluppo 
diacronico esteso, ma la famiglia riesce comunque a divenire il 
protagonista collettivo del racconto grazie alla forza centripeta 
attraverso la quale invischia i singoli individui. Alle diverse ge-
nerazioni invocate sulla scena non è riservato lo stesso spazio 
sul piano narrativo; eppure, nonostante questo dislivello, all’in-
terno del nucleo domestico viene a instaurarsi una dialettica tra 
generazioni che rende evidente uno scarto temporale e assiolo-
gico. Tra i grandi esempi del genere rientrano testi come I fra-
telli Karamazov33, I Malavoglia34, Gli indifferenti e Il Gattopardo35.

30. «That Flaubert’s book is in no literal sense a family novel does not diminish for us its 
importance in pointing the way to developments in the view of the family which may be followed 
in countless novels written since 1850» (R. Boyers, op. cit., p. 7).

31. «Slavists frequently quote the Russian formalist Boris Eikhenbaum’s claim that Anna Ka-
renina is “a combination of the English family novel and the French ‘adultery’ novel”» (A.A. Ber-
man, op. cit., p. 1).

32. Cfr. su questo R. Donnarumma, Hors de la posthistoire. Du roman historique au roman 
générationnel, in P. Ouellet (a cura di), L’acte littéraire à l’ère de la posthistoire, Ville de Québec, 
Presses de l’Université de Laval, 2017, pp. 89-104.

33. Nel 1985, «the Handbook of Russian Literature entry for family novel unequivocally 
listed The Brothers Karamazov as an exemplar of the genre. Russian literature scholars regularly 
discuss it as a family novel today» (A.A. Berman, op. cit., p. 4).

34. «L’idea di raccontare una storia di una famiglia attraverso il succedersi delle genera-
zioni è il tratto distintivo del romanzo familiare. Che I Malavoglia siano un romanzo fami-
liare ambientato in una piccola comunità paesana, lo indica soprattutto il fatto che a questa 
differenza generazionale si intende dare un significato narrativo» (A. Baldini, Dipingere coi 
colori adatti. I Malavoglia e il romanzo moderno, Macerata, Quodlibet, 2012, p. 83).

35. A. Baldini, Il Gattopardo di Lampedusa come saga familiare: realismo modernista ed 
erosione dell’orizzonte della famiglia patriarcale, in «Allegoria», 70/71, 2016, pp. 24-66.
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GLORIA SCARFONE18

3.	 Romanzo genealogico36 (ovvero, il romanzo familiare in senso stret-
to). È un modello verticale ed estensivo, in cui le diverse gene-
razioni sono rappresentate di volta in volta lungo un arco tem-
porale molto vasto. Più che la compresenza conta la successione 
delle generazioni, che, secondo Polacco, dovrebbero essere «al-
meno tre»37. L’estensione temporale controbilancia la chiusura 
spaziale sull’orizzonte domestico e il tema dello scorrere del 
tempo diventa in sé un elemento significativo: è ciò che permet-
te di misurare lo scarto e il cambiamento – tendenzialmente in 
negativo – tra le generazioni. I Buddenbrook, il cui sottotitolo è 
non a caso Decadenza di una famiglia, è forse l’esempio più rap-
presentativo della categoria. Nell’ambito italiano, vi rientrano 
almeno Cento anni, I Viceré e Menzogna e sortilegio.

Una suddivisione simile è stata proposta da Kerstin Dell, che ne ren-
de conto parlando rispettivamente di family fiction (1), family novel (2) e 
family saga/family chronicle (3)38. Ma il problema della denominazione 
è in fondo secondario. L’importante è comprendere che ci sono alme-
no tre modi diversi in cui possiamo parlare di romanzo familiare. Il 
primo è il meno proprio, perché troppo inclusivo. Gli altri due sono i 
più pertinenti e spesso finiscono per convergere, sebbene siano in po-
tenza differenti, poiché impostano i rapporti familiari in una relazione 
diversa rispetto al tempo e alla trasmissione dell’eredità. Il modo in cui 
convergono è chiaro: il romanzo genealogico (3) è anche un romanzo 
familiare (2) – il quale è a sua volta, ovviamente, un romanzo a temi 
familiari (1). Insomma, proprio perché in grado di abbracciare tanto la 
seconda quanto la prima accezione del genere, il modello verticale è il 
più rappresentativo.

36. L’espressione «romanzo genealogico» è usata anche da S. Calabrese, Cicli, genealogie e 
altre forme di romanzo totale del XIX secolo, in F. Moretti (a cura di), Il romanzo, vol. IV, Torino, 
Einaudi, 2003, p. 638. Tuttavia, l’impiego che ne fa il critico è meno circoscritto di quello 
proposto qui, perché molto più compromesso con i concetti di ciclo e saga.

37. M. Polacco, Romanzi di famiglia, per una definizione di genere, cit., p. 111.
38. K. Dell, The Family Novel in North America from Post-War to Post-Millennium. A Study 

in Genre, Saarbrücken, Verlag Dr. Müller, 2007.
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RICOSTRUZIONI DI APPARTENENZE 19

The family novel is developed along a line through the evolution of several gen-
erations. The chronology constructs a long, forward-moving vertical structure. 
At the same time, all kinds of conflicts among family members, including those 
between fathers and sons, mothers and children, husbands and wives, and be-
tween brothers, form what might be described as the horizontal structure. The 
plot of the family novel, therefore, is weaved by these two intersected narrative 
structures39.

5. 
Per i motivi già discussi, va da sé che il modello verticale indicato 

da Ru come prototipico contraddistingue soprattutto i primi e più ca-
nonici esempi del genere. Castle Rackrent di Maria Edgeworth del 1800 
(primo pionieristico romanzo familiare secondo Polacco e Welge)40 e I 
Buddenbrook del 1901 segnano in quest’ottica due soglie simboliche: l’e-
mergere del genere e la sua canonizzazione. Una volta avvenuta, «Bud-
denbrooks serves as an orthodoxy that generates heterodoxy within the 
logic of the novel’s form»41.

Quest’eterodossia rispetto alla forma originaria determina anche 
la progressiva perdita di identificabilità del genere che, per di più, so-
prattutto tra gli anni Cinquanta e Ottanta del Novecento viene sempre 
meno praticato: il periodo delle neoavanguardie, del postmoderno e 
dell’anti-romanzo non può che guardare con sospetto a un genere così 
profondamente compromesso con la tradizione del grande realismo. 
«Non esiste romanzo familiare che non sia una narrazione che si possa 
ascrivere pienamente alla tradizione del “realismo” per come questa è 
nota alla cultura letteraria occidentale dal XVIII secolo»42. Di qui la sua 
temporanea eclissi dalla letteratura alta nel Novecento inoltrato, ovve-

39. Y.-L. Ru, op. cit., pp. 36-37. 
40. M. Polacco, Romanzi di famiglia, per una definizione di genere, cit., p. 96; J. Welge, op. 

cit., p. 16 ss.
41. P.D. Tobin, Time and the Novel. The genealogical imperative, Princeton, Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 1978, p. 55.
42. E. Canzaniello, Il romanzo familiare. Tassonomia e New Realism, in E. Abignente, 

E.  Canzaniello (a cura di), Il romanzo di famiglia oggi, cit., p. 93.
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ro nel momento storico in cui quella tradizione è rifiutata con forza. 
Si pensi soltanto ai casi di Menzogna e sortilegio e del Gattopardo: due 
romanzi familiari tacciati di anacronismo proprio a causa della loro 
presunta aderenza ai paradigmi ottocenteschi43. 

Ma «nella storia delle forme letterarie nessuna fine è davvero 
definitiva. Tanto è vero che, dopo quasi mezzo secolo di sopravvivenza 
carsica e poco significativa, il genere della saga familiare torna a 
imporsi sulla scena (questa volta “globale”), soprattutto a partire dallo 
straordinario successo di Cien años de soledad (1967) di Gabriel García 
Márquez»44. Con quella che ormai oggi possiamo a giusto titolo chia-
mare ipermodernità si assiste a un crescente interesse per il romanzo 
familiare45. Tra le principali ipotesi di questa riemersione c’è probabil-
mente una ragione sociologica, per certi aspetti speculare a quella che 
determinò nell’Ottocento la nascita del genere: la crisi della famiglia 
nucleare – di cui oggi tendenzialmente sentiamo parlare nei termini 
di una “crisi della famiglia tradizionale”. La letteratura simbolizza così 
un nuovo modo di concepire la vita domestica e le relazioni familiari, 
e lo fa cercando «una forma simbolica adatta a potenziare e sfruttare 
il nuovo dispositivo del realismo»46. Ecco dunque una seconda ragio-
ne, più strettamente formale, cui la rinata centralità del genere può 
essere ricondotta. È un aspetto che emerge benissimo dal contributo 
di Abignente, che prende in esame soprattutto testi usciti durante gli 
anni Zero. Il genere ibrido che la studiosa chiama memorie di fami-
glia trova la sua ragione in un’indagine genealogica compiuta in prima 
persona da chi scrive la storia e portata avanti tramite un recupero 

43. Sulle critiche mosse al «romanzo inspiegabile» di Morante cfr. la Fortuna critica di 
C. Cecchi e C. Garboli posta in appendice ai Meridiani (Opere, vol. II, cit., pp. 1658-1678). 
Sul caso editoriale del romanzo di Lampedusa e sul rifiuto da parte di Elio Vittorini cfr. 
E. Esposito, Il caso «Gattopardo», in Idem, Elio Vittorini. Scrittura e utopia, Roma, Donzelli, 
2011, pp. 169-178.

44. M. Polacco, La costruzione della memoria: il racconto delle generazioni e la «fine dell’e-
sperienza», in «Compar(a)ison», 1-2, 2005, p. 46.

45. Cfr. S.J. Burn, “Family”, in D. O’Gorman, R. Eaglestone (a cura di), The Routledge Com-
panion to Twenty-First Century Literary Fiction, London and New York, Routledge, 2019, 
pp. 147-158.

46. E. Canzaniello, op. cit., p. 109.
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di fonti materiali determinante: diari, lettere, fotografie e documenti 
ufficiali diventano il filtro attraverso cui recuperare la continuità della 
memoria familiare individuale e collettiva. La storia che questo filtro 
permette di narrare aspira a una pretesa di verità proprio perché sog-
gettiva e parziale, e cioè fondata sullo scrupolo documentario dell’io. 
Come si vede, ci troviamo di fronte ad alcuni contrassegni tipici del 
nuovo realismo47.

Così, il romanzo familiare ipercontemporaneo sembra recupera-
re una delle più importanti dimensioni da cui sono emerse le prime 
scritture genealogiche: l’attitudine archivistica e documentaria dei tre-
centeschi libri di famiglia48. Solo che ciò che lì aveva una finalità emi-
nentemente pratica viene ora piegato a uno scopo conoscitivo: la testi-
monianza autoriale di Giorgio van Straten che chiude questo volume 
ne è la riprova. Attraverso un singolare e involontario gioco di specchi, 
lo scrittore conferma l’ipotesi di Abignente, che non a caso si sofferma 
a sua volta sul romanzo familiare di van Straten, Il mio nome a memoria 
(2000). Qui è l’interesse per l’indagine genealogica a innescare il tenta-
tivo di recupero memoriale: il «romanzo famigliare/genealogico» è per 
lo scrittore lo «strumento della ricerca e della ricostruzione di un’iden-
tità» attraverso «la ricostruzione di un’appartenenza» (infra, pp. 295-
296) che implica una fortissima «responsabilità morale nei confronti 
dei propri personaggi» (infra, p. 298). 

«Io sono le storie che ho raccontato, il lento cammino di un nome»49, 
scrive l’autore-narratore del Mio nome a memoria. In un modo diverso 
rispetto agli esempi canonici del genere50, ma nondimeno in continuità 
con esso, l’identità viene concepita come profondamente relazionale51; 

47. Cfr. R. Donnarumma, Ipermodernità, Bologna, il Mulino, 2014.
48. Sui quali cfr. M. Polacco, Romanzi di famiglia, per una definizione di genere, cit., pp. 98-

102.
49. G. van Straten, Il mio nome a memoria, Milano, Mondadori, 2000, p. 294.
50. «In Buddenbrooks, characterization is never individual, but familial; recurrence, rather 

than occurrence, governs the selection and arrangement of the character’s physical, social, and 
mental qualities» (P.D. Tobin, op. cit., p. 65) 

51. «Family relations come more and more to be treated as a function of individual psychol-
ogy» (R. Boyers, op. cit., p. 8).
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è quella in parte già scritta da «coloro che ci hanno preceduti e ci hanno 
indicato la strada»52:

Ma è possibile appartenere solo a sé stessi? È possibile un’identità che non 
nasca anche dalle relazioni con gli altri, con una comunità di persone? Quel 
nome che mi portavo dietro [van Straaten] come ultimo discendente di 
Emanuel, figlio di Hartog, poteva essere un tramite per aiutarmi anche a 
definire me stesso? (infra, pp. 295-296)

52. T. Mann, op. cit., p. 134 (cfr. il brano citato all’inizio).
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The Family Novel: Toward a Generic Definition 

Yi-ling Ru 

Beijing Univ. of Aerospace Technology 

The family is one of the most common motifs of the novel. 

However, as this essay will suggest, there has been a confusion of 

the family novel proper with novels in which the family merely 

appears but is not the primary structural and thematic focus. My 

argument is that there are important distinctions between the two 

forms, that is, between the novel and the family novel. The latter is 

a subdivision of the former. I intend to show that the family had long 

been in the literary tradition, but the family novel did not develop 

into a separate generic category until at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. I will discuss family novels from three countries-the 

Chinese work, The Turbulent Trilogy: Family, Spring, Autumn by 

Ba Jin <« ii "mt .=. $ !liJ: *• ~, tJc > B ~ )<ll, the British book The 

Forsyte Saga: The Man of Property, In Chancery, To Let by Nobel 

Prize winner, John Gals worthy®, and the French novel Les Thibault 

( Thibaults) by Nobel Prize winner, Roger Martin du Gard®. Ever 

since novels appeared in the world literary history, there have been 

different types. The earliest Chinese novels are episodic while those 

in the west are picaresque and satirical. The gene of the novel 

consists of quite a few subdivisions such as the historical, science 

fiction, mystery and detective. Virginia Woolf started a new kind as 

the lyrical novel in the twentieth century. By contrasting the family 

novel with other novels, I believe these books reflect the basic 
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characteristics of a different genre. The subject matter is a family 

history. The stories develop mainly within the group around the 

conflicts of father and son, husband and wife, rise and fall of a clan. 

The parallel narrative structures outline the form that reveals the 

modern theme and techniques. Based on similar traits in these works, 

I define the family novel as a sub-genre which thereby opens up a 

fresh area for study of the novel. 

In China we can trace this tradition earlier than in the West. One 

of the most important works in Chinese literature, Cao Xueqin's The 

Dream of the Red Chamber (( tt~~ » lf~Jf) should be considered 

a typical family novel. The early twentieth century saw a coincident 

appearance of abundant family novels. I regard Thomas Mann's 

Buddenbrooks as the first prototype of western family novels that 

mark the ripe development of this sub-genre, one that differentiates 

it from other kinds of novels. Along with those three books, there 

came many family novels such as Maxim Gorky's The Artamonov 

Business, Lao She's Four Generations Living In One Compound «ll!Jtl!: 
11iJ :!it», William Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom! and trilogy of The 

Hamlet, The Town, The Mansion, Marcel Proust's Ala Recherche du 

Temps perdu, to mention only a few. 

I. National Significance 

The first mark of a family novel is its depiction of a family 

history. This also gives a sense of reality to the reader: the family 

novel presents the life of this group through several generations. To 

define the family novel as a genre, I argue that it is essentially 

realistic in describing the basic technique as fidelity to actuality, yet it 

does not belong to the literary movement of Realism. 

The great length of the family novel stands out as a special 

feature. Each novel covers more than a thousand pages. The Chinese 
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trilogy encompasses four generations of a large family living under 

one roof. Though the story took place in early twentieth century, the 

family history reflected in flashbacks spans about one hundred years. 

Similarly, the British Saga and the French novel also describe the 

growth of the big family through generations. Both the Saga and 

Trilogy start with the last period of prosperity of traditional families, 

and then demonstrates the process of decay not only by its economic 

and biological fall, but also by its moral and spiritual deterioration. 

More importantly, it signals the end of both upper class family 

structure and the larger society of which it is a part. 

The family novel is meticulous in its elaborate recreation of 

traditional life. Rituals, in general, have enormous significance in 

human civilization. They are a way of uniting people. As Sullivan 

points out, rituals facilitate " re-membering " by the whole 

community, a process of recalling what its origins were®. Each ritual 

gathers people together in "the corporate life" by reminding them of 

their roots. Religious beliefs and practices influence social behaviour. 

Similarly, the dynamics of the family ritual lie in its ability to shape a 

pattern of life based on family members' conduct and attitudes. The 

depiction of family rites, such as dinners, gatherings, weddings, 

funerals, and holiday celebrations play a significant role in the family 

novel. 

Galsworthy demonstrates the flourishing atmosphere and 

optimistic mood among the Forsytes. He highlights, with a brilliant 

touch, the common traits of the Forsytes in the opening chapter as 

describing aunt Ann's calm manner, Swithin's expensive clothing and 

Soames' habitual sniff. The narrator says that no matter how 

different each appears to be, the Forsytes were always alike: "a 

certain steadfastness of chin" has underlined their distinction, as if it 

were "the very hallmark and guarantee of the family fortunes " 
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(Saga5 ). Their pride and dignity are supported by their solid 

economic foundation. Galsworthy has succeeded in emphasizing the 

unity of the family through their style and manners, for they share 

the same awareness of their property and superiority. A Forsyte can 

be identified by that sense of the family alone! They reject others, 

who are not their own sort. Interestingly, the two elderly aunts have 

never married. Nobody can make an equal match to them and change 

their names. They prefer staying single their whole lives to 

condesending to belonging to somebody socially lower than them. 

In the first volume of the Trilogy, Family, Ba Jin wrote pages 

depicting celebrations of the traditional Chinese New Year which runs 

from the Eve till the night of the Lantern Festival. In Chinese 

culture, family rites always emphasize memorial ceremonies for 

ancestors. Since there has never had a religion like Christianity, faith 

in one's ancestors has primary importance. Moreover, Ba Jin has 

created a model of the Chinese upper class man, the patriarchal 

grandfather, who leads the family to worship the prominent 

personages in earlier generations praying them to give blessings. 

Following their path, he builds a luxurious compound and brings his 

sons and grandchildren to live in it. 

Family ritual is necessary in reviving values and morality in the 

communal life. That is exactly the reason why Roger Martin du Gard 

has not presented much about family rites in his novel. His book does 

not look like a family novel at the first glance since the clan 

disappeared before the novel starts. A neglect of the family tradition 

has caused a loosening of family ties. As a result, the family is shown 

to have fallen apart from the very beginning of the novel by Jacques' 

escape from home. However, parallel to the Forsyte Saga and 

Trilogy, his book demonstrates the most important aspects of the 

family novel. 
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Martin du Gard does create a similar sense of the family among 

the Thibaults. It is best demonstrated in a conversation between 

Antoine, the elder son, and Jacques, the younger one. In order to 

win his brother over, Antoine tries to rouse his kinship feelings 

towards the family and restore his sense of pride in being a Thibault. 

He emphasizes the special power of the Thibaults. When he goes on 

to define what it means to be a Thibault, he says that in them both 

there is " the same vital impulse ", " the special Thibault 

temperament" that make them "men apart ... to forge ahead of 

others, to make one's value recognized" (Thibaults 201- 2). 

The Forsyte Saga also has a conversation in which the characters 

explicitly discuss the characteristics of the Forsytes as a community. 

When Bosinney, newly engaged to old Jolyon's granddaughter, June, 

falls in love with Soames' wife, Irene, the young Jolyon goes to warn 

Bosinney that a Forsyte's identity is determined by his sense of 

property. "He knows a good thing, he knows a safe thing, and his 

grip on property" (Saga 189). The Forsytes believe themselves to be 

so strong as a community that they can disregard the challenges of 

others, thinking them not worthy of attention. Gals worthy stresses 

wealth more than anything else as the basis for the family's sense of 

superiority because money is equated with the power. 

It is more remarkable that the Gaos in Ba ling's work are 

depicted as cherishing the same kind of the sense of the family. 

"Jiafeng" (family values) is repeatedly mentioned as one of the major 

concerns of the family. The term stands for the special virtures of a 

family, the qualities that make one family, as a community, appears 

differently. Each member would cherish and follow it in his or her 

conduct. 

The decay in the Gao family begins with the corruption of family 

values by such members as Keding and Kean. They care nothing for 
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the family's honor and pursue their own interests. They steal 

precious antiques of the family to sell and spend money on opium and 

prostitutes. The struggle to preserve family values or undermine 

them has become one of the central issues in modern Chinese family 

novel, the epitome of which is Ba ]in's masterpiece. Since ritual 

symbolizes the group's. life, its corruption indicates the fall of the 

family. 

Ba Jin surpasses Galsworthy in his depiction of family rites as 

mirroring that process. Economic difficulties force the father to 

reduce the expenses incurred in the ceremonies which implies the 

family's economic decline while uncle Keding flirts with a male opera 

actor at a family festival, an action that suggests a moral 

degradation. 

W uthering Heights involves three generations m two families 

similar to the family novel. The story develops only in the context of 

the domestic circle and the activities are confined within the family. 

In comparing Wuthering Heights with the family novel proper, I 

should argue that it is not really about the family. It is primarily the 

story of Heathcliff's life, his intense love and vengeance, rather than 

a family history. The love story of the second generation is another 

step in his development. It does not involve the family but 

Heathcliff's growing thirst for revenge. I regard Bronte's book as a 

novel of the individual or a novel of the hero. 

The decline of the family determines its form. This linear 

structure is similar to that of most novels. However, the difference 

lies in scope. The noveL of the individual tends to reflect on a man's 

experience whereas the family novel deals with the plight in the 

group. The novel's symbolic meanings are dissimilar. The novel of 

the individual observes human life while the family novel broaden its 

perspectives to that of an entire clan so as to better incarnate an epoch 
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of a nation or even of the world from its history to the present. 

The family novel and the novel of the individual have a similar 

form suited for revealing the multiple conflicts imminent in human 

relationships. Henchard's personality in The Mayor of Casterbridge is 

depicted through his troubles with many people: his guilt- ridden 

relation with his wife, his affair with Lucetta, his conflict with 

Farfrae and his passions towards his foster daughter. Henchard's life 

is presented through his trade, politics and family, though So ames' 

business activities are absent from the novel. Therefore, Henchard's 

fate is determined by his struggle with the society, but Soames by his 

family background and mores. 

The family novel's narrative form has a horizontal structure 

which interweaves multiple conflicts between members of a group as 

well as of different units and generations. The history builds a long, 

forward moving vertical structure. The plot of the family novel is 

woven by these two narrative structures that indicate the family 

novelists' achievements to develop the traditional narrative. 

To define the form of the family novel, I depend on the unique 

traits of the narrative structures. It is developed around both the 

external evolutions of the group and internal relationships within the 

family on a moment to moment basis. The family novel organizes 

basic constituents of the fiction into a special genre by its broad scope 

and multiple symbolic meanings. 

The family novelists have made great success by blending their 

own source materials, feelings, taste and sense of the family with 

those of the nation. Ba ]in was from an upper class landlord family 

with many people living on a huge compound. His childhood, 

adolescence and youth left him painful impressions, some of which 

are depicted in his fictional work as he says: 
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It is true, that I felt as if I was suffering and struggling 

side by side with them under the devil's talons when I was writing 

Family. I shared the laughing and crying of those lovely young 

people. I wrote down one word after another as if I were digging 

out the tomb of my memories. I saw in front of me once again 

what used to make me excitecJ®. 

Martin du Gard's genius lies in his exploration of one's inner 

self. The depiction of psychological activities demonstrate this 

generic development. In addition, the melodramatic fate of 

individuals in the family novel derives not only from their clashes 

within the family, but also from the fact that their troubles coincide 

with the decay of the family. In a more important symbolic function, 

the problems of the individual, family and society reflect one another 

and merge into a great complication. His Nobel Prize speech 

emphasizes that "his constant care is to develop their individual 

consciences in order to maintain a spirit of inquiry as objective, 

liberal, and fair-minded as is humanly possible"®. 

The importance of the characterization thus lies in its intended 

effect upon the reader. John Galsworthy's family background has a 

remarkable parallel with those of Martin du Gard and Ba ]in. The 

autobiographical elements would have no significance in their 

narrative, however, if they were not used to connect with people. He 

has mingled his style and values in his masterpiece which was read 

and endorsed by the audience of his time. His sense of honor and 

fondness of wealth recreate the sentiment of a respected English class 

at thattime. His type of mimesis found an amazingly sympathetic 

response in the bourgeoisie readers. Arnold Bennett applauded his 

Saga saying that "We are all Forsytes "<'!>. Galsworthy enjoyed 

tmmense popularity. "Forsytism" became a common term used not 
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only among literary critics but also m the popular journals at the 

time. The Nobel Prize was given to him in 1932 "for his distinguished 

art of narration which takes its highest form in the Forsyte Saga"®. 

The Family novel can be read as an encyclopedia that allows us to 

look into the people, life and atmosphere of a particular nation. 

Therefore, almost every country all over the world has at least one 

great lengthy family novel which aims to bring back the life style, 

social behaviour, values and ideologies in the past. 

Father and Son 

The second distinguishing characteristic of the family novel is its 

most basic theme which is quite simply-the family. The stories are 

developed within the group and concentrate on human relationships 

that are revealed in family circles. Many kinds of contradictioll.i 

among family members reflect problems and changing values. The 

thematic significance then goes beyond the family to all humanity. 

Wendell Stacy Johnson observes that " the relationship between 

fathers and sons as a subject of stories is as old as literature"®. Since 

the plot of the family novel develops within the family, the father­

son conflict is one of its most important features. 

The father is depicted as the center of the clan in family novels. 

Sons are created as belonging to two types-the successors and 

rebellious outcast sons. They play different roles in conflicts, though 

uniting in their fight for freedom. More importantly, those father­

son conflicts in the three discussed family novels expose an underlying 

parallel structure based on binary opposition. This structure unites 

family novels in the world in a generic category. 

A contrast to the family novel is found in Turgenev's novel 

Fathers and Sons. It also describes the conflicts of two generations. 

However, that is not the major theme of the novel. Turgenev depicts 

a very different kind of father from that found in the family novel. He 
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creates a strong son and a weak father. Bazaroff's father Vasily 

admires and fears his son. It is impossible for the parents to 

understand their son who is an intellectual extremist. Bazaroff, 

ungrateful and overwhelmed by boredom in his home village, goes 

away leaving his parents hurt and helpless. 

Many critics argue about which of the three mam Thibault 

characters-the father, M. Thibault, the elder son, Antoine, or the 

younger son, Jacques-is the most important in the novel. Germaine 

Bree emphasizes M. Thibault's role saying that he "disposed of the 

problems of man's fate"119• Some critics regards Jacques as the main 

character because he wins sympathy in the reader. Such prestigious 

writer of French literature as Albert Camus has an opposite view. He 

ptates that it is Antoine who most strikingly embodies the themei!Y. I 

should argue that Martin du Gard has put almost an even effort in 

depicting each of the three characters. Though most family novels are 

rooted a protagonist, it is one of the unique techniques to create 

several types of characters. 

The family novel depicts a larger-than -life father figure. He is 

a successful founder , otherwise a big and wealthy family with a high 

reputation could not have been formed. Such a father stands for 

power and assures life to the family. 

Les Thibault opens with the family crisis when Jacques ran away. 

The father's anger leads him to punish him severely when he is 

brought back home. He decides to send him for education at the 

detention school at Crouy, a Catholic institution founded by himself. 

Everything he does is oriented toward what he thinks are his social 

responsibilities. Jacques suffers a gradual disintegration contrary to 

his father's intention that he would change him into a good boy. He 

has become submissive and does not want to leave the prison -like 

school because it offers him a sort of security from his father's 

108 

?1994-2016 China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House. All rights reserved. http 



Comparative Literature: East &. West vol.3,2001 

control, even though the detention school is also under his father's 

power. His oppression, however, cannot resolve the problem. His 

cruelty rouses rebellious feelings even in Antoine, his first son, who 

is a rather different type. Practical and mild, Antoine is proud of "the 

Thibault stock" that the family endows him with. Following his 

father's path, he strives to achieve his professional goals. The father 

is happy about his success that he has won honor for him and his 

family. However, a severe quarrel takes place between the father and 

son when Antoine asks his father to release Jacques. The father's 

refusal makes Antoine recognize his hypocrisy. The father gains 

peace at the price of ruining his own son. So, the honor is shown to 

be nothing but the facade of his selfish ambition for his own 

reputation. 

However, when Jacques finds that his brother, Antoine, is 

really the same kind of person as his father, his last hope is utterly 

crushed. The father told them that he has takes steps to change his 

children's last name into his full name "Oscar-Thibault", Antoine's 

submisiveness shocked Jacqu~s and makes him aware of his isolation 

and alienaiton from the family. If his first revolt is caused by his 

father, the second by his family as a whole. He left Antoine and 

became an extremist. M. Thibault longs to see him before his death. 

It is Jacques who hurts him most by reminding him of his failure and 

realizing that he needs kinship feelings. No matter how much he has 

achieved in his life, the father has not won the trust of his own sons. 

The grand funeral for M. Thibault emphasizes his achievements 

as well as his limitations. The speeches praise him as an outstanding 

figure of our generation. Ironically, Antoine wishes that he had been 

a less great man and an ordinary father. His father has not. been able 

to think or act as an independent person. Even though M. Thibault 

has reached the peak of greatness, he has never obtained any body's 
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love t not even his own sons'. However tremendous his success is, he 

has not fulfilled himself as an individual. Regardless of how much 

benefit he has wrought to society, he has not been a good father. The 

primary theme and significance have thus been epitomized in the 

image of the father. M. Thibault stands out as the prototypal great 

father of the family novel. His death marks the end of one epoch. 

Ba ]in's novel demonstrates parallels with Les Thibault in the 

depiction of the farther-son relationship. Grandfather Gao controls 

the economic income of the family, plans festivals t hires servants, 

assigns jobs for his sons and decides marriages of the younger 

generations and servants. Nobody dares to object to whatever 

decisions he makes. His rule causes them to suffer and die. In 

Juemin's words, "In this family Grandfather is everything" (Family 

311). 

Juemin's revolt against the arranged marriage 1s important. 

Disregard his love Grandfather plans a marriage of )uemin with his 

friend Feng's granddaughter. Smilar to )acquest Juemin runs away 

from the wedding. Grandfather Gao is .also troubled about his exiled 

son before his death. The sense of guilt that occupies the dying man 

brings about a sudden change in his attitudes. The emotional and 

benevolent side manifests itself at last. He has promised to dismiss 

the arranged marriage at the sight of Juemin. 

Sons and grandsons are depicted as belonging to two groups m 

Ba ]in's novel. )uehui and ]uemin are brave men in the family but 

Juexin, the elder brother, is the same submissive son as Antoine. Ba 

Jin creates )uexin with great sympathy perhaps because he has his 

own elder brother in his mind. His tragedy demonstrates Ba )in's 

awarenes~ of the victim's fate in a feudal family. More important, the 

characterization and their struggles in the three family novels reveal 

not only the same theme but also the identical inner structure 
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underlying the nature and meaning of the father- son relationship. 

The following diagram intends to demonstrate how such structure 

works in the family novel. 

Fathers love Sons 

God-like Christ-like or Satan-like Family (whole) 

Members (parts) 

Dominance For Freedom 

Controlling and Destroying Victimized or Rebellious 

Authority 

Individual 

Power vs W ill 

In the image of God -like father there is a psychological struggle 

of his desire for power and his need for love. Thematically, the father 

of a traditional family is depicted as a powerful law-giver and 

authority in the family. The father's sense of the responsibility for 

the family leads him to generate tyrannical dominance to his children, 

striving to mold his sons into mild lambs. If they dare rebel, the 

father destroys them. The sons are the counterparts of the father and 

oppressed by him. Though both fathers and sons have common needs 

for loving each other, their different desire and quest decrease their 

emotional ties. Therefore, the father-son conflict is developed on the 

basis of the opposition between power and will. This pattern also 

reflects the archetypal structure in the ancient biblical and Greek 

myths. The Chinese mythical story about the caring and fighting 

relationship of the monkey and the gods in Jourey to the W est (((gg~ 

ic»> reveals the same form as that in the western myths as well as in 

the family novel. The relatedness of the family novel to the ancient 

myths in both the East and West helps lift the importance of the 
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family novel beyond the inere socio-political or the historical. My 

structuralist approach aims to draw attention to the symbolic meaning 

and significance of the family novel. 

Chinese family novel is obviously different from either English or 

French ones. The setting and characters all have traits reflective of 

various cultures, religions, philosophies and histories. But when we 

limit the materials in those works to the most basic elements, we find 

the similarity in them. In other words, the inner principle analyzed 

above implies a common ground of family novels. Those identical 

traits and the underlying principles group family novels in the world 

in one category. I think it imperative to define this type of the novel. 

Husband and Wife 

The conflicts of the male with female characters, including those 

of husbands and wives manifest another aspect of the family novel. 

The presentation of frustrations and problems in love and marriage 

reveal the basic characteristics of this genre. The uniqueness rests in 

the double purposes: to explore the inner world of the individual and 

create the multiple dimensions of a family. The structural principle 

and message suggest new ways of interpretation. 

The husband and wife relationship of Irene and Soames attracted 

much attention since their story is the major part of the Saga. Genji 

Takahashi says that the conflict sets "humanitarianism" represented 

by young Jolyon and Irene against Soames' "philistinism "@. William 

C. Frierson argues that the two persons reveal the contrast of the 

desire for freedom and the instinct for possession®. Earl E. Stevens 

thinks that the story sketches the triumph of passion and beauty over 

materialism 044). Each of those critics' views offers more or less 

valid perspectives though I do not agree totally with any of them. I 

intend to see the significance of husband and wife relationship in 

terms of Galsworthy's techniques of characterization as he creates a 
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family. 

Soames' thinking epitomizes the characters of the whole clan. He 

treats Irene, his wife, as he does his property. For him she is like 

one of his paintings--a beautiful object to be possessed. He spends 

a lot of money o~ Irene in order to buy her affection and to impress 

her by his wealth and power. However, he knows that his wife does 

not belong to him. She simply does not care for him. Whenever she is 

at home, she becomes icily cold. When she is with him, "as if she 

sa"! the walls of the room closing in" (Saga 61). He is angry at her 

alienated attitude and indifference. 

The depiction of Soames' personality demonstrates the special 

mode of characterization in the family novel. Galsworthy relates 

Soames' personality to his sense of the family. He is not an isolated 

individual, his ideology and philosophy of life have been molded by 

his background. More importantly, his family's values reflect those 

of the majority of the middle - class people in England. Soames' 

attitude towards his wife presents the truth of Forsytism: the desire 

to take and the obsession with preserving what one has got. 

Ironically, however, his wife is an antithesis to him. Irene, a 

daughter of an ordinary professor, has never loved him, but yielded 

to his persistent pursuit of her to escape from her troubles with her 

step - mother. Shortly after the marriage, she realizes her fatal 

mistake. Her inclination towards humanism makes her reject his 

materialism. When she falls in love with Bosinney, a poor architect, 

she bravely insists on her own quest for freedom despite the 

pressures. 

Soames' sense of innate superiority makes him blind to any 

human needs except money. His shameless refusal to her request of 

divorce manifests the villainous side of his personality. Though their 

passionate love did not prolong and Bosinney died prematurely, Irene 
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has determined to leave Soames anyhow. Soames' desperate struggle 

to possess Irene goes on at another level in the second volume of the 

Saga. At that time, he has become the head of the Forsytes. He is 

besperately in need of a son to inherit his property and carry on the 

family line. Therefore, he plans to marry a beautiful French girl, 

Annette Amotte, whose mother is the owner of a cheap restaurant. 

Soames knows though she is not in love with him, she could obtain a 

life of luxury. He, once again, buys himself a wife without any 

concern for her feelings. His tragedy lies in the fact that he has never 

obtained true love from any woman, no matter how much he needs it 

or how hard he tries to get it. 

As the very idea of divorce goes against the Forsyte principle, 

indeed, Soames feels "there was something revolting in the thought" 

and it means "dirty linen washed in public" (Saga 374). Galsworthy 

emphasizes his commitment to the group as the leading motive in his 

life. The family is sacred to the Forsytes, for it means security of 

their property and lives. To Irene's question of why Soames did not 

divorce twelve years ago, young Jolyon answers, "We never part 

with things, you know, unless we want something in their place; and 

not always then" (Saga 399). It is his acquisitive principles of the 

Forsyte family that form Soames' ideology and determine his fate. 

Irene married young Jolyon, a person who gives and appreciates 

humanity and art. to control their own life and marriage. 

Galsworthy's opaque narrative does not supply any detailed 

information for the reader to penetrate her inner world. Alienated 

and dehumanized by the Forsytes, she is the invigorating force of the 

new age. The narrator appears to be an observer who avoids the 

direct presentation of her mind. The indirect revelation of her 

personality is thus achieved through the description of people's 

feelings and thoughts about her. 
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Galsworthy shifts his emphasis to a depiction of the young people 

m the third volume of his Saga. Twenty years later, a love story 

between Jon, the son of Irene and young Jolyon, and Fleur, the 

daughter of Soames in his second marriage with Annette, triggers the 

old family feud between Soames and Irene. Jolyon wrote a letter to 

his son to tell him that Soames took Irene as his property. Jon 

realizes it is not simply an isolated dispute of a husband and wife but 

that of the Forsytes and the new world. The decisive factor that 

makes Jon leave Fleur is Soames' involvement. Led by his desire to 

possess her son, which he sees as a kind of vindication for having 

been denied by her, he went to beg Irene by promising not to bother 

her and the young couple in the future. Jon sees through Soames' 

intention and broke up with Fleur, an action that symbolizes Irene's 

final triumph over the Forsytism. 

Parallel to Saga, Ba }in's Trilogy depicts the growth of the 

individual through the frustrated love. His novel's success lies in his 

creation of several admirable female characters such as Mingfeng, a 

servant girl. Her true love typifies young people's drive for freedom 

against feudalism. Though her life is destroyed, her death is a 

challenge to the old familial and social systems. Ba ]in manifests 

Juehui's realization that it is his selfishness that makes him betray her 

by succumbing to the pressures of the Grandfather. He recognizes the 

impact of the family on him and decides to break away from it. The 

psychological exploration marks the innovative techniques m 

characterization of the family novel. A diagram bellow presents 

functions of the husband-wife relationship. 

Male and Female 

To possess 

To liberate 
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To dominate 

To resist 

For family honor 

For freedom 

Defeat 

Triumph 

Old vs New 

vol. 3, 2001 

The family novel demonstrates that the women stand for the new 

forces that triumph over the men. The husband guards for the honor 

of the family which assures his power. He tries to dominate his wife 

while she struggles for freedom. The meaning of the husband and 

wife conflict echoes that in the structure of the father - son 

relationship. For the husband is depicted as the successor son who 

becomes the head of the family as Soames, Juexin and Antoine. The 

similar principles that have passed down from one generation to 

another in a big family determine the tragic fate of the husband and 

wife. The nature of male- female contradiction is based on binary 

opposition between the old and new. 

We seem to have reached Russian formalist thought. I intend to 

use the structuralist approach to synthesize the complicated books 

from different authors and nations to prime messages. Since the 

family novel is always tied to reality, I find this genre derived from 

the identical codes in human life. This method discovers the same 

logic in art and leads to demystification of literature. However, I do 

not mean to simplify the sophisticated literary works to rigid 

patterns. Every novel is rich in its specific metaphors and symbols 

due to its contexts and authorial creativity. Art intends to recover the 

sensation of life and defamiliarize the reality while the interpretation 

attempts to draw an abstraction in different literary works so that we 
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can recognize the rhetoric of the fiction. 

Rise and Fall 

The evolution from rise to fall determines the specific form of a 

family novel. Following the father's path, the family destroys the evil 

and preserves the good. In Saga, Fleur's failure to win over Jon 

reveals the irrelevance of Forsyteism to the younger generation at 

modern time. Galsworthy describes the economic desolation m 

Soames' business which resembles that in Ba ]in's Trilogy, a book 

that focuses primarily on the decay of the Gao family, as seen 

through degradations in moral traditions and economic bases. The 

decline of the family symbolizes the death of the old society. 

Ba ]in became popular among readers in the 1930s when his 

Trilogy came out. He was persecuted by Guomingtang ( 00 R: }i: ) 
regime because of his revolutionary ideas. Ba ]in became one of the 

best known novelist and was selected as Chair of Chinese Writers' 

Association after the Liberation in 1949. However, he was labeled as 

"Number One national enemy" during the Cultural Revolution when 

his works were attacked as "poisonous weeds. " He was put on a farm 

to do physical labor. Amazingly'· Ba ]in has survived the harsh 

persecutions and began to write again when the "Gang of Four" was 

smashed. He wrote five volumes of Random Thoughts ( (( ll:ifi ~ * )) ) 
"as a feeble voice adding to the mighty contending of the hundred 

schools"13• Ba ]in spoke out his opinions suppressed for those years. 

Western critics tend to undervalue his creations. An outstanding 

American scholar on Chinese Literature, C. T. Hsia regards Ba ]in 

more as a revolutionary than as an artist®. The books about Ba ]in by 

Nathan K. Mao® and Olga Lang® are more introductory studies than 

in depth appreciations of his works. Trilogy manifests the decline of 

the family in more important aspects than western family novels. 

Galsworthy and Martin du Gard emphasize the irrelevance of the 
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traditional sense of the family to the new world through their 

characters' frustrations. Similarly, Ba ]in portrays a bleak picture of 

Juexin's life and points out his weakness as a successor son. 

Resembling Soames and Antoine, Juexin's life is tied with the fate of 

his relatives. Worse than his two western counterparts, he is aware 

of his destiny and tries his best to satisfy whatever his family requires 

him to do. Juexin cherished an ambition to pursue higher education 

and had a romantic love with his pretty cousin Mei. But on the very 

evening he got his diploma, his father told him that he had arranged a 

marriage for him and set a date of wedding in the following month 

because his Grandfather wanted a great grandson. He had never 

shown any resistance to his father and always obeyed him. His father 

found a job for him in the company in which the Gaos had much 

stock. His father thus decided his life before he reached twenty years 

of age. In old China, the individual's devotion to his family is 

practically unlimited and he treats his father with reverence. In old 

China, a successor son is not allowed to have any of his characters. 

Unlike Soames, who has his family's strong sense of pride, Juexin's 

weaknesses are embeded in his personality. He is faithful to his 

family responsibility and becomes a slave of "lijiao", the Confucian 

norms for proper behavior. Since he is the unselfish son, the elders 

use him as their servant by asking him to carry out orders. Other 

members of the family take advantage of him. He is willing to help 

whoever turns to him and do whatever he is asked. He is the busiest 

in the family and takes care of chores, economic details, holiday 

celebrations as well as quarrels and problems. Ironically, however, 

Juexin is also the one who suffers mo'st in the family . because of his 

submissive nature. Ba ]in generates tremendous sympathy for Juexin 

who is portrayed as a flesh and blood young man yearning for freedom 

and love. No matter how hard he tries to do ~ight and good things, 

118 

?1994-2016 China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House. All rights reserved. http: 



Comparative Literature: East &. WeJt vol.3 ,2001 

misfortunes fall on him one after another. His lover Mei died of an 

unhappy marriage. Then he was forced to remove his wife who was 

going to give birth to a baby, out of town, for fear she would damage 

Grandfather's funeral as he was told by his relatives. To such a 

ridiculous request, ]uexin does not say a word of objection. The 

result of his obedience is another woman's death which Ba ]in 

describes with horror and pathos. I should argue that, similar to 

Gals worthy's techniques, Ba ]in has depicted a dual personality in 

Juexin. He has family virtues of honesty and unselfishness. 

Following Confucian ethical codes, he strives to preserve the family 

and all it stands for. He sacrifices everything that belongs to him. Ba 

]in, on the other hand, reveals the negative side of his role in the 

family. Juexin does harm to others, and his blind submission to the 

family causes the death of his loved ones. He is persecuted by the 

powerful ones, but also victimizes others, especially weaker women. 

I tqink Ba ]in intends to reveal the feudal system of the family and 

society. Juexin's virtues and weaknesses are determined by his 

makeup. Both Soames and Juexin do good and bad things beyond 

their control. The family novel depicts human beings as victims of 

their nature and environment. Ba ]in has achieved more than the 

western novelists by creating a third type of son besids the successors 

and rebels-the corrupted ones. Unlike Galsworthy who emphasizes 

the strong impact of property on an individual member, Ba ]in 

delineates the corrupting effect of money on younger generations. 

Totally different from Juexin, Kean and Keding are lascivious, 

relying on family property. They care nothing for the family but. their 

own enjoyment. They bought a separate house outside and have 

affairs with bad women. They later take up opium and indulge 

themselves in adulteries and drugs. Their scandals aggravate 

Grandfather to death. His sons' moral decline forces him to see the 
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sign of the family's fall. In order to build up the clan, he has devoted 

his entire life, but he does not understand why they des.troy the 

family. In Autumn, Ba ]in presents a struggle of selling or preserving 

the Gao compound, the seat of the family. The economic difficulties 

caused by the turbulence of the civil wars are the final blow to the 

family. Their family troubles are affected by national crisis. Kean 

and Keding are anxious to get rid of the house for money. Juexin feels 

sorry to see his family destroyed so thoroughly. In the new world, 

when the center no longer holds and the limits of a pattern are 

reached, Juexin suffers a great loss at the time. 

However, Ba Jin suggests a sense of hope in Juexin's attempt to 

improve his life as he says in his letter that "My desire to do better 

has not died out yet" (Autumn, 619 ). He feels much easier in 

starting a new life, taking care of nothing except his own business 

and depending on nobody but himself. Ba Jin emphasizes the fact that 

though the big feudal clan disappeared forever and Confucian nqrms 

do not work in the family, the essence of tradition and morality 

remains most important to Chinese people. 

Ba ]in's reputation as both a writer and citizen was restored in 

1976 when the "Gang of Four" was destroyed. Such critics as Zhang 

Huizhu@ and Jia Zhifang@ have argued against the extreme leftist 

criticism of Ba Jin by asserting that his work is consistent with Mao 

Zedong Thoughts. They support him by saying that his writings are 

revolutionary and appropriate to the Marxist points of view. 

Responding to all kinds of criticisms against him, Ba ]in compares the 

political factions to Grandfather Gao. For they dominate people by 

pressing the filial devotion and Confucian norms in the same way as 

Grandfather Gao molds Juexin into a submissive son. They would not 

allow any freedom to Chinese people. He said in Japan, "I thought I 

totally got rid of effects left by the dark years in the past after I had 
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written Family, Spring, Autumn. . . But through ten years of the 

Cultural Revolution, I realize that a widespread pernicious influence 

of feudalism has been far from being cleaned up. The ghost of 

Grandfather Gao is haunted everywhere. . . I shall keep my own 

words and never drop my pen®. Ba Jin has never stopped fighting. 

His creation and life typify the bravery and perseverance of the 

Chinese intellectual. Ba ]in is not a counter - revolutionary but anti­

feudal and progressive writer who advocates reforms in China. 

Ba ]in believes in the power of art and seeks a path in literature 

to save himself from pains in life. I disagree with C. T. Hsia who 

says that Ba ]in seems "to serve an ideal higher than art"(237). Ba 

]in has been searching for a way of salvation and finds peace in 

literary creation. He intends to rouse the Chinese people to the same 

awareness by reading his works. I should argue Ba ]in holds his art 

as high as his ideal. He thinks that only literature can help him find a 

way out not only for himself, but also for his people. As a matter of 

fact, Ba ]in's attitude towards art is nothing strange but echoes 

Nietzsche's idea that art saves life. The western critics' views on Ba 

jin's works demonstrate their prejudice against modern Chinese 

literature. I do not think Hsia understands Chinese intellectual's 

patriotism and their sense of destiny that history has entrusted to 

them. It is the unique characteristics of the twentieth century Chinese 

literature that writers relate their artistic creations to their sense of 

mission. In Nathan Mao's words, their aim is "to help build a better 

society and a stronger China"(l43). When great masses of people are 

uneducated and living a miserable life, it is important and admirable 

that Chinese writers assume the duty to awaken them. Through 

Juexin's progress, Ba ]in intends to shock Chinese people into similar 

kind of self-realization. Hsia is right to say that Ba ]in attempts to 

fight against the evil in the system, but he does not see the 
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significance in his ideological conviction. I should argue that Ba Jin is 

or.e of the best Chinese writers who uses his literary creation as a 

weapon for not only his political pursuit but also developing art. 

Importantly, the form from rise to fall is also played as a 

structuring power. If we trace down to the very center of this vertical 

structure, the same opposition acts amazingly as the dynamic force. 

Rise -Prosperity-Decline-Fall-End of the huge 

family-

Progress-Death-vs-Life-Old-New 

The end of the upper class family symbolizes the destruction of 

the bad and leads to progress in the world though the historical 

backgrounds in various nations are very dissimilar. China evolved 

from feudal dynasties into a chaotic semi-colonial and semi-feudal 

society whereas capitalism and imperialism had been established in 

most western countries. However, the radical changes which took 

place simultaneously in the East and West around the time provide 

the historical setting for the appearance of family novels. As a matter 

of fact, the family novel has become the epic or saga of England, 

France, China and many nations as they went through the painful 

turning point from the old to the modern. 

The underlying principle drawn from narrative structures ts 

constructed in the same way as the recurrent primary mythical 

pattern. In this sense, the decline of the family is obviously 

compatible to the Fall myth. The family novel can be observed as a 

divergent form emerging from the same mythical source of literature. 

Levi -Straus argues for a logical form that can be synthesized out of 

mythology and fictions®. I should say the family novel reveals the 

working system of the semantic elements of myth. If we believe the 
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relevance of his method, the above opposition generates as the 

"mythemes" that outline narrative's organism. 

Betty Jean Tucker has done quite a thorough study of the 

archetypal imagery of the Fall myth@. She argues, "the power of this 

fall myth over the creative imagination produces the central myth of 

literature" (1 ). To study the family novel is to learn, in Northrup 

Frye's words, the "grammatical rudiments of literary expression and 

the elements of it"@. "The fundamental form of process is cyclic 

movement, the alteration of success and decline, effort and repose, 

life and death which is the rhythm"058). 

My approaches to family novel aim to present structural 

principles in the world literature. We find the forms of the family 

novel are similar to the grammatical functions. Relating the family 

novel to ancient philosophy, we discover that the structure appears, 

in terms of its cyclic movement, as a different version of the same 

way of viewing the world. This thought shares a surprising parallel 

with the classical Chinese philosophy described in I Ching, Book of 

Changes ( « ~ ~)) which was practiced for a thousand years before 

Jesus Christ. The structuring principle in the family novel reflects on 

the old nature beliefs based on the interactions of the Yin and Yang 

polars. The link of the family novel to ancient philosophical ideas 

highlights the foundrmental principles that demonstrate how things 

fold. The cyclic movement does not mean static or backward. The 

rise and fall shows the upper class group has disappeared but the 

growth of individualism in the young pushes the progress. 

Literary Traditions and Changing Values 

The family novel is considered a part of the nineteenth century 

tradition by many people. I argue that though it has undoubtedly 

carries on literary traditions of earlier periods, it has developed new 

aspects of modern interests. Using the basic narrative form, family 
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novelists provide energy for this literary genre with new ideas and 

innovative techniques. The family novel's dichotomas nature of the 

traditional and the modern is a remarkable characteristic of the genre. 

In order to observe this growth, I compare the prototype family 

novels with others in the world and argue that the family novel which 

became an independent sub-genre at the beginning of the twentieth 

century is moving forward in contemporary times. The Nobel Prizes 

awarded to the writers such as William Faulkner, Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez and Thomas Mann underline the importance of the family 

novel in literary history. 

However, The Forsyte Saga was attacked by the critics including 

Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence. Modernist writers and critics 

regard family novelists as too traditional and criticize them for not 

having undertaken literary experiments in their writings. Earl E. 

Stevens thinks of Galsworthy "old fashioned" arguing that he worked 

within the frame of the Victori an novel 066). Irving Howe calls 

Gard's novel "the last great novel in the nineteenth century 

manner"®. Ba ]in's works have never received deserved reputation. 

Surprisingly, comprehensive strudies on the family novel as a genre 

have not been carried out. The family novel is undoubtedly one that 

pays attention to the tradition. The novelists return to the past. The 

first part of almost every family novel recreates the lost culture. The 

revival of the tradition marks one aspect of achievements of this type 

of writing. 

The family novel intends to trace a family history which 

symbolizes the development of the whole nation. An early Chinese 

family novel The Dream of the Red Chamber demonstrated the 

narrative techniques. The novel presents an authentic life style in 

China when people were confined to the house. In the huge 

compound, every member has his or her own garden and rooms. Cao 
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gives each of them a peculiarly different setting which cleverly 

matches the personality of the resident. The details are so vivid and 

realistic that have inspired many artists to draw pictures of houses 

and gardens as well as characters in this book. The whole novel 

consists of family rites and gatherings. Whenever the young family 

members have a party, they converse intelligently by poetic wit and 

humour. They have competitions in poem composition, calligraphy 

writing and painting. Such gatherings sketch the life style of the 

upper class at the time. 

The modernist writer Proust's A La Recherche du Temps perdu 

reveals a remarkable parallel to the ancient Chinese family novel0 . 

His narrator goes back to the past and relives those moments through 

long passages of concrete descriptions of scenes and events in 

Combray and Baron de Charlus. Proust is able to recapture the 

physical sensations and moods by bringing back memories. He 

searches for truth as Ba Jin does and seeks "again and again, in 

various ways, to impose order on the increasingly complex world of 

modern man"®. Instead of burying the past under the present, his 

work is a recovery of the past. Moving away from tradition, Proust 

describes the value of an object and its effect upon us. I should say, 

his techniques push the family novel to a new level of development. 

Nevertheless, the power of his work lies in the strength of the 

tradition. 

African writer, Chinua Ache be's Things Fall Apart and No 

Longer at Ease demonstrate an amazing resemblance to the prototype 

family novels. The story is set in Nigeria, but the work encompasses 

three major periods in the history of Africa: the early time, the 

colonial years and those after independence. His novel is about the 

Okonkwo family. The first volume, in particular, recreates a past in 

an African village with its own cultural traditions and old way of life. 
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Achebe's achievement rests in his creation of an alien society that 

people outside had never heard about. 

The family rites tinted with religious faith manifest the essence 

of human civilization The father 's concerns are to hand down 

traditional ways of living and thinking. However, the family novel 

depicts how they are weakened. His second volume delineates a 

transformation of the original tradition. It describes the corruption of 

Obi, a grandson who is sent to England to study and then succumbs 

to bribery. "He has the worst of both eras, the responsibilities of the 

past and the money economy of the present"®. The young people are 

fond of reforms, but they too cannot escape the fate. The loss is 

obvious in the sense of being caught up in between of the two worlds. 

The family itself becomes a metaphor. The sense of the family is 

depicted as assemblage of traditions sacred to each member and a 

symbol of the negation of individual needs. On the social and 

mimetically rendered level the family is a microcosm of the world. 

Mythically, the father centered family is analogous to Eden under 

God's power. The characters' sense of loss and gaining knowledge in 

family novels echoes the archetypal fall of Adam and Eve who started 

humanity on Earth. The positive message in the decline of the family 

is the retaining of the tradition and improvement of social institutions 

and systems. 

Characterization of the family novel is by no means merely 

traditional. The exploration of the individuality and psychological 

growth is an effort to develop the novel by increasingly focusing on 

the portrayal of human mind. The delineation of the inner world 

reflects modernist concerns about the individualized consciousness. 

The family novel dedicates itself to a study of both the society and the 

world within. The mind moves to the center of characterization and 

fiction. 
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Philip Thody says that the family novel is a particular genre for 

traditional writing and a form conservative in nature®. I think it 

ridiculous to draw such a narrow conclusion to a broad generic 

concept. The prime theme on the fall of the family alone can argue 

against the absurdity of his statement. The dreadful atmosphere 

reminds us of T. S. Eliot who founded Modernism. Both his poem 

and the family novel convey a sense of sterility of present civilization 

which is suffering of a spiritual drought. I should say the family novel 

has portrayed in detail the disintegrated world which is epitomized in 

Eliot's poem as a piece of "The Wasteland." 

Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom! and The Sound and the Fury 

mainly deal with family relationships within the Sutpen family. The 

cyclical movement best exemplifies the primordial message of the 

main family novels. Faulkner portrays the unconscious mind as the 

source of the evil. Bon is a son from Thomas Sutpen's first marriage 

with a woman who was found out to have black blood and was 

deserted. Henry is from his second marriage to a pure white woman. 

Amazingly, in the narrator of The Sound and the Fury, Quentin 

Compson, a distant relative of Thomas' third generation, we find the 

divided and merged personalities of both Bon and Henry. For "Bon 

plays the role of the shadow-the dark self that is made to bear the 

consciously unacceptable desires repudiated by the bright half of the 

mind"@. After struggling to patch the Sutpens' story together 

Quentin seems to have grasped the meaning of the destruction of the 

old world. His sense of guilt and failure to deal with the simultaneous 

attraction to and repulsion by the incestuous desire for his own sister 

brings him to the decision of suicide. The story reveals a shocking 

truth that Quentin is a composite of the double represented by Bon 

and Henry. His ego thus has decided to resolve the trouble. The 

cyclical movement is the image of the fate of the family. The 
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structure in the family novel reveals the repetitive pattern in the past 

that leads to enlightenment. Faulkner's major efforts are to bring us 

to the light of a mystery in his narrative so that we can perceive the 

message in the structural pattern. 

The family novel creates the group as a paradoxical complex, 

changing all the time but never parting with the past. The father 

figure stands for the authority who groups the members together and 

divides them by ruthless dominance. The family becomes 

simultaneously a shelter and a burden for everybody. The word 

"family" becomes a synonym of another word "problem", involving 

all kinds of spheres. The conflicts within the family thus symbolize 

much about the modern world. For the perpetual and unsolvable 

nature determines the evolution of the family as an endless cycle of 

desire and pain, construction and deconstruction. 

The linear order of the family novel reinforces the novel's 

narrative function. Since the world history is a transition from the old 

to the new, the form of the family novel mirrors the flow of time. In 

a way, the family novel portrays a sequence of events that reflect 

bourgeoisie illusion of causality. The form of the family novel thus 

indicates a sense of progress. As is said in Budden brooks, "we could 

not by any means be what we are without those who went before us 

and showed the way"®. 

However, the family novel reveals that the disappearance of that 

logic is characterized by fragmentation and suspension. The linear 

structure is thwarted by the horizontal one which provides the 

necessary condition for the narrative to break free of all bonds and to 

set off in a new direction. The fall of the family parallels what is 

happening in literature. For it establishes a similar role of the writer 

as the father but it depicts in the important aspect of how that 

authority is shaken. The modernist novelists seek to overthrow the 

128 

?1994-2016 China Academic Journal Electronic Publishing House. All rights reserved. http 



Comparative Literature: East &. West vol. 3,2001 

narrative orders by innovation in both theme and techniques as what 

happened to the decision maker of the family. At the end of Chinese 

Trilogy Ba ]in lingers on Juexin's mind. His language becomes 

ambiguous and suggests the subconscious wish. It does not indicate a 

better alternative in his future. But the son's survival sheds a dim 

light on the possibility of change. 

The connection of the family novel with reality indicates that the 

identical underlying structures bring together both the individual and 

the collective human experiences. This is a union of a piece of work 

and literature which also applies to the relations of a family with the 

world, art with humanity. The significance of the family novel, 

then, lies in its revelation of the structure similar to life. We seem to 

have found a signifying system that functions, as grammar to 

language, to imply the principles of the development in the world. 

The generic definition that I have come to attempts to meet the 

needs of a new synthesis which enhances the development of 

literature. However, the decline of the family as an institution and 

system is a series of substitutions of center for center, a linked chain 

of centers. As most critics such as Frank Lentricchia agree, even 

though Derrida argues against the structuralist principle, insisting on 

chaos by saying that there is no center to ground the play, his project 

is a continuation of the formalism®. Derrida assumes that "its 

synchronic desire for the greatest totality, for dialogue with a unified 

tradition <logocentrism), defeats its would be historic disposition"®. 

His thoughts best describe the changing state of the family and 

narrative, the problem of a discourse which is the source necessary 

for the deconstruction. This theory itself is a structural principle 

similar to the fall and revival of the family. 

I should like to argue that the family novel's values need to be 

reconsidered. It is an important division of the novel, for the group is 
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depicted at odds with the larger community and itself. My analyses of 

the underlying structures diachronically connects the family novels to 

the ancient myths and synchronically to a unified category. The 

family novel has become a stabilized institution that implies the 

presence of an organizing structure, one generically unique and 

worldly feasible. Parallel to the lyrical novel and other kinds, the 

family novel stands out as an equally important type of the novel since 

the special traits have nourished a different but related strand in the 

novel. I think it high time to institutionalize this genre which will 

benefit both literary criticism of the novel and teaching of literature. 

I argue for the establishment of the family novel as a distinct sub 

-genre of the novel, for it distinguishes itself from other kinds of 

novels by its unique theme (traditional and modern), structure 

(horizontal and vertical), narrative (authoritative and innovative), 

characters ( collective and individualized ) , and significance 

(diachronic and synchronic). As this essay demonstrates that the 

family novel needs the recognition as a distinct category for it 

continues at the present time in the eastern and western traditions. 
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similar vein, Michel Foucault has characterized the intellectual situation of the 

nineteenth century: “from the nineteenth- century onward [ . . .  ], a profound 

historicity penetrates into the heart of things, isolates and defi nes them in their 

own coherence, imposes upon them the forms of order implied by the continuity 

of time.”6 As a matter of fact, the profound connection between genealogy and 

narrative has long been recognized and studied by literary historians with regard 

to a number of genres and periods, particularly the nineteenth century novel.7 In 

her important study of the genealogical imperative in the modern novel, Patricia 

Drechsel Tobin has defi ned this term as the correspondence between the tem-

poral form of the novel and the linear structure of the dynastic, patriarchal family. 

According to this logic, deeply rooted in Western culture, the individual is situated 

in a lineage that establishes a causal relation to its par tic u lar place in time. As 

Tobin insists, this “genealogical imperative” is not simply natural but a cause of 

meaning production:

By an analogy of function, events in time come to be perceived as begetting other 

events within a line of causality similar to the line of generations, with the prior 

event earning a special prestige as it is seen to originate, control, and predict fu-

ture events. When in some such manner ontological priority is conferred upon 

mere temporal anteriority, the historical consciousness is born, and time is under-

stood as a linear manifestation of the genealogical destiny of events.8

Tobin focuses her study primarily on examples of the twentieth- century family 

saga (Mann, Faulkner, Márquez,  etc.), although she also includes a few examples 

of nineteenth- century novels (Brontë, Butler), those that she sees as anticipatory 

of the modern novel’s tendency to disrupt linearity and traditional patrilineal 

succession. Despite the great merits of her study, this book diff ers from Tobin’s 

in two respects. First, her discussion of what she designates as “eccentric” ex-

amples of the nineteenth- century novel rests on the assumption that the novel 

of this period normally confi rms to the linear structure of genealogical continu-

ity. In fact, many, if not most, examples of the nineteenth- century family novel 

involve a crisis of patrilineal succession, even if this crisis rarely aff ects the 

principle of narrative continuity, as will indeed be characteristic for the novel of 

the twentieth century. Such a critical narrative about the transformation of a 

supposedly stable order into the dissolution of order is of course typical of the 

discourse of modernity, which always has to posit the past as its own opposite.9 

The genealogical novels of the nineteenth century establish and reinforce precisely 

such a narrative of modernity, understood in either positive or negative terms. 

Second, Tobin’s study devotes much eff ort to the novel’s par tic u lar modelling 
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and sequencing of time, but the question of history and space appears only in a 

generic, abstract way, with little consideration of the local context.

The interrelation of space and time is characteristic of the nineteenth cen-

tury as a  whole, but the de cadent infl ection of family narratives (and the deferred 

potential for a possible regeneration) will be the specifi c mark of the naturalist 

novel, in the wake of Émile Zola’s monumental Rougon- Macquart cycle of nov-

els (1871– 93). The enormous infl uence of his work on the literature of the latter 

part of the nineteenth century has been frequently remarked, yet it is intriguing 

that Zola’s predominantly urban, Pa ri sian model of naturalism had particularly 

signifi cant repercussions in peripheral spaces, such as Italy and Spain (this in-

fl uence will be discussed in chapters 3 and 4).10 In the Eu ro pe an (and Ameri-

can) periphery, Zola’s model worked as a powerful— and highly controversial— 

model of literary innovation. If Zola used a tainted family history to dramatize 

what he saw as the de cadence of the society of the Second Empire in France, 

many of his followers related the dying out of a family line to the dying out of 

the lifeworld of a par tic u lar region under the forces of modernity. In British lit-

erature, Thomas Hardy’s regional novels are another prominent example for 

this conjunction of genealogy and geo graph i cal periphery, in this case within 

the fi ctional entity of Wessex (in Southwest En gland), whose specifi c local dif-

ference represents an “otherness” with respect to central En glish modernity but 

also, in a sense, a last reservoir of authentic national values.11 As Sophie Gilmar-

tin has written, “A failure of the ‘dynastic principle’ is connected to a dying out 

of regionalism in these novels. Hardy so often wrote of a threshold in time 

when the distinct customs and character of a region  were yet intact, but about 

to be forgotten within the next generation or two.”12 In novels such as Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure (1895), genealogy signifi es a traditional 

means of legitimization that, just like the self- identity of the region, is under 

threat because of the levelling forces of modernity.

Hardy, however, was less interested in the question of biological heredity, the 

self- declared “scientifi c” component of Zola’s naturalism, which toward the end 

of the century also informed the Eu ro pe an phenomenon of social Darwinism.13 

In his novel By the Open Sea (I Havsbandet, 1890), Hardy’s Swedish contempo-

rary August Strindberg, infl uenced  here by both Nietz sche and Darwin, pres-

ents the reader with an aristocratically aloof scientist and fi shing inspector, Axel 

Borg, who was sent to the outskirts of the Swedish archipelago, which serves as 

a metonymy for what Strindberg saw as the peripheral condition of Sweden as a 

 whole.14 After a failed romantic relationship, Borg develops a eugenic fantasy of 

male celibate reproduction as the supposed remedy to the crisis of patriarchal 
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continuity and racial degeneration. Even though this absurd plan obviously fails, 

Borg’s ultimate suicide is associated with images of cosmic regeneration. This, 

then, is a typical fi n de siècle novel to the extent that the “primitive” forces of re-

gional, “maternal” nature resist the scientifi c ideas of progress and at the same 

time are envisioned as a possible antidote to the regressive fears of a self- doubting 

modernity and masculinity.

These examples illustrate how the ingredients of literary naturalism and Zo-

la’s dialectic of de cadence and regeneration refl ect a profound crisis of patriar-

chy at the end of the century, as well as modernity’s experience of temporal and 

spatial asymmetries.15 Moreover, they show that the reception and variation of 

naturalism, with its preference for narratives of de cadence, provides a matrix for 

the international proliferation of the plot of familial decline, which as such might 

be said to be relatively stable, although the style, ideological implications, and 

local color change.16 Throughout the nineteenth century, the common frame of 

reference for spatial and temporal gradations remains the idea of the nation.

Nation, Periphery, and Modernization

As is well known, Benedict Anderson has claimed that the nineteenth- century 

realist novel is bound up with the imaginary production of the modern nation- 

state.17 The generality of this well- known argument regarding the novel’s form 

and materiality, however, does not concern the specifi city of a novel’s content or 

plot. Anderson asserts that the homology among family, social groups, the state, 

and certain narrative forms, notably the novel and the newspaper, rests on a 

changed conception of time, the idea of secular, “neutral” time (as opposed to an 

earlier “messianic” time— a conception taken up from Walter Benjamin): “the 

idea of a so cio log i cal organism moving through homogeneous, empty time is a 

precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which also is conceived as a solid com-

munity moving steadily down (or up) in history.”18 The idea of an “empty” time, 

writes Anderson, can be contrasted with “those prefatory genealogies, often as-

cending to the origin of man, which are so characteristic a feature of ancient 

chronicles, legends, and holy books.”19 Modern novels indeed do not refer to the 

origin of man, but their conception of time is deeply historical, insofar as empty 

time is shaped by diff erent cultural coordinates, period habits, breaks, repeti-

tions, and so forth.20

In this sense Homi Bhaba has elaborated on Anderson’s ideas. According to 

Bhaba, the national imagination works by integrating the idea of the people into 

a continuity of past and present, and he sees the specifi c modernity of this situ-

ation in the potential confl ict between narratives of original foundation and the 
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focus on the contemporary, day- to- day iterations that affi  rm the existence of a 

nation as a living place. The boundaries and the visual concreteness of the com-

munity are affi  rmed by its insertion into a given space of the nation: “national 

time becomes concrete and visible in the chronotype [sic] of the local, par tic u lar, 

graphic, from beginning to end.”21 In other words, one of the fundamental tasks 

in the repre sen ta tion of the nation is to make time visible by locating it in a 

given space.

Anderson’s and Bhaba’s comments, then, posit a fundamental, but very gen-

eral, relation among the form of the novel, its modelling of time, and the imag-

ined community of the nation. Yet, even in the specifi c case of the nineteenth- 

century novel, it is readily apparent that not all novels are both formally and 

thematically concerned with the question of nationhood to the same degree. To 

be sure, many of the great and representative novels of the nineteenth century, 

from Middlemarch to Madame Bovary, from Oliver Twist to Effi   Briest, are cen-

trally concerned with the individual’s relation to society and hence also with the 

respective nation. Yet, in a deeper sense, the state of the nation is obviously not 

their central concern. The signifi cance of nationhood for peripheral literature 

leads undoubtedly to a stronger “allegorical” encoding, which is to say that family 

constellations or narratives of private histories refer more or less directly to ques-

tions of national identity formation.22

Thus the thematization of the problem of nationhood occurs especially in 

those countries or regions that come to be associated with a peripheral, “belated” 

status in the context of (Eu ro pe an) modernity. This has certainly to do with the 

fact that the more established nation- states (notably France and En gland) are also 

distinguished by a higher degree of autonomy of the literary fi eld, as Pascale 

Casanova would have it.23 Yet, even if we stay within the confi nes of the nine-

teenth century and the cultural practice of the novel, it would be misleading to 

simply assign the terms “center” and “periphery” to specifi c places or nations. 

Rather, these terms must be understood in a relational and mobile sense, as 

applied to specifi c historical and cultural circumstances. Yet at the same time 

the dynamic of center and periphery is a crucial ingredient for the self- 

understanding of the nineteenth- century world, and it is also central for the 

spatial imagination of the novel. Take the example of Madame Bovary, a novel 

produced in France, the cultural center at this time, and yet a novel about life in 

the provinces.

I share the view articulated by Mads R. Thomsen, who defends the new 

paradigm of world literature against certain conceptual shortcomings of a long- 

dominant version of postcolonial criticism: “the lack of interest in seeing post- 
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colonial literature as part of the same system as the literature of the West, as 

well as literature from the West that could qualify as post- colonial literature, re-

mains a problem, by creating an irrational divide between the objects of compara-

tive literature and post- colonial studies.”24 As a matter of fact, the idea of Eu rope 

is based on the existence of its internal peripheries. Since the eigh teenth cen-

tury this internal diff erence between modern nationhood and provincial mar-

ginality has been mapped unto the axis of North versus South (which in turn 

might be understood as the reconfi guration of a former opposition between West 

and East), and the rhetoric of cultural diff erence has been shaped, most infl uen-

tially, by the likes of Montesquieu and Madame de Staël.25 In this regard, Roberto 

Dainotto has recently argued that the spatial mapping of a Eurocentric imaginary 

is coextensive with the Eu ro pe an theorization of history, which accounts in turn 

for the alleged backwardness of the various Eu ro pe an peripheries, notably the 

South.26 This means, for instance, that the eighteenth- century understanding 

of history amounts to a contrasting of the diff erent temporalities of diff erent 

geo graph i cal areas. Yet if the production and repre sen ta tion of internal pe-

ripheries is part of the Eu ro pe an identity formation, we will have to study not 

only the external discourses about these spaces as evident, for instance, in 

travelogues and political- geographical discourses, but also the literary self- 

representations of these spaces. In fact, the emphasis on economic inequalities 

in world- systems theory has increasingly been complemented with an aware-

ness of the importance of cultural repre sen ta tions as symbolic responses to the 

pro cess of globalization.27

During the nineteenth century, En gland and France  were the undisputed 

centers of literary production, especially in the realm of the novel. Accordingly, 

the emergence or consolidation of literary realism in peripheral spaces of cul-

tural production (Italy, Spain, Portugal) must be understood in terms of the spe-

cifi cally cultural dynamics of central and peripheral spaces. The novels of the 

nineteenth century constitute a rich archive about the internal geographies and 

temporalities of the Western world during a time of the consolidation and crisis 

of national identities.

The spatial aspect of my argument has been strongly infl uenced by the work 

of Pascale Casanova and Franco Moretti, the two critics most associated today 

with inserting literary studies into a paradigm of cultural geography. It might 

be useful to present  here some of their central arguments, as pertaining to the 

dynamic between center and periphery. Starting with the notion of cultural capital 

and the premise of the internal diff erentiation of the literary space, Casanova’s 

innovative study develops a wide- ranging metatheory about the relation of 
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literature to the politics of nationhood, according to which diff erent geo graph i-

cal manifestations enter into a complex fi eld of competition and rivalry, without 

necessarily being ancillary to (or being entirely in de pen dent of) the entity of the 

nation- state. On the contrary, Casanova argues, the space of literary economy is 

actually “constituting itself as a distinct world in opposition to the nation and 

nationalism.”28 This potentially autonomous literary fi eld knows its own dy-

namics of power, according to which literary authority is mea sured by its dis-

tance from what is perceived as the center (or the centers) of literary production 

and consecration. While literature is “not a pure emanation of national iden-

tity,” it necessarily enters into a space that is characterized by international rela-

tions: “given, then, that literary capital is national, and that there exists a rela-

tion of dependence with regard fi rst to the state, then to the nation, it becomes 

possible to connect the idea of an economy peculiar to the literary world with 

the notion of a literary geopolitics.”29

Although I think that Casanova somewhat overstates the central role that 

Paris played for centuries as the literary capital of the world (this might itself 

be a Franco- centric bias), her basic point is suggestive: “in France, the volume of 

accumulated capital was so great, and the literary domination exerted over the 

 whole of Eu rope from the eigh teenth century onward so uncontested (and in-

deed incontestable), that it became the most autonomous literary space of all, 

which is to say the freest in relation to po liti cal and national institutions.”30 The 

notion of literature’s potential autonomy, then, is itself a historical result that 

has to be gradually achieved in divesting the practice of literature of external, 

po liti cal interests. Therefore, if the literatures of the geo graph i cal periphery are 

“lagging behind” in achieving such autonomy, the question of nationhood and 

a self- perceived backwardness in relation to a cultural center become an explicit 

concern of the form of the novel.

While Casanova’s book is interested in the force fi elds of globalized literature 

generally, Franco Moretti has advanced several theses about the relation be-

tween the dynamic of center and periphery and the specifi c form of the modern 

novel, as well as innovative proposals of how to study its international diff usion. 

In a much- discussed article, “Conjectures on World Literature,” Moretti, basing 

himself on an eclectic mix of evolutionary and world- systems theory, has ar-

gued for a more globalized approach to the question of the emergence of the 

novel, asserting the “universal” law according to which “the modern novel fi rst 

arises not as an autonomous development, but as a compromise between a West-

ern formal infl uence (usually French or En glish) and local materials.”31 In an 

earlier work, about the nineteenth- century novel, Moretti had similarly under-
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scored the role of France (Paris) and En gland (London) as literary export centers 

with which almost all other Eu ro pe an countries had to cope in one form or an-

other. The novel, asserts Moretti, is a “centralized” genre insofar as the majority 

of Eu ro pe an countries are on the receiving side: “provincialism is not so much 

a question of diff erence from the centre, but rather of enforced similarity (and 

always a little belated).”32 Since Moretti tends to be more interested in the geo-

graph i cal dynamics of the emergence and diff usion of specifi c forms as such, 

rather than in the detailed analysis of the novels (in fact, he has also defended 

the rather polemical method of “distant reading”), the basic assumption of cul-

tural de pen den cy, unevenness, and diff usion from the center to the periphery 

is hard to contest and perhaps little surprising.33 Yet as soon as we look at the 

novels of the literary peripheries in greater detail, it is indeed the diff erence, the 

variation, the specifi cs of the “compromise formula,” that come to light. Moreover, 

in the context of the nineteenth century, the notion of the “emergence” of the 

novel is not unproblematic, since the novel is a constantly evolving form that 

always builds on and transforms previous models, according to the conditions of 

the local context.34

Moretti’s use of the term “provincialism” in the quotation above is likewise 

revealing, since, in contrast, the term “periphery” is potentially much more am-

bivalent, for as a place of liminality it is associated both with marginality and 

productiveness. Albrecht Koschorke, drawing on the cultural semiotics of Jurij 

M. Lotman, has clarifi ed the diff erence between the two terms: “While the prov-

ince is customarily associated with the seat of tradition, having become rigid in 

its conventionalism and which thus forms a ‘cold’ zone [in the terminology of 

Lévi- Strauss], ‘periphery’ refers to the contact zone to other cultural and discur-

sive spaces, where diff erent semiotic conventions collide and disintegrate.”35 In 

this sense, I would argue that the “peripheral” novels  here discussed anticipate 

not only our current concern with pro cesses of globalization but also our pres-

ent sense that the “homogenizing force of modernity” is an illusion that has faded 

in the light of a “plurality of paths toward modernization” and a plurality of tem-

poral worlds.36

What is the relationship of the periphery to history? And what is the signifi -

cance of the (internal) periphery for the self- constitution, or self- understanding, 

of the nation? The various novels considered  here concern themselves with 

worlds in transformation or with disappearing worlds. The modern sense of na-

tionhood relies on the temporal structure of the novel to imagine its own relation 

to historical change. I focus deliberately on national case studies that are thought 

of as peripheral within the context of nineteenth- century (literary) history. While 
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I will work with the conceptual opposition of center and periphery throughout 

this study, it is again important to emphasize that these terms are not intended 

as stable, fi xed categories, but that the rapport is always one of relation and per-

spective, subject to par tic u lar views and historical change.37

With regard to the corpus of novels discussed  here, I argue that a more ex-

plicit repre sen ta tion of nationhood occurs during specifi c moments in time and 

in par tic u lar places, in semiperipheral zones that undergo a pro cess of modern-

ization and thus entertain an ambivalent relation to history. Neither Sicily nor 

Portugal is peripheral per se, but the question of their cultural and po liti cal “back-

wardness” has become a part of their own self- understanding. Methodologically, 

this means that I will read novels in terms of how their plot of a private history 

(genealogical de cadence, familial rivalry, generational change) echoes specifi c 

moments of national history and temporal experience. Genealogy is not just a 

theme or motif but something like a deep structure of the nineteenth- century 

novel— and, as we will see in the latter part of the book, it reappears in diff erent 

forms in the novel of the twentieth century.

As indicated above, such questions have been discussed with regard to re-

gional literature, which is often seen as “resisting” the forces of history, but 

regional spaces might also be seen to dramatize the workings of history, pre-

cisely because they are opposing it, and hence maintain an ambivalent relation 

to a pro cess of modernization.38 In this sense, I present exemplary readings of 

novels in terms of a cultural geography where the conditions and contingencies 

of “place” are subject to the workings of history and where, accordingly, time is 

spatialized. In a sense, the central part of my study may be seen as an alternative, 

complementary panorama of the late nineteenth- century novel, bypassing the 

conventional center in favor of “peripheral” cultures (Italy, Spain, Portugal, Brazil), 

which culturally are also strongly related to each other. The focus on these specifi c 

peripheral literatures entails no judgment about aesthetic value on my part; it 

simply follows from my interest in pro cesses of cultural adaptation and multiple 

temporalities. With respect to the question of how the repre sen ta tion of periph-

eral cultures may, at least in some cases, achieve a literary universality, let me 

quote Francesco Orlando’s suggestive comment about Il Gattopardo:

How can it be that the Sicilian situation is of interest for Finnish, Brazilian, and 

Japa nese readers, if the literary work was not capable to transform this situation 

into something greater? For it is indeed transformed into a general category, of 

which the specifi c reality represents a par tic u lar aspect; yet by defi nition all other, 

analogous specifi c realities are also included. [ . . .  ] From the specifi c peripheral 
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situation of Sicily toward the universality of all peripheral situations; from one 

periphery (or: province, hinterland, underdeveloped region . . .  ) toward what tends 

to become the periphery, even if it is strongly individualized.39

These individual novels testify to the importance of spatiotemporal coordi-

nates in the history of the modern novel; they all refl ect on moments of crisis, 

transition, and sociohistorical change. Aside from these thematic and historical 

contexts, I have also sought to address the ways in which literary history, or in-

deed the authors themselves, have variously refl ected upon the peripheral na-

ture of the novelistic genre in their respective countries. Consequently, I have 

often asked myself whether the texts I have studied  here are themselves some-

how peripheral in the canon of world literature. In the case of Waverley and Il 

Gattopardo, it is readily apparent that the forceful and culturally infl uential repre-

sen ta tion of peripheral space is the reason for their prominent position in the 

history of the novel and within world literature. In the case of the other authors I 

have chosen to discuss, the situation is more diffi  cult to assess. Certainly Galdós, 

Eça de Queirós, and Machado de Assis are among the most canonical authors of 

the literary tradition of their respective countries even today, but they remain 

relatively little known (and translated) outside their native contexts, certainly 

among a nonspecialist readership. This is most likely due to the fact that these 

authors’ comparatively strong emphasis on national concerns continues to in-

form the cultural self- understanding of their respective countries, but the same 

trait, as well as the problem of translation, has likely hindered their traveling 

abroad.40 During the nineteenth century, the cultural centers of the realist novel 

 were undoubtedly France, En gland, and Rus sia, but, as the historian Jürgen 

Osterhammel has rightfully pointed out with regard to the example of Eça de 

Queirós, among others, even novelists from peripheral countries might be excep-

tionally incisive about the social and historical transformations of their time.41

The methodological challenge of my study lies in combining a certain de-

gree of historical specifi city with a comparative range that allows for the emer-

gence and variation of specifi c patterns of both similarity and diff erence within 

the cultural space of Eu rope (and beyond), extending the comparative radar 

both to hypercanonical and less canonical authors.42 Therefore, I bring together 

texts that are normally discussed only within the bounds of their respective 

national contexts and disciplines. I see the task of comparative literature as es-

tablishing and making visible the links between national and international, 

global frames of reference. I hope that my focus on periphery is a contribution 

to this line of investigation, because as a relational term it brings to the fore the 
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interconnectedness of spatial relations, highlighting the diff erences as well as 

the comparable experiences of history within and among nationally constituted 

spaces.

Overview

The central chapters of this study are dedicated to the nineteenth- century novel, 

most of which written during the 1880s and 1890s, falling squarely under the 

infl uence of a naturalist aesthetic. As a way of introducing the central categories 

of this study, the second chapter addresses novelistic history at a much earlier 

stage, at the beginning of the nineteenth century. It is dedicated to the regions of 

the so- called Celtic Fringe, Ireland and Scotland. This section serves as a sort of 

general introduction insofar as it seeks to locate the “origin” of the specifi c spa-

tiotemporal constellation that uses the form of the novel for the interrelation of 

a historical, geo graph i cal, and genealogical consciousness. Maria Edgeworth’s 

short novel Castle Rackrent (1800) serves as a con ve nient point of entry, because it 

might be seen as the fi rst Eu ro pe an genealogical, or “Big  House,” novel, a tradition 

that culminates, at least within the confi nes of my study, with Il Gattopardo. The 

case of Ireland exemplifi es my contention that nationhood enters the nineteenth- 

century novel as a theme to the extent that it is problematical and contested. The 

novel introduces a sort of historicizing attitude into its depictions of “old” Irish 

customs, so as to promote the new  union between En gland and Ireland. The 

form of the national tale adopted by Edgeworth rests on the central image of the 

 house/family as an allegory for the nation, and it is precisely the “absurd” claim 

of genealogical continuity— contradicted by factual decline and breakdown— 

that is meant to show that any claims for an in de pen dent Irish state are unjusti-

fi ed and must give way to a peaceful  union with En gland. The historicizing 

impulse in Castle Rackrent has infl uenced Walter Scott’s Waverley (1814), an-

other novel concerned with descent and familial  union, in which the origin of a 

national  union— between En gland and Scotland— is put more decisively into 

the historical past. Scott’s vastly infl uential novel provides a paradigm for the 

interrelation between past and present, po liti cal and private history. These nov-

els by Edgeworth and Scott exemplify the historical idea of transition, from an 

“old” to a “new” form of existence; the question of geography, especially in the 

sense of the relation between center and periphery; and fi nally the problem of 

nationhood. In all of these aspects, these pioneers of the genealogical- historical 

novel anticipate much of the novelistic production of the nineteenth century, 

which will then graft realistic/naturalistic premises on this initial chronotopic 

constellation based on Romantic historiography. The historical background of 
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these early novels is the incorporation of peripheral regions into a larger frame-

work of national and socioeconomic modernity, and hence there is a more or less 

direct line from  here to Il Gattopardo, via the various permutations of this con-

stellation throughout the nineteenth century.

In the third chapter, I look at the more immediate pre de ces sors of Lampe-

dusa’s novel in the realm of the Italian, specifi cally the Sicilian, novel. The 

family novels by Giovanni Verga (I Malavoglia, 1881) and Federico De Roberto 

(I Viceré, 1894) are key texts in the belated fl owering of the Italian novel toward 

the end of the nineteenth century. They are representative examples for the Eu-

ro pe an diff usion of the model of literary naturalism, and therefore I will dis-

cuss the ways they diff er from Émile Zola’s novelistic program and its paradoxi-

cal relation to narratives of de cadence and progress. As novels that are focused 

largely on the synchronic group of families, they are concerned, respectively, 

with a rural, regional lifeworld and the lifeworld of the aristocracy. Both novels 

are grounded in a sceptic or even pessimist view of the recent pro cess of na-

tional unifi cation. In the context of an incipient pro cess of economic and po liti-

cal modernization, the two novels illustrate with “objective” modes of repre sen-

ta tion two tendencies of modernity’s historical understanding of its own recent 

past, insofar as an— admittedly very small— bourgeois readership was confronted 

with the picture of a peripheral social world that is left behind and transformed by 

modernity (I Malavoglia), as well as a social group that is simultaneously marked 

by both decline and adaptation (I Viceré ). The idea that the peripheral island space 

is marked by a re sis tance to modernity and historical change indicates a doubt in 

the evolutionary thinking of the nineteenth century.

In chapters 4 and 5, I examine the crisis of genealogy in the Spanish novel dur-

ing the Restoration period. The realist/naturalist authors of this period  were 

extremely self- conscious about the peripheral condition of the contemporary 

Spanish novel/nation, and accordingly the repre sen ta tion of the literary theme of 

familial crisis and decline serves to refl ect allegorically on the state of the nation 

and its relation to modernization and change. These questions are discussed here 

with regard to the urban novel, Benito Pérez Galdós’s Fortunata y Jacinta (1887), 

as well as the regional novel, Emilia Pardo Bazán’s cycle of Galician novels (Los 

Pazos de Ulloa, 1886; La madre naturaleza, 1887). While Galdós uses the motif of 

genealogical decline with regard to pro cesses of social transformation, Pardo 

Bazán develops a complex (and often unresolved) portrait of the periphery’s re sis-

tance to the pro cess of “civilization.” While Galdós’s novel proposes interclass 

exogamy as a possible solution to familial/national crisis in the context of the ur-

ban bourgeoisie, Pardo Bazán’s novels focus on endogamous  unions and incest 
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Periphery and Genealogical Discontinuity

The Historical Novel of the Celtic Fringe 
(Maria Edgeworth and Walter Scott)

The beginning of the nineteenth century witnessed a transformation in the con-

ception of historical time. The gradual emergence of History as a singular con-

tainer for human actions and its understanding as a dynamic force within the 

open- ended fl ow of time was soon accompanied by the idea of an “allochronic” 

scenario, an internal diff erentiation, according to which certain spaces might be 

characterized as lagging behind the universal fl ow of progressing time.1 As Rein-

hart Koselleck writes, “In the horizon of this progression the simultaneity of the 

non- simultaneous becomes the basic experience of all history.”2 In this context, 

the emergence of the new evolutionary, postrevolutionary concept of history is 

concomitant with the narrative of modernity that always carries with it a “phan-

tasm of the pre- or anti- modern, a phantasm that is marked on all levels by clear 

signs of the creation of diff erence,” as Albrecht Koschorke has put it.3

If the form of the modern novel had since the eigh teenth century been con-

ceived as the repre sen ta tion of a par tic u lar lifeworld fi rmly situated in both tem-

poral and spatial terms, the historical turn of the early nineteenth- century novel 

directly addresses the question of the transitional moments through which mo-

dernity conceives its own genealogy as leaving behind what is now reconfi gured 

as its own past. Recent studies of En glish fi ction have generally underscored how 

much the constitution of the British novel was infl uenced by negotiation with 

cultural and geo graph i cal peripheries, notably the Celtic fringe nations of Ire-

land and Scotland.4 In line with the tenets of Scottish Enlightenment historiog-

raphy, the British peripheries have been symbolically confi gured as symbolic 

“chronotopes,” whose lifeworlds are related to the present, homogeneous culture 

as its own temporal past. Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent (1800) and Walter 

Scott’s Waverley (1814) are two paradigmatic novels that inaugurate the connection 

among family narratives, historical transition, and spatialized temporality that 

will continue to characterize many Eu ro pe an novels throughout the nineteenth 
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century. I read these texts as a specifi c type of (anti)genealogical fi ction, whereby 

familial descent is thematized but actually questioned as a form of legitimiza-

tion. These novels amount to “retrograde fi ctions,” which reconstruct the past 

in terms of its diff erence. They are typical fi ctions of modernity to the extent that 

the genealogy of the present actually depends on the demotion of the claims of 

traditional genealogy.

History and Discontinuity in Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent

In relation to the other material to be treated in this study, Maria Edgeworth’s 

short novel Castle Rackrent (1800) is an extremely early text that in many re-

spects still belongs to the cultural history of the eigh teenth century. And yet 

Castle Rackrent has been repeatedly claimed as an inaugural text on several ac-

counts. It is variously said to be one of the fi rst novels to be written in dialect, 

one of the earliest (and certainly most famous) Irish novels, the fi rst regional 

novel, the fi rst historical novel, and the fi rst family or Big  House novel.5 Regard-

ing this latter genre, it has also been argued that Castle Rackrent began a specifi -

cally Irish tradition of literature, “where marital introversion and endangered 

succession will come to provide a potent theme in Anglo- Irish modernism.”6 

This, however, also accounts for the fact that this fascinating text has for a long 

time received the attention only of specialized scholars dedicated to the study of 

Anglo- Irish literature. This state of aff airs has recently changed somewhat, es-

pecially thanks to the work of Katie Trumpener, who has argued that the Irish 

and Scottish novels of the so- called Celtic Fringe have played an important role 

in the development of what we call, somewhat paradoxically, the tradition of the 

En glish novel, especially the historical novel.7

But why Ireland? Why should the origin of genealogical fi ction in the Eu ro-

pe an novel take place precisely  here? For a long part of its history, the national 

identity of En gland or Great Britain has been defi ned and complicated by its 

composite nature, an array of internal diff erences comprising the diff erent ter-

ritories and traditions of En gland, as well as Ireland, Wales, and Scotland. As 

Linda Colley has remarked in her magisterial study of British nationhood, the 

case of Ireland is even more exceptional than the other peripheries of the em-

pire: “the invention of Britishness was so closely bound up with Protestantism, 

with war with France and with the acquisition of empire, that Ireland was rarely 

able or willing to play a satisfactory part in it.”8 Ireland in par tic u lar posed a chal-

lenge to the identity of En gland, and throughout the nineteenth century there 

 were numerous discussions about the possibility of its assimilation, the diff er-

ence or otherness (not to mention the alleged primitivism or barbarity) of the 
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Celtic element, including the question of whether there existed such a thing 

as an Irish nationality in its own right. Yet what prevailed and underwrote all of 

these discussions was a sense of Ireland’s marginality with regard to the center 

of En gland.

History, Time, Narration

The literary works of Maria Edgeworth (1767– 1849), possibly the most highly 

regarded Anglophone novelist before Scott, are concerned with the problem of 

the  union of En gland and Ireland during the eigh teenth century. Edgeworth’s 

novels are exemplary instances of the genre of the “national tale,” a specifi cally 

Irish genre that fl ourished between the Act of  Union (1800) and the Catholic 

Emancipation (1829).9 The historical signifi cance of the national tale consists in 

the way it fashions the identity of national communities, as well as international 

relations. With the partial exception of Castle Rackrent, Edgeworth’s novels have 

often been criticized as overly schematic in their moral didacticism. However, 

as Terry Ea gleton has suggested, the antirealist and allegorical bent of nineteenth- 

century Irish prose fi ction might be understood as a correlative of the colonial, 

pre- urban society of Ireland in which social roles are more deeply entrenched 

than in the contemporaneous metropolitan society, which was more conducive 

to the notion of individualism and the illusion of realism.10 If the question of 

nationhood emerges fi rst in the work of Maria Edgeworth and her Anglo- Irish 

near contemporaries, this was no coincidence, Ea gleton argues, for the question 

of national identity becomes an issue for fi ction precisely there, where it is beset 

by anxieties and is not a “natural” given. The meta phor of the family  union, cen-

tral to the work of Edgeworth and her contemporaries, is undoubtedly a key to this 

dimension of allegorical meaning. In the wake of the  union between En gland and 

Ireland, the meta phorics of a family  union  were frequently used in po liti cal and 

literary discourse. In this context, Ireland was variously termed as the “brother,” 

“cousin,” “younger sister,” “reluctant bride,” or the “uneducated son” of En gland.11 

In this sense the family politics of Edgeworth’s novel refer directly to the confl icted 

international relation between Ireland and En gland, the creation of a “family” past 

that may license the situation of the present.

The title of Castle Rackrent refers, on the one hand, to the name of the par tic-

u lar family that will be chronicled  here over four generations. On the other hand, 

the practice of “rackrenting” refers to the broader phenomenon of the custom-

ary fi nancial exploitation by which mostly absent landlords  were extricating 

money from the local Irish tenant population, by means of resident middle-

men, to fi nance their costly lifestyle abroad. Already the word “Rackrent,” then, 
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links together the history of a family and the question of economic property. 

The image of the  house, or “castle,” becomes a domestic symbol for a disordered 

nation and a ruling class in decline.

Using the example of the Rackrent family, the novel depicts in a satirical 

manner the way of life of the Irish landed aristocracy before 1782. After the re-

conquest of Ireland in 1649 by Oliver Cromwell, the government had reinforced 

Protestant settlements in a country with a primarily Catholic population. Al-

though the situation of Catholicism was intermittently strengthened— for 

example, at the time of the Glorious Revolution (1688– 89)—the eigh teenth cen-

tury witnessed the securing of the “Protestant Nation.” The Protestant minority 

controlled the practice of jurisdiction and administration, and Protestant power 

was further strengthened by a series of penal laws that deprived the Catholic 

population of its social and civic rights. Ireland had been declared part of the 

British Empire in 1780, and in 1782 it received a new constitution that guaran-

teed partial in de pen dence from En gland, and accordingly the aristocracy and 

gentry aimed to achieve a greater sense of Irish nationhood. Yet the growing 

sense of discontent among the rural classes paved the way for the legislation 

leading to the  union with En gland. The year 1800— the year of the publication 

of Castle Rackrent— is the year of the  Union, and hence it marks the end of Irish 

po liti cal autonomy. The  Union had been preceded by extreme po liti cal unrest, 

including the Wolf Tome rising, a rebellion of Irish nationalists in 1798, which 

was defeated by the En glish.12 Eventually, the Irish Parliament, dominated by 

Protestant landlords, agreed to vote for the Act of  Union, against the will of the 

Catholic Irish population.

Maria Edgeworth’s father, Richard Lowell Edgeworth, was an estate- owning 

landlord in the county of Longford, in the family’s possession since the sixteenth 

century. In 1782 the Edgeworth family had settled in Ireland, where Richard 

Lowell dedicated himself to the improvement of the life of his tenants. Maria’s 

father transmitted to her a freethinking spirit and the rational- empirical values 

of the Enlightenment so that, as her biographer Marilyn Butler puts it, she bore 

“the intellectual stamp of a generation, or half a generation, earlier than that of 

her own adulthood.”13 Both father and daughter generally endorsed the pro- Union 

argument, hoping that it would raise the level of civilization in Ireland.14 Essen-

tially, their unusually “enlightened” view of the aristocracy’s social responsibility 

was intended to stall the specter of social revolution.15 The Edgeworths shared a 

belief in a liberal market economy and  were exemplary landlords in the sense 

that they engaged no middlemen on their Irish estate in Edgeworthstown.16 From 

early on, at only fourteen years of age, Maria served her father as an assistant on 
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the estate, and she claimed that many of her novels and tales  were inspired by 

her experiences with the tenants.17

The historicizing, documentary intention of Castle Rackrent already appears 

in its complete subtitle: An Hibernian Tale Taken from Facts and from the Man-

ners of the Irish Squires before the Year 1782. Both the time and the geo graph i cal 

space of the narrated events are marked by a distance from the perspective of the 

contemporary En glish reader. As Franco Moretti has underscored, repre sen ta tions 

of “other,” peripheral spaces habitually conceive of them as historically prior to 

the cultural or po liti cal center.18 The situation of the impending  union leads the 

author to historicize the repre sen ta tion of Irish manners. This historicization is 

achieved especially by the complex paratextual material of the short novel, 

which both authenticates and distances the content of the main narrative for the 

contemporary reader. Note how the following passage from the preface, some-

times attributed to Richard Lowell Edgeworth, fi gures the narrative’s temporal 

relation to the event of the  Union:

The Editor hopes his readers will observe, that these are “tales of other times”; 

that the manners depicted in the following pages are not those of the present age: 

the race of the Rackrents has long since been extinct in Ireland, and the drunken 

Sir Patrick, the litigious Sir Murtagh, the fi ghting Sir Kit, and the slovenly Sir 

Condy, are characters which could no more be met with at present in Ireland, 

than Squire Western or Parson Trulliber in En gland. There is a time when indi-

viduals can bear to be rallied for their past follies and absurdities, after they have 

acquired new habits and a new consciousness. Nations as well as individuals 

gradually lose attachment to their identity, and the present generation is amused 

rather than off ended by the ridicule that is thrown upon their ancestors. Probably 

we shall soon have it in our power, in a hundred instances, to verify the truth of 

these observations.

When Ireland loses her identity by an  union with Great Britain, she will look 

back with a smile of good- humoured complacency on the Sir Kits and Sir Condys 

of her former existence. (CR, 4– 5)

This passage projects the time of  union into the future, while it simultaneously 

enacts a vision of a discontinuous past from the prospected view of this future 

(“will look back”). The passage establishes an implicit parallel between the na-

tion and the family, while the term “generation” appears as the mediating link 

between the individual and the larger collective. The external narrator of the pref-

ace is bent on containing the dubious manners of the main narrative by telling 

the reader that these customs may no longer be observed in the present. The 
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novel does ideological work, then, in displacing present contradictions to a dia-

chronic narrative that turns them into signs of the past. The humor produced 

by the depiction of these customs is precisely an eff ect of the historicization of 

the old Irish ways and hence of a distinctively Irish character.19

The narrative situation is unusually complex and accounts for the special 

interest, as well as for the divergent interpretations, of this novel. The author of 

the preface and the other paratextual material, the “editor,” is to be distinguished 

from the narrator of the novel proper, the Irish Catholic and old family steward 

Thady Quirk, who tells the entire story with his characteristically rambunctious 

and rambling voice, full of indigenous humor and Irish expressions (“in his ver-

nacular idiom,” CR, 4), as a “plain unvarnished tale” (CR, 2) and who relates this 

story to the editor of the book. The editor clearly disassociates himself from 

Thady, one of those “who without sagacity to discriminate character, without 

elegance of style to relieve the tediousness of narrative, without enlargement of 

mind to draw any conclusions from the facts they relate, simply pour forth anec-

dotes and retail conversations, with all the minute prolixity of a gossip in a coun-

try town” (CR, 3). While the editor takes a conscious distance from the high- fl own, 

aristocratic style of traditional historiography, he also looks down on what he 

regards as the severe limitations of Thady’s anecdotal, unordered, and unrefi ned 

style.

Edgeworth, then, has recourse to the convention of an editor, who, as it  were, 

“translates” the story of the Rackrent family for an En glish audience. Ingeniously, 

the narration of the family history is given over to the voice of Thady, a marginal 

fi gure who is a subordinate part of the narrated world but who reconstitutes 

himself as a narrating subject. The servant, as Bakhtin remarked, is the most 

“privileged witness to private life.”20 At the same time, the paratextual framing 

of the editor (consisting of the preface, notes, and “glossary”) has the function 

not only to mediate but also to actively contain Thady’s discourse.21

Most central to the signifi cance of the novel, then, is the fact that the strongly 

individualized, fl avorful voice of Thady is not allowed to speak directly but is 

temporally and culturally framed by the mediating, “objective” voice of the edi-

tor. It is precisely this double narrative construction that accounts for the com-

bined features of a regional novel with a colonial perspective in Castle Rackrent.22 

Edgeworth’s novel is the product of a par tic u lar situation of “internal colonial-

ism,” a specifi c cultural, linguistic, ethnic identity that has been, or will be, sup-

pressed by and coerced into the centralizing logic of a nation- state that seeks to 

assimilate its Celtic otherness. While a “regionalist” perspective would look for 

the survival and continuity of local traditions, the novel in fact exhibits these 
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traditions as characteristic of a past that is diff erent from “our” present. The 

region is domesticated, since its foreignness is both distanced and contained.23

Genealogy and Discontinuity

So far, we have seen that Maria Edgeworth, or the editorial voice, is invested in 

containing Thady’s story by consigning it to the past. We need now to have a 

closer look at the kind of family story Thady tells. The choice of the “old” and 

“faithful” family retainer as the narrating voice of a multigenerational story is 

a con ve nient device to anchor the narrative in a subjective, distanced viewpoint 

and yet to cover a broad arc of time. Thady’s memory encompasses the entire 

series of four diff erent landlords over half a century, up to the pathetic death of 

its last representative, and even goes back to what he has heard about the early 

family history, especially the half- mythic fi gure of Sir Patrick, from his grandfa-

ther, who had also been in the ser vice of the family (CR, 9):

The family of the Rackrents is, I am proud to say, one of the most ancient in the 

kingdom. Everybody knows this is not the old family name, which was O’Shaughlin, 

related to the Kings of Ireland. . . .  The estate came . . .  in the family, upon one 

condition, which Sir Patrick O’Shaughlin at the time took sadly to bear, they say, 

but thought better of it afterwards, seeing how large a stake depended upon it, 

that he should, by Act of Parliament, take and bear the sirname [sic] and arms of 

Rackrent. (CR, 9)

As this passage implies, under the Penal Laws the Irish aristocracy was forced 

to become Anglo- Irish; the change of name already betrays a distance from their 

originally Irish identity. It is signifi cant that the reader learns at the begin-

ning that at the ancient Sir Patrick’s time the family name was changed from 

O’Shaughlin to Rackrent— that is, from a Catholic to a Protestant association— as 

the government’s condition for the family to acquire the estate. Thady’s simulta-

neous contention that the Rackrent family is “one of the most ancient in the 

kingdom” (CR, 8) is thus immediately contrasted with a factual discontinuity. 

Insofar as the feudal genealogy (“related to the kings of Ireland”) is replaced with 

a new entitlement depending on legal- political authority— and the Irish name 

with an Anglo- Irish one— Thady’s assertion of long- standing continuity is re-

vealed as a fi ctional construct.

Likewise, the succession of four diff erent generations is not matched by a 

true sense of temporality. On the contrary, the novel is characterized by a narra-

tive disconnection between the diff erent sections and episodes that endows it 

with a certain static quality. This sense of disconnectedness is the formal equiv-
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alent of the novel’s implicit moral agenda, namely to critique what is merely a 

semblance or mockery of genealogical continuity. The fi rst of the Rackrents, 

Sir Patrick, signifi es for Thady’s nostalgic vision an image of plenitude and 

unbounded hospitality. Although Thady had never seen him in life, he says, “I 

love to look upon his picture, now opposite to me” (CR, 10). The image of pleni-

tude, continuity, and social conviviality embodied by Sir Patrick is thus liter-

ally the eff ect of Thady’s retrospective imaginings. The narrative of dynastic 

lineage and decline requires an original, mythic point of original presence. 

Indeed, the servant’s discourse and his transgenerational memory is the only 

place in the novel where a semblance of genealogical continuity exists and is ac-

tively constructed.24

As for the diff erent generations of the Rackrent family, they are all examples 

of a ridiculously irresponsible, self- gratifying squirearchy, giving themselves 

over to gambling, drinking, sloth, and greed. The succession of the fi rst four 

Rackrents illustrates their diff erent vices. Sir Patrick has run into debts because 

of his endless eating and drinking. Sir Murtagh is satirized because of his in-

numerable lawsuits (“he had a law- suit for every letter in the alphabet,” CR, 15) 

and perfects the system of tenant duty labor, while his wife, Lady Murtagh, ex-

tracts all kinds of feudal tributes from the tenants (CR, 14). Sir Kit imprisons his 

Jewish wife for seven years because he has no access to her money, and the 

fourth, Sir Condy, coming from decidedly lowly origins, marries an elegant 

Jewish woman from London who is appalled at the ruined condition of the es-

tate. Although he is in Thady’s view the most sympathetic representative of the 

Rackrents, Sir Condy displays a similar degree of irresponsibility and remains 

childless, as well. Indeed, with the exception of Sir Patrick (who bequeaths the 

estate to his son Murtagh), all of the other Rackrents fail to produce an heir. 

Instead of a line of patriarchal succession, the inheritance is passed along the 

fraternal line: “Sir Murtagh, I forgot to notice, had no childer [sic], so the Rack-

rent estate went to his younger brother” (CR, 18). Hence, these repeated disrup-

tions of continuity glaringly disprove the dynastic- genealogical claims of Thady’s 

narrative. The question of the Rackrent genealogy is intimately connected to the 

question of the transmission of property. The men are always marrying with the 

intent to acquire money or property, the marriages are always unhappy ones, and 

the women are represented as essentially foreign to the Irish element.

Thady’s pathologically loyal account always tries to present the Rackrent 

family in the best possible light, against the patent facts that he himself reveals 

to the reader. Thus, about the found er of the Rackrent dynasty, Sir Patrick, we 

learn merely that he was distinguished in the arts of singing and drinking and 
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that he was the “inventor of raspberry whiskey” (CR, 10). Thady’s comments on 

the Rackrents are continuously marked by this ambivalence, where his apparent 

naïveté is merely a cover for a deeper, implicit social critique. The comic eff ect 

and the irony of the text derive precisely from the mismatch between the pro-

claimed illustriousness of the family and their actual per for mance. Indeed, it 

is not diffi  cult to see how Thady’s professed pride just barely covers an under-

lying sense of inarticulate, half- conscious shame. This becomes apparent, for 

example, when he touches upon the practice of absenteeism, the responsibility 

for which he displaces to the agent, rather than directly blaming his master 

(CR, 21).

The narrative concerning the history of Sir Condy, taking up the entire sec-

ond part of the novel, is markedly distinguished from the fi rst part, with its 

rapid sketches of the merely absurd activities of the fi rst three Rackrent repre-

sentatives. Since Sir Condy comes from only “a remote branch of the family” 

(CR, 38), Thady tries to instill in him a sense of family tradition (CR, 39). Like-

wise, the peasant neighbors tell Sir Condy that “he was a great likeness of Sir 

Patrick, which made him fi rst have an ambition to take after him, as far as his 

fortune should allow” (CR, 40). It appears, then, that the semblance of genea-

logical continuity is literally an eff ect of narratives, for Thady creates Sir Condy 

in the image of Sir Patrick. For instance, before Sir Condy dies at the end of the 

novel, he comes up with the absurd idea to witness his own funeral, whereupon 

Thady comments, “I did not doubt his honor’s would be as great a funeral as 

ever Sir Patrick O’Shauglin’s was” (CR, 81). Through Thady’s stylization of Sir 

Condy as a second Sir Patrick, we are thus referred to the early scene of Sir Pat-

rick’s “grand” funeral. At the moment of Sir Patrick’s funeral lamentations, the 

editor inserts in the “glossary” a long note about Irish funeral customs, quoting 

various authorities to the eff ect that during the Irish funeral the “genealogy, 

rank, possessions, the virtues and vices of the dead  were rehearsed,” according 

to customs deriving themselves “from their Celtic ancestors, the primaeval in-

habitants of this isle” (CR, 100). The editor takes this occasion to comment on 

the de cadence of these customs in the present: “It is curious to observe how 

customs and ceremonies degenerate. The present Irish cry or howl cannot boast 

of much melody, nor is the funeral pro cession conducted with much dignity” 

(CR, 101). This editorial emphasis on the decline of folkloric tradition, then, 

might be related to the familial decline of the Rackrents. For, as it turns out, Sir 

Condy, the last of the Rackrents at the time of his second— actual—death, “had 

but a very poor funeral, after all” (CR, 96). The comments of the “glossary,” then, 
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reinforce the sense of decline: a decline of customs, a decline from Sir Patrick to 

Sir Condy.

Let us return to the question of Thady’s viewpoint, which has provoked vari-

ous critical speculations as to his being naïve, scheming, dissimulating, syco-

phantic— in short, unreliable. His absolute loyalty to the dissolute family is so 

per sis tent that we might indeed ask whether there is not a par tic u lar motivation 

or strategy behind it. If Thady  were completely serious about what he was say-

ing, we would have to judge him hopelessly blind in light of the blatant dissolu-

tion of the Rackrent estate. But if he  were not serious, why then would he adopt 

a tone that does not betray his critique and insight? Why would he protest so 

much— since as the loyal servant he is obviously complicit with the malprac-

tices of the family?25

The irony of Thady’s position is buttressed by the fact that it is his son Jason 

Quirk who is to take over the family estate after the “race of the Rackrents” has 

died out, suggesting the emergence of practical, bourgeois thought and a capi-

talist money economy as a consequence, or cause, of the demise of feudalism and 

its irresponsible practice of economic waste. Jason might be an unsympathetic 

fi gure and a parasite of the feudal system, yet he symbolizes future social change 

and mobility, an emerging middle class— a characteristic constellation of forces 

that will recur in many subsequent Big  House or genealogical novels (Primitivo 

in Los Pazos de Ulloa, the Snopes clan in Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha cycle, Don 

Calogero in Il Gattopardo,  etc.).

While the legal takeover occurs only at the end of the novel, Thady had al-

ready mentioned his son at the beginning of the text, bringing into view his 

clever machinations. Thady sets up a contrast between him and Jason, and the 

reader is alerted not only to the retrospective nature of Thady’s account— the 

takeover has already taken place at the time of narration— but also to Thady’s 

essential ambivalence (shame? anger? concealed pride?) toward the social suc-

cess of his son Jason: “you would hardly think ‘poor Thady’ was the father of 

attorney Quirk; he is a high gentleman, and never minds what poor Thady says, 

and having better than 1500 a-year, landed estate, looks down upon honest 

Thady, but I wash my hands of his doings” (CR, 8). Jason has from early on been 

schooled in practical accounting by the agents, while the absent master was away 

gambling at Bath. While Sir Condy is entirely oblivious of business matters, or 

unwilling to deal with them, Jason Quirk, who had helped him already during 

grammar school, is slowly taking over the fi nancial administration of the estate 

and is lending money to the heavily indebted Sir Condy, eventually becoming his 
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principle creditor. Faced with Sir Condy’s ever- growing dependence on Jason, 

Thady sings the praises of Sir Condy (“I never seen a man more fair, and honest, 

and easy in all his dealings,” CR, 73) and eventually pities him, while he chides 

his own son for improper dealings: “what will people tink [sic] and say, when 

they see you living  here in Castle Rackrent, and the lawful own er turned out of 

the seat of his ancestors (CR, 77). Thady’s ambiguous position between loyalty 

to the de cadent Rackrents and the relation to his ambitious, social- climbing son 

makes him often speak with an unconscious contradictoriness that might be 

seen to echo the rhetorical trope of the so- called Irish “bull.”26 As Vera 

Kreilkamp has remarked, Thady’s unstable identity is characteristic for the co-

lonial basis of the Big  House: “as in the American ante- bellum South, where the 

 house servant identifi ed himself with an alien class and denied the claims of 

his own race, Thady exists fi nally with no identity of his own.”27

Castle Rackrent, then, is concerned with the problem of upholding the rheto-

ric of patriarchal continuity in the face of its actual demise, thus addressing 

obliquely and ironically the question of the transition to a new social and po liti-

cal world around the 1790s. In the context of the impending  union between 

En gland and Ireland, Castle Rackrent presents an often highly contradictory 

picture in which, depending on the play of perspective, the change is either 

deplored or welcomed. Yet, in either case, what is emphasized is the inevitable 

historicity of the recent past and the constructed nature of dynastic identity and 

property rights.

Domestic and National Descent in Walter Scott’s Waverley

As is well known, in his postscript to Waverley (1814) Scott emphasizes the infl u-

ence of his friend Maria Edgeworth on his own novel, crediting her with the 

innovative repre sen ta tion of the “habits, manners, and feelings” (W, 493) of the 

Irish: “it has been my object to describe these persons, not by a caricatured and 

exaggerated use of the national dialect, but by their habits, manners, and feel-

ings; so as in some distant degree to emulate the admirable Irish portraits 

drawn by Miss Edgeworth” (W, 493).28 Similarly, in the general preface to a later 

edition of Waverley (1829), Scott asserts that En glish readers’ familiarization 

with the character of their Irish neighbors has directly contributed to the 

achievement of the po liti cal  union and thus his novel strives at something simi-

lar for Scotland:

Without being so presumptuous as to hope to emulate the rich humour, pathetic 

tenderness, and admirable tact which pervade the works of my accomplished 
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Critics regard The Years as a rather conventional family novel, 
only formally fragmented, and, indeed, the least successful novel 
of Woolf’s “mature” period. However, the very form of The Years 
is a critique of the genre, which corresponds to the novel’s criticism 
on the thematic level of the patriarchal family. This is shown by 
seeing the novel in the context of Woolf’s other work and by an 
analysis of the representation of individual identity and of time in 
The Years as compared to Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks and 
John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Sugu: The fragmented form of Vir- 
ginia Woolf’s novel is not an artistic flaw, but a consequence of 
the demolition of the ideological basis of the family novel. 

I 
The Pargiters, which Virginia Woolf was writing in 1932 and which was later 
profoundly revised and published as The Years (1937), was originally in- 
tended to be a ‘novel-essay’, a new literary mode fusing fiction and non- 
fiction. The initial excitement of the author with regard to this novel was 
partly due to the daring thematics - ‘the sexual life of women: to be called 
Professions for  Women perhaps’ - but, without doubt, partly also to the 
radically new mode of writing. 

Actually, all the novels of Virginia Woolf since Jacob’s Room (1922) had 
been a search for new modes of writing and a crossing of borders. Woolf had 
wanted to find new modes to replace the traditional 19th-century novel, 
modes which would be nearer to the actual experience of life, but which 
would, nevertheless, have artistic shape. In this search she found several dif- 
ferent solutions. Jacob’s Room, seeing the protagonist mostly from the out- 
side, consists for the most part of fragments of dialogue, whereas Mrs Dallo- 
way (1925) is concentrated on the stream of consciousness of the central 
persons. To the Lighthouse (1927) is Virginia Woolf’s most skilfully con- 
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structed stream-of-consciousness novel, but in its form it is quite different 
from Mrs Dalloway; e.g., important symbols are used to give shape to the 
whole. In Orlando (1928), the central devices of a traditional narrative, the 
characters and the chronologically ordered life story of the protagonist, are 
frolicked with: the consistency of characters is mocked, as the identity of the 
protagonist changes from male to female, and hidher lifetime is extended 
from the 16th to the 20th century. The Waves (1931) represents six ‘voices’ 
expressing not the actual thoughts but the feeling of life of six persons on a 
very general level and in a lyrical tone, whereas Between the Acts (1941), 
Virginia Woolf’s last novel, consists mostly of dialogue. Thus, after her first 
two, relatively traditional novels, The Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day 
(1919), experimenting with modes became not an exception but the rule in 
her novels. She created not one ‘modernistic’ novel form, but several experi- 
ments in this direction. They deviate to such an extent from the traditional 
novel that she herself doubted whether they still ought to be called ‘novels’. 
Would the term ‘elegy’ suit them better, she asks?2 The Waves is for her a 
‘play-p~em’,~ and Between the Acts ‘dialogue, and poetry, and p r ~ s e ’ . ~  

In this context, the idea of The Pargiters as a new kind of ‘novel-essay’ is 
no more radical than some of her other novelistic experiments. The temporal 
scope of the planned work was unorthodox: it was to give a picture of life in 
the Pargiter family from 1800 to 2032, i.e., one hundred years beyond the 
point of writing the novel, supplementing the fictional parts with essays deal- 
ing with the same thematics on an abstract level. As Virginia Woolf later says 
that Three Guineas (1938) ought to be seen as a match to The Years, we can 
find here at least some of the subjects which were to be discussed later: the 
lack of higher educational opportunities for women, the exclusion of women 
from the professions, the fact that the only ‘profession’ open for a middle- 
class woman was that of a wife. In addition to that, a central place had to be 
given to the representation of different forms of sexuality, under conditions in 
which the behavioural norms for men and women were very different and 
female sexuality was strongly repre~sed.~ 

What kind of work The Pargiters was expected to be, one can see from 
the fragment written in 1932-33, edited and published by Mitchell A. Leaska 
in 1978. It deals with the Pargiter family in 1880. Fictional parts alternate 
with non-fictional parts, complementary to each other. If one compares The 
Pargiters with the corresponding part at the beginning of The Years, where 
only the fiction is retained, one notices that Virginia Woolf has made the text 



278 Liisa Suuriluomu 

more elliptical, less explicit.6 The more indirect role of the narrator, which 
allows the reader a wider interpretative activity, accords better, of course, 
with the manner of writing adopted by Virginia Woolf in general. Evidently 
she felt that her idea of combining the facts of granite with the rainbow 
of imagination miscarried, since the text would have been too explicit, too 
preaching. 

The Years has been judged as the least successful novel of Woolf’s ‘mature’ 
period, or at least weaker than the ‘great’ novels Mrs Dallowuy, To the Light- 
house and The Waves. It has been criticized as being fragmentary and inco- 
herent: it is too ‘lifelike’ in that it contains a wide range of materials which 
are not crafted into a whole by any formal pr in~ip le .~  On the other hand The 
Years has been seen as the most traditional novel of Woolf’s ‘mature’ period, 
which may seem strange in view of her radically new idea of mixing different 
modes of writing, combining fact with fiction. It has often been labelled as a 
family novel and thus associated with the tradition represented by The Forsy- 
te Saga (1 906-2 1 ) or Buddenbrooks (1 90 l).’ 

A natural point of departure for an analysis of the content of The Years 
is provided by the fact that in this novel Virginia Woolf endeavoured to criti- 
cize from a feminist point of view the patriarchal family and more generally 
patriarchal English society in the Victorian period and later. A Room of One’s 
Own (1 929), Three Guineas and the essay sections of The Pargiters all provide 
supporting discursive analysis of the problematics dealt with fictionally in 
The Years. Here, beside Orlando, Virginia Woolf’s criticism of society and 
her feminist perspective appear with most emphasis. However, so far critics 
have not seriously explored the links between Woolf’s social, feminist, ideas 
and the formal problematics of the novel, including its fragmentary incoher- 
ence and its relation to the family novel. 

The subject of a family novel is a patriarchal family over several gener- 
ations. The basis of this generic type of novel is the idea that belonging to a 
family provides its members with an identity and gives them a feeling that 
their life has a meaning. As Virginia Woolf’s view of the patriarchal bour- 
geois family is profoundly critical, however, it follows that her ‘family novel’ 
must differ from the prevalent model. It is not only a question of content; 
the mode of construction of the whole work also needs to be different. In 
spite of the fact that critics have found the form of The Years unsatisfactory, 
and noted that it is related to the tradition of the family novel but that the 
criticism of the patriarchal family is central in it, the connection between 
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these things has not been recognized as an issue. The connecting question 
which we will try to answer here must be put like this: How should the artistic 
form of The Years be seen as a rejection of the received mode of the family 
novel as a generic type, on the basis of the author’s critique of the patriarchal 
family as an institution? 

I1 
The ‘family novel’ is usually not seen as a concept of form. Typically, it seems 
to be a concept referring to content: the term ‘family novel’ implies that 
several generations of a family are dealt with in one novel. The family novel 
as a form thus stands in opposition to the traditional individual novel form: 
the most typical scheme of the classical novel is, of course, a story about the 
life of a single person. That the stories of different members of a family over 
several generations might make up a meaningful whole derives from the fact 
that belonging to a family defines its individual members: their personal 
identity, their place in the world and their activities. 

The classic family novel is a bourgeois literary genre, in so far as the ‘fam- 
ily’ depicted is a bourgeois family. The most central cohesive force in a bour- 
geois family is property. The stability and continuity of a family is based on 
collecting the family property, managing it and handing it over to the next 
generation. In the activities of each family member, family property is an 
important concern, as is everything that is associated with the general repu- 
tation of the family. 

We can examine the logic of a family novel through two major representa- 
tives of the genre, John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga and Thomas Mann’s 
Buddenbrooks. The former has been seen, even if not as a model, then 
nonetheless as a kind of background and object of comparison for The Years. 
Buddenbrooks is situated in a different cultural setting, but the inner logic of 
a family novel that can be traced in it gives an illuminating foil for The Years. 

The Forsyte Saga can in many respects be considered as a prototype of the 
family novel. It tells of three generations of Forsytes, of the turning points 
and climaxes of their lives, of family reunions and of what made the Forsytes 
what they were. The ‘family characteristics’ of the Forsytes - according to the 
author and those members of the family who have in some degree distanced 
themselves from it - is the greed for possession. The author deals with this 
characteristic in a rather abstract manner. He is not interested in depicting 
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the business activities of the Forsytes in detail; instead, his interest concerns 
the ‘Forsytean’ attitude to life in general, in which not only all kinds of 
property - houses, furniture, objects of art - are seen in terms of their monet- 
ary value, but even other people ~ wife and children - are seen as one’s 
property. Soames Forsyte, for instance, sees his beautiful wife Irene as a valu- 
able piece of property. 

Living as a member of the Forsyte family means being interested in the fi- 
nancial success of other family members and taking part in keeping up the gen- 
eral respectability of the family. This gives the individual member of the family 
a feeling of meaningfulness in his or her own life.9 The Forsyte Saga typically 
depicts different family reunions in which the sense of family is felt most 
strongly. The family chronicle is naturally made of engagements and weddings, 
christenings and divorces, deaths and important changes in family property. 
These are milestones in dynastic history: new persons come and old ones go, 
the family becomes stronger or weaker. At the same time, family reunions give 
the author ample opportunity to practice a sharp, Thackerayan social satire. 

It should, of course, not be overlooked that the author’s stance towards the 
ethos of the Forsyte family is essentially critical. The story itself deals with love 
and the ‘Forsytean’ substitution of this by greed for possession. The central 
person is Irene, a mythic attractive woman, with whom all men fall in love, some 
possessively like Soames, others unselfishly, i.e., adoring her beauty (!), like old 
Jolyon and his son. The central thematic tension in the novel is this contrast 
between two attitudes towards life: the ‘Forsytean’ greed for possession and, as 
its positive alternative counterpart, an aesthetic attitude, with which only an 
unselfish love can be combined. Thus, in this very prototype of the family novel 
the author preaches an un-Forsytean attitude to life. 

Buddenbrooks is situated in a North German cultural milieu, deviating 
considerably from Galsworthy’s and Woolf’s London and the latter’s Oxford. 
However, Buddenbrooks is an interesting object of comparison in that here, 
too, the feminine point of view is important. In Galsworthy, the point of view 
is articulated through the active male subjects; the central female person, 
Irene, is seen almost wholly as an object of male desire. In Buddenbrooks, 
Tony (Antonie) constitutes a unifying motif in the structure of the novel. She 
is present from the first to the last page, and what it is to be a Buddenbrook 
is shown through her reactions over and over again in different situations. 
Nevertheless, the discreetly ironic attitude of the narrator towards her shows 
that her point of view should not be identified with the view of events which 
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the author wants to proffer his readers. Neither is she the protagonist of the 
novel. It is as evident here as in The Forsyte Saga that a female character 
cannot be the protagonist in a classic family novel: in a patriarchal, bourgeois 
family, whose existence and identity depend on accumulating and managing 
the family property, women, who cannot take part in these activities, can play 
only a secondary role. A woman’s chances to increase the family property and 
honour are very limited: she cannot influence them except by maintaining a 
dignified demeanour and by an advantageous match. To her great sorrow, 
Tony fails in both her marriages, not only on a personal level, but also in 
that they do not bring any honour or profit to the family. 

Whereas the pervasive motive of the Forsytes is the greed for gain and 
property, the leading principle of the business in the Buddenbrook family is 
honesty. The first forefather trading with grain had left this principle to the 
succeeding generations: “My son, attend with zeal, to the business by day; 
but do none that hinders thee from thy sleep at night.”” Business is business 
and aims at gain, but honestly, and not everything is subjected to the endeav- 
our for gain. Consequently, the arts have a function of entertainment and 
recreation in the life of old Johann Buddenbrook, and they are not seen from 
the standpoint of investment, as they are by the Forsytes. 

The subtitle of the Buddenbrooks is “A decline of a family.” The story tells 
how the heads of the family gradually become less and less competent in the 
tough business struggle. Thomas Buddenbrook breaks down as a consequence 
of an inner conflict, and for his son Hanno, a Wagner enthusiast, the struggle 
for life is unbearable from the very beginning, and he dies as a schoolboy. The 
‘decline’ of the merchant family is thus associated with increase in sensibility 
and artistic refinement: it means for the young Thomas Mann, following the 
thinking of Nietzsche, becoming unfit for the brutal struggle for life.” 

The theme of decline in Buddenbrooks breaks the frame of a pure family 
novel, as does the moralistic attitude and social satire in The Forsyte Saga. 
This is because the more sensitive and ‘refined’ members of the family, like 
Hanno and, to a lesser extent, Thomas, or the members who, like Christian, 
are failures from the bourgeois point of view, represent a morality different 
from that of the family. Belonging to the family and defining one’s identity 
through it means in Buddenbrooks a moral attitude to the world: it means 
good workmanship and bourgeois respectability. Closely connected with this 
is the social prestige of the family. The family is defined through its rank in 
the society of Lubeck merchants, which is not only a matter of prosperity, 
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but also a question of honorary posts and the general reputation of the fam- 
ily over several generations. 

It is Tony who represents the point of view of the family ethos throughout 
the novel. She gives preference to the reputation of the family before all other 
values, even before personal wishes and disappointments. She remains the 
guardian of the family spirit even after the men have died; she reads in the 
family chronicle about the births, illnesses, marriages and deaths of the fam- 
ily members as if it were a sacred text. The author’s attitude to her is, how- 
ever, distanced. Leitmotiv-like, over and over again, he pinpoints her childlike 
mind, which she shows for instance in being able to cry openly in distressed 
situations and thus regain her balance of mind. But Tony’s childlikeness also 
means that she is unable to see the psychological causes of the ‘decline’ of 
the family. Instead she sees a succession of blows dealt by God or fate; and 
she is unable to understand the disgust with life that manifests itself in Thom- 
as’s fatigue or in Hanno’s giving up his life. Precisely because of this limi- 
tation in her personality Tony functions as the motif which unifies the text 
and makes it a family novel. This, however, does not prevent the author from 
transgressing the limits of that genre by representing family members for 
whom identification with the family and its values is impossible. 

We thus notice that in these two ‘typical’ family novels, Buddenbrooks and 
The Forsyte Saga, the authors, Thomas Mann and Galsworthy, have both in 
their own ways distanced themselves from the values sustaining bourgeois 
family feeling, and within the frame of a family novel they have dealt with 
other value systems and created thematic structures corresponding to these. 
However, in the case of Virginia Woolf, the distancing is much sharper, and 
it profoundly affects the structure of the novel. 

As we shall see, the relationship of The Years to the family novel can be 
studied by looking at the identity of the characters and a t  the time structure 
of the novel. A comparison between the position of Tony Buddenbrook and 
that of Eleanor Pargiter in The Year,r would clarify the latter novel’s distance 
from the family novel. Either woman functions as a unifying element in the 
narrative, but with a different effect. 

I11 
The first chapter of The Years, which is the second longest and entitled 
‘1880’, tells of the Pargiter family from the night of the death of the mother 
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of the family till her funeral. This chapter also includes two fragments situ- 
ated in Oxford; one of these tells about the Pargiter son Edward, preparing 
for an examination, the other about Kitty Malone, the daughter of an Oxford 
don and a cousin of the Pargiters, with whom Edward has fallen in love. 

Death and funerals are typical motifs in a family novel. In The Forsyte 
Saga, Galsworthy does not give up his satirical grasp even when he is de- 
scribing the funerals of old Forsytes. In Buddenbrooks, the deaths of sev- 
eral family members and the shock these entail for near relatives are de- 
picted in detail. l 2  The description of Thomas Buddenbrook’s funeral also 
contains irony, which is aimed at Tony’s feeling of importance that in spite 
of her deep sorrow helps her to bear the loss. However, in the descriptions 
of neither author does there appear an incongruity between the public 
bearing of the characters and the private meaning of things that is so 
characteristic of the representation of death and funeral by Virginia Woolf 
at the beginning of The Years. This is, more generally, connected with the 
clash between the norms which a patriarchal family imposes upon its 
members, and their actual needs and wishes. 

The first of the Pargiter family members with whom the reader becomes 
acquainted, is the head of the Family, Colonel Abel Pargiter, when he is leav- 
ing his club on his way to his mistress. His thoughts show that his wife has 
lain dying for so long that her death could only be a relief to the family. The 
death of a formerly beloved and loving family member is awaited not with 
fear but with impatience. Another sharp deviation from the values of a family 
novel is that love makes its first appearance in the form of a secret, extramari- 
tal relationship. The scene of the meeting of Colonel Pargiter with his mis- 
tress comes as near naturalism as is possible for Virginia Woolf: Mira, a 
woman of a somewhat untidy appearance, asks somewhat clumsily for money 
from the Colonel, who caresses her neck with a hand in which two fingers 
are missing and continues from there lower down. With this scene, the novel 
starts with a very clear contrast between the world in which the Pargiter 
family is thought to live and its true way of life. 

In the next scene, the family, except for the sick mother, is assembled in 
the drawing room for tea. The attitude of the family members in regard to 
the terminally ill, but not yet actually dying, mother is the same as that of 
the father, even if this cannot be expressed, of course. During the evening, 
the mother has a fit of illness thought to be fatal, but she recovers; later in 
the night, she dies. 
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The scene where the family is having tea shows the restraints and restric- 
tions which the patriarchal family imposes on its members. The children wait 
with strained attention to see in what mood the father will be, because the 
atmosphere at the tea table depends on this. The father has the authority to 
command Martin to stop eating and to go and do his prep. for school. The 
ten-year-old Rose is afraid of what the father will say about the stain on her 
pinafore; it depends on his mood if he will scold her or not. However, the 
head of a patriachal family is himself subject to the family traditions: Colonel 
Pargiter detests tea, yet he always sips it from his father’s big cup. The scene 
shows that family life does not satisfy the needs of its members. Furthermore, 
the soothing effect of the eldest sister Eleanor is needed to alleviate the ten- 
sions between them. 

Even if the patriarchal family imposes restraints on all its members, these 
are especially severe for its female members. 12-year-old Martin goes to 
school and may get a coin for doing well at school; but for the daughters an 
ordinary day offers nothing but household work or a music lesson at the 
most. The boys will at some time in the future have the opportunity to enter 
a profession and lead an independent life, but the girls are excluded from 
formal education and from the professions. The only profession a middle- 
class girl can choose is that of a wife. For those who remain unmarried - like 
Eleanor and Rose Pargiter - only suffrage and charity activities are left: i.e., 
socially committed activities outside the official institutions and, of course, 
not paid for. 

At the beginning of The Pargiters, Virginia Woolf analyses the most im- 
portant forces that govern the lives of the persons in a patriarchal family: 
money and love. Money is here not seen in terms of family property, but 
dependence on money is seen from the point of view of the individual family 
members and as a factor determining their mutual relationships. The head 
of the family is the holder of all the means, and this is a source of his power 
over the life of others. He can, for instance, control the life and future of a 
child, and determine what kind of education he or she will have. 

Under such circumstances, even love cannot be free and equal. The mutual 
love of a father and his children is affected by the fact that he has control 
over their lives. Later on in The Years, some of the Pargiter children state that 
the life of children in a family is abominable. They have not even got a chance 
to talk to anybody about their problems. The rules and restrictions of the 
patriarchal family influence the emotional ties between sisters and brothers, 
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too. Eleanor and Morris, who had been intimate friends in their childhood, 
have now become alienated from each other because it is impossible for Ele- 
anor to follow her brother into the world of jurisprudence. The exclusion of 
girls from formal education makes it impossible for the two sexes to associate 
on equal terms. The misogyny of the Oxford young men is a consequence of 
this: a woman is seen as an inferior, merely physically attractive creature, and 
it is humiliating for a man to fall in love with her.13 This problem, however, 
is only hinted at in The Years, in Ashton’s jealous love for Edward; Ashton’s 
homosexuality is not openly discussed, even if it is something that Kitty, for 
example, can somehow sense, as a difference of atmosphere in her conver- 
sation with him. Opposed to this is the unrealistic idealization of the other 
sex, as in the case of Edward’s love for Kitty; for him, she had “somehow 
come to embody all that was beautiful, worshipful and desirable in life.”14 

Depicting different forms of sexuality was one important goal for Virginia 
Woolf in The Pargiters; but, as Pamela J. Transue remarks, the pressure of 
norms upon her was so great that in the end she did not dare to deal with 
the subject to the extent and with the frankness originally planned,15 for 
instance, the scene in which the diverging of the world of schoolboys from 
that of girls of the same age is described has been dropped. In this diversifi- 
cation, the different access which boys and girls have to learning about sexu- 
ality plays an important role. Girls are from infancy brought up to asexuality, 
as is shown in the representation of Kitty in The Pargiters.I6 Boys have an 
early opportunity for an acquaintance with at least some kind of sexuality 
by being allowed to move rather freely in the streets, whereas girls are pro- 
tected from contact with ‘street love,’ male sexual aggression, from which 
women are not safe when going out unaccompanied. That is why the move- 
ment of Pargiter girls into the streets is strongly restricted. An example of 
what this means is provided in Rose Pargiter’s visit to a toy shop nearby just 
after the fall of darkness which is, of course, strictly forbidden. On her way 
she encounters an exhibitionist. The experience is so shocking that it might 
have a life-long effect on her; but in a patriarchal family it must be sup- 
pressed and she cannot reveal her distress to anybody. 

That marriage is the only opportunity to have a life of her own causes a 
young girl to dream of finding a man who could save her from the tedium 
of her life in the parental home into a more beautiful life: ‘“Somewhere 
there’s beauty,’ Delia thought, ‘somewhere there’s freedom, and somewhere’, 
she thought, ‘he is - wearing his white flower..’.” (p. 12). Because the young 
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have very few opportunities to meet the opposite sex, their conceptions of 
each other, especially the ideas young girls have of young men, become dis- 
torted and idealized in a most unrealistic way. Every opportunity to see even 
a glimpse of a young man becomes precious. When a young man pays a visit 
to the neighbours both Delia and Milly rush to the window - without show- 
ing themselves, of course. When Colonel Pargiter is invited with one of his 
daughters to a dinner in which a young male relative will be introduced, the 
competition between Delia and Milly is apparent, and it cannot but impair 
their mutual love.” 

Eleanor says that Delia need only wait till.,. The death of the mother can, 
of course, not be mentioned in a context like this. The illness of the mother 
is a major impediment to the daughters in their efforts to gain access to a 
life of their ‘own.’ But Delia is the only family member who dares to admit 
to herself that she looks forward to the death of the mother, - The mother 
is not seen from her own point of view, and even the nature of the illness she 
is suffering from is concealed from the reader. In a sense, however, having 
born ten childern, she too is a victim of the patriarchal family, even if it is 
not directly said that her health was broken by too many childbirths. 

Under these circumstances, disguising one’s real sentiments is necessary 
from the point of view of what is socially proper. The family members prefer- 
ably even disguise their feelings from themselves. The mother’s fit of illness, 
with her ensuing temporary recovery, her death and her funeral are, however, 
shown from Delia’s point of view, who is bold enough to confess her actual 
feelings. Sitting at her mother’s sickbed, “[slhe longed for her to die. There 
she was - soft, decayed but everlasting, lying in the cleft of the pillows, an 
obstacle, a prevention, an impediment to all life. She tried to whip up some 
feeling of affection, of pity [...I” (p. 19), but she does not succeed. “She 
seemed weaker tonight, Delia thought; and a start of joy ran through her.” 
(p. 21) At the death bed of the mother, at last, and at the funeral, she observes 
that the father is feigning sorrow. “ ‘He’s overdoing it. None of us feel any- 
thing at all,’ she thought: ‘we’re all pretending.”’ (p. 68) The funeral guests 
have the postures and gestures that funeral guests ought to have. Once the 
ceremony is over, the ‘normal’ sociality is resumed: “It was becoming a 
shrouded and subdued morning party among the graves.” (p. 68) 

The funeral scene, then, represents more sharply the same thing that char- 
acterizes the whole first chapter, beginning with the Colonel’s visit to his 
mistress: in a patriarchal family - and in a patriarchal society - people’s 
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social demeanour is strictly controlled; but concealed behind this required 
behaviour, their real feelings, wishes and thoughts lie hidden. There is a cleft 
between the private, inner, life and the visible, social life. 

It is exactly this cleft between the private and the social that differentiates 
The Years - and Virginia Woolf’s novels in general - from the family novels. 
Woolf depicts a reality in which people come into contact with each other at 
parties and in smaller circles around the tea table, without ever really meeting 
each other. Again and again she describes the forced emptiness of social 
intercourse. Someone would possibly like to draw closer to another person, 
but the modes of social intercourse make it impossible: the noise of streets 
prevents one from hearing what the other says (p. 180), at a restaurant one 
cannot talk to another person in peace (p. 177), at parties one is always 
interrupted. Woolf’s people, even when interested in each other, are separated 
and cannot find a way out of themselves; they are like Peggy and Eleanor in 
the taxi, “two sparks of life enclosed in two separate bodies”(p. 255). 

This is not only a question of communication, even if The Years has been 
called a novel of the failure of communication.18 It is also a matter of social 
conventions making the representation and realization of the ‘real’ I difficult. 
Everything that is important is hidden and has no right to appear in a social 
situation. Especially falling in love, which for Virginia Woolf means the tru- 
est, most intensive and most meaningful ‘moment of being,’19 has to be hid- 
den. Only when a person is seventy, is he or she free to be hidherself, be- 
cause then, as Kitty observes, one does not care about the opinions of other 
people any more. Till then Kitty, who had wanted to be a farmer, had had 
to lead a life of a high society lady arranging dinner parties which she found 
inauthentic and conducive to feelings of insecurity and malaise. Only now 
does she have the right to leave her duties in society and to retire to her 
lonely estate in the north. 

In The Years one social institution more than any other impedes a person 
from the realization of his or her real self: the family. It is part of the bour- 
geois ideology that, among all the institutions of modern society, the family 
furthers and safeguards intimacy, privacy and the development and realiza- 
tion of personality.20 The criticism of the patriarchal family from Virginia 
Woolf’s feminist point of view demonstrates the falsity of this assumption. 
How subjugated, helpless and lonely the children in a family are, is shown in 
the first chapter of The Years and stated later explicitly; not even the adults 
can realize themselves freely and genuinely. After the death of Abel Pargiter 
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a bundle of letters is found, which unveil the existence of his mistress. This 
makes Martin reflect: “It was an abominable system, he tought; family life; 
Abercorn Terrace. [...I there all those different people had lived, boxed up 
together, telling lies.” (p. 171) 

The patriarchal family institution forces the children, even when they are 
adults, to be and to do what they do not want to. The father makes Martin 
choose a military career he detests, although he would have liked to be an 
architect. As the only chance for the daughters to have a life of their ‘own’ 
is to marry, but as there are very few if any opportunities for a natural inter- 
course with the opposite sex, it follows that most marriages are unhappy. 
Delia dreams of liberty and is therefore enthusiastic about Parnell, who also 
talks about (political) liberty. Her decision to marry an Irishman is caused 
by this dream of liberty ~ and, of course, she is doomed to disappointment; 
in this case, her Irishman proves to be a loyal subject of the English crown. 
Milly marries the athletic, nonintellectual friend of her brother and with her 
husband is transformed into a grotesque heap of flesh. As far as Abel 
Pargiter’s nieces are concerned, Sara is excluded from the marriage market 
because of a physical defect caused by an accident in her early childhood, 
whereas Eleanor has no chance to marry and have a life of her own because 
one of the daughters has to stay at home and attend to their elderly father. 

In Virginia Woolf’s ‘family novel’ there is a clash between what a person 
has to do as a member of the family and his or her real, inner self. This is 
what makes her portrayal of character so radically different from the char- 
acterization in traditional family novels. In her essay Mr Bennett and Mrs 
Brown, Woolf makes clear the difference between the portrayal of characters 
by traditional authors like Bennett, Wells and Galsworthy, on the one hand, 
and in her own work on the other. She observes how these ‘Georgian’ writers 
depict their characters by describing things that surround them: houses, 
clothes and characteristic small things like hot-water bottles, and by giving 
information about their relatives and their wealth. On the basis of external 
matters, a person is classified as a type, like an old spinster. For ‘Edwardian’ 
writers like Joyce or herself, this is no longer acceptable, because they do not 
think that a person can be defined through this kind of external habits and 
circumstances. Woolf searches for the truth of a character in his or her 
thoughts and feelings, which are very seldom conveyed to another person. 
The ‘real’ person has nothing or very little to do with the persona seen from 
outside. 
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The social definition of a person from the outside, based on his or her 
observed behaviour and on preconceived social types, is no problem for Gals- 
worthy: for him that is the essence of a person: Being ‘Forsyte’ is a quality 
that defines a social type, but it is exactly the same quality through which 
such persons - the Forsytes - understand themselves; only the moral evalu- 
ation of the quality may be different when seen from the perspective of the 
Forsytes themselves or from the critical perspective of the author. In Budden- 
brooks, Tony especially illustrates how ‘being a Buddenbrook’ is a social 
characteristic: it means being appreciated in a certain way and having a social 
rank in the eyes of society. A family novel is based exactly on the characters’ 
acceptance of the identity that the society assigns them as members of a 
specific family. 

In The Years, too, belonging to a family means to be defined, ‘placed,’ 
socially, which is not unimportant. This is apparent, for instance, from the 
conversation of North, Morris’s son, at the dining-table with a young girl: 
“She mentioned a well-known name. ‘Oh, she’s your aunt, is she?’ he said. 
He placed her. So that was her world.” (p.195). However, the search for the 
real person begins only behind the social ranking: “He wanted to ask her - 
for he found her charming in her youth, her simplicity - but it was too late. 
Ann was rising.” (ibid.) 

In addition to social ranking, a person is also classified from outside by 
means of general categories. Eleanor makes the invalidity of this kind of 
definition clear: “But now I’m labelled, she thought - an old maid who 
washes and watches birds. That’s what they think I am. But I’m not - I’m 
not in the least like that, she said.” (p. 156). The easy definition as a typical 
old maid doing things that old maids do does not say anything about the 
inner world of a person, about what she really is. North feels the same when 
he is classified as a ‘cousin from Africa’. “‘That’s me,’ North thought. ‘My 
cousin from Africa.’ That’s my label.’ ” (p. 238). Social classification does not 
open up a way for the understanding of an individual but, rather, debars this 
by offering ready-made, stereotyped schemes instead of a living person. 

Whereas in a family novel being part of the family provides a person with 
an identity on which he or she can build his or her life, in The Years the 
family supplies its members only with behavioural and action patterns which 
cause distress and desire for flight in those who adopt them. Thus, a patriar- 
chal family is unable to provide its members, especially its female members, 
with any positive identity. 
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IV 
When the sense of the life of an individual is based on the identity and 
ideology of the family, his or her life is structured according to the important 
incidents in the family: marriages, births, deaths, important changes in the 
family property or the reputation of the family. In Buddenhruoks the election 
of a family member to senator, the birth of an heir or the hundredth anniver- 
sary of the company are personally important events for everyone, especially 
for Tony. The Forsyte Sagu, too, is organized on the basis of important family 
occurrences, even though the love intrigue or intrigues, transgressing the lim- 
its of the Forsytean family ideology, also occupy a central position in the 

As it has been noticed, The Years does not tell about courtship and mar- 
riages,*’ which in a family novel are of foremost importance. The reader is 
also usually informed about deaths only afterwards; births are not spoken of 
at all, only the existence of this or that member of a new generation is men- 
tioned occasionally. This is due to the fact that neither the sense of life of the 
individual family members, nor their identity, is determined by family events 
of this type. As in the other novels of Virginia Woolf, everyone is alone with 
his or her problem of finding hidherself and the sense of life. 

The fact that The Years deconstructs the family novel mode from within, 
can be seen most clearly in the way the time structure has been detached 
from the family events. As its title suggests, The Yeurs consists of chapters 
dealing with different years in chronological order. The first ten chapters 
cover, unevenly, the time from 1880 to 1918, and the last and longest chapter, 
‘Present Day,’ takes place in the thirties. We can see that the period covered 
by the novel is much shorter than the period that The Pargiters had to depict: 
the starting point has been postponed by 80 years, and the one hundred years 
located in the future have been dropped. The change means among other 
things that all events can be placed in the life span of an individual - here, 
Eleanor’s -, which was not possible in the original plan. Continuity between 
the chapters, however, has been displaced: each chapter focuses on glimpses 
of some members of the Pargiter family. In most cases these glimpses do 
not reveal turning points in their lives, but ‘ordinary’ encounters; sometimes, 
however, they illuminate deeper levels of living and the meaning of life. 

Every chapter begins with a description of the season. At the beginning of 
the first chapter it is stated: “It was an uncertain spring. The weather, per- 

plot. 
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petually changing, sent clouds of blue and of purple flying over the land. In 
the country farmers, looking at the fields, were apprehensive; in London 
umbrellas were opened and then shut by people looking up at the sky. But 
in April such weather was to be expected. Thousands of shop assistants made 
the remark, as they handed neat parcels to ladies in flounced dresses standing 
on the other side of the Counter at Whiteley’s and the Army and Navy 
Stores.” (p. 5 )  The paragraph continues with a description of the bustle in 
the streets of London, and what is done inside the houses is also mentioned - 
tea is being prepared -, as well as how the light of the gas lamps illuminates 
the streets and the sun is reflected by ponds and rivers, to be admired by the 
diners-out. The paragraph comes full circle, ending with a cosmic view: “At 
length the moon rose and its polished coin, though obscured now and then 
by wisps of cloud, shone out with serenity, with severity, or perhaps with 
complete indifference. Slowly wheeling, like the rays of a searchlight, the 
days, the weeks, the years passed one after another across the sky.” (p. 6) 

The paragraph is typical of the beginnings of chapters in The Years. It 
moves from a cosmic natural scene first to the English countryside and then 
to London. Thus it offers a cosmic frame for the action of men in general 
and the Pargiter family members in particular; in some of the beginning 
paragraphs, one or two family members are mentioned by name. 

Jane Marcus sees a connection between this use of cosmic framing and the 
circular concept of time of the ancient Greeks, whom Woolf admired.22 Sup- 
port for such a connection can be found at the end of the opening paragraph 
of the chapter ‘1891’: “For it was October, the birth of the year” (p. 71); the 
Greek year began in the autumn.23 Marcus notices further that to the Greeks 
the course of the years was not a measure of the lapse of time, but it was the 
content of time itself: the years “are not abstractions, divisions of time; they 
are the substance, the content of time.”24 

It may not be possible to show that Virginia Woolf had intended the reader 
to think about the time concept of the ancient Greeks. The comparison 
rather draws attention to something the reader might recognize without any 
knowledge of the ancient Greeks: that the life of modern man living in a big 
city is only to a relatively small extent determined by the cosmic event of the 
course of a year. Whereas the course of a year, including all the seasonal 
agricultural work, was once coterminous with the content of the life of men, 
the life of modern city-dwellers is detached from this. As the farmer even 
today looks searchingly into the sky worried about his living, for the city- 
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dweller unsettled weather means only the nuisance of carrying an umbrella. 
Thus, for Virginia Woolf’s urbanized men and women, in contrast to those 
whose subsistence is directly dependent on natural conditions, the course of 
years does not mean the content of life as lived but only a frame for it. 
Inside this frame is situated the course of the experienced time. Cosmic time, 
measured in the course of seasons, and the mechanically measured time, 
given in chronologically ordered years, form a contrast to the time of human 
experience, which is much more vaguely organized. Virginia Woolf had 
shown this already in Orlando.2s 

The opposition of cosmic or mechanical clock time on the one hand to the 
time of human experience on the other recurs in most of the novels of Vir- 
ginia Woolf. In Mrs Dalloway, mechanical clock time organizes externally 
what is told, in that it combines the experience of different people through a 
‘time montage’: the strokes of Big Ben are heard by several persons, and the 
narration moves from one person to another through the repeated motif of 
the strokes of the clock. The mechanicalness of external time is contrasted 
with the inward time of stream of consciousness, in which reminiscences and 
meanings from the past, experience of the present and expectations of the 
future are combined. In Orlando the author plays with cosmic time in that 
the protagonist lives from the end of the sixteenth till the beginning of the 
twentieth century. Here, too, the contrasting of cosmic time and various inner 
times - there are several of them, just as there are several selves of a person - 
recurs. In a human being about sixty to seventy different times are beating 
simultaneously, meditates the narrator.26 In To the Lighthouse the second of 
the three parts of the novel is entitled Time Passes; this section covers a time 
span of ten years, and is symbolically the ‘night’ between the evening in the 
first part and the morning in the third part. ‘Night’ is the time of dispersion; 
during the ten years important members of the family die and this brings 
with it the disintegration of the family. Cosmic time is thus assigned a sym- 
bolic meaning. This holds true for The Waves as well, in which the life span 
of the six protagonists is compared to the course of a day from the early 
morning to the fall of night. As in The Years the course of cosmic time is 
presented at the beginning of every chapter: the position of the sun, the 
twittering of birds, etc., indicate the course of a day corresponding to the 
lifetime of the characters. 

The organizing of the narrated events by means of the mechanical clock 
time, the use of cosmic time as a symbol for the lifetime of a human being, 
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and framing human experience with the cosmic course of time, are all import- 
ant deviations from the presentation of time in a realistic, Victorian or 
Georgian novel. In the realistic novel time was organized in a ‘natural’ way 
according to the time of the events, so that narration was concentrated on 
the most important points of the series of events, whereas less important 
sequences could be narrated in a cursory manner.27 Time organized the 
events into a chronological continuum; on the other hand, one may also say 
that the chronological ordering of events invests time with meaning. The 
continuity of time suggests causal relation between the events, which orders 
them in a meaningful whole. In Virginia Woolf’s narration the continuum of 
what is happening is missing. Of course, one needs to assume that things 
happen continuously in her fictive world, but what happens is not arranged 
so as to form a whole which gives significance to important turning points 
in the series of events. The meaning of what happens is not found in a causal 
sequence. External time, mechanical time is for her ‘empty’ time, not a par- 
ameter organizing events in a meaningful way. Only inner, experienced time, 
detached from outer time, is ‘meaningful’ time. 

In a family novel, time is organized around important events, through 
which individual members of the family comprehend their lives. By contrast, 
the Pargiter children are dreaming of having a freer, happier life once they 
have got rid of the family and can lead their own lives. Each wants to compre- 
hend her or his life as a meaningful whole, individually and from within; but 
precisely this turns out to be difficult. From the glimpses given of their lives 
later, one can see that most of them will be disappointed in their expectations. 
Rose, Sara and Eleanor remain unmarried and thus become excluded from 
the only ‘profession’ available for women, and, as a consequence, they really 
have no life of their own. Eleanor thinks her life has been that of other 
people: her father’s, sisters’, brothers’ and friends’ (p. 280). Similarly, the 
marriages of Delia and Milly are not what they dreamt of. Edward is unmar- 
ried and leads the faded life of an Oxford scholar. Martin detests the military 
career which he was forced to take up; Morris is a lawyer by his own choice, 
but Eleanor ponders whether he has made the right choice. For when you 
have made your choice - when you have gone to the bar and have a family - 
there is no more questioning whether this is exactly what you want to do 
with your life (p. 155). What the reader can see from the lives of the family 
members is that controlling one’s life or even seeing one’s life as a whole is 
an impossible task. Everyone pursues happiness, but one cannot choose to 
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lead a happy life. To a great extent, chance determines what a person’s life 
will be like. Consequently, seeing the life of a person as a whole may not be 
possible; preferably, if you want to know what it is like to be a particular 
person, you ought to examine her or his innermost feelings and thoughts. 

Originally, Virginia Woolf had aimed at writing a chronicle of the develop- 
ment of the English family institution from Victorian times till far into the 
future, seen from a feminist point of view. The criticism directed at the patri- 
archal family and male-dominated society, together with the demands for 
improving the position of women, suggest that history was expected to bring 
about changes in the family and in the position of women. This would mean 
changes in the conditions under which one could shape one’s life and even in 
the prerequisites of happiness. One dimension of time in The Years is thus - 
or ought to be - historical change.28 

The chapter titles mentioning a year do not indicate historical events; e.g., 
the First World War is not dealt with from its beginning, but it is seen only 
through a fragment in the chapter ‘1917,’ in which Eleanor together with her 
relatives and friends sit in a cellar during an air raid in London. Thus, it is 
not the history of mankind - or of England - that is depicted inside the 
cosmic frame, but the lives of individual people. Historical events are pre- 
sented only to a very small extent, and only in so far as they are experienced 
by individuals. 

Nonetheless, Eleanor, Rose and Kitty take part in the women’s suffrage 
movement. This activity, of course, has a historical perspective: the goal is to 
improve the lives of women - and of men, too - by eliminating wrongs and 
distortions. But does anything change? Or rather, how far will the prerequi- 
sites of happiness change, when women gain access to higher education and 
to the professions? 

Whereas the first chapter of The Years depicts life in a patriarchal Vic- 
torian family, the last chapter, ‘The Present,’ in extent almost a third of the 
whole book, is a kind of inspection - fragmentary, of course ~ of the present 
from the point of view of the past. Has anything changed? Has life improved? 
Are people happier now? What does life as a whole look like now as the 
young ones of the Pargiter family have grown old? 

In the last chapter the points of view are divided so that there are three 
main perspectives to that which happens at Delia’s party: that of Eleanor, 
now over seventy, and those of Morris’s children who are in their early forties 
or late thirties: Peggy, who is a doctor, and North, who has been a farmer in 
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Africa. These three ~ a spinster, an unmarried professional woman and a 
‘foreigner’ who has just returned to England after a long stay abroad - are 
all able to see ‘normal’ (family) life from a somewhat distanced position and 
ponder the questions of life mentioned above. 

Peggy would like to ask Eleanor about the ‘old times.’ She would like to 
hear about her youth and her thoughts about how life has changed. The 
1880s, the youth of Eleanor, is an interesting time for her, because it looks 
so peaceful and so safe (p. 249), “ S O  beautiful in its unreality” (p. 254). When 
this vision is compared with the picture of the 1880s given in the first chapter, 
the supposition of ‘beauty’ proves erroneous: on the contrary, it was expected 
then that beauty would be found in the future. In fact, the same wish that 
life could once be better, more beautiful, that people could once live free and 
wholly, “not like cripples in a cave” (p. 227), seems to follow Eleanor from 
one decade to another - becoming more and more vague, detached from any 
special historical circumstances. At the end Eleanor is inclined to think that 
life has alredy changed: “We’re happier - we’re freer ...” (p. 295); but the idea 
is inconceivable for Peggy. How can anybody be happy in a world full of 
misery, she wonders (p. 296). 

Has nothing changed, then? Is not the improved standing of women a histori- 
cal change that has transformed the conditions for the happiness of men and 
women? Peggy, herself an unmarried professional woman, is a representative of 
the new generation; but she cannot connect this with happiness. At the most, 
professional work might prevent one from thinking about the misery of the 
world: “How to deaden; how to cease to feel; that was the cry of the woman 
bearing children, to rest, to cease to be. In the Middle Ages, she thought, it was 
the cell, the monastery; now it’s the laboratory; the professions; not to live; not 
to feel; to make money, always money [...I” (p. 271). The prerequisites for a 
happy life have proved to be more complicated than they seemed from the per- 
spective of the 1880s. The generation of the 1880s was a wonderful generation, 
they were ‘believers,’ as Peggy thinks, because they believed in making people 
happy and free by means of some legal measures.. . 

The persons of The Years do not only lack a definite conception of history, 
or rather the confidence that history can in a definitive way influence the 
conditions of human happiness. Furthermore, like Virginia Woolf’s charac- 
ters in general, they also lack the ability to see life as a whole: their own lives, 
the lives of other people, life in general. In her seventies Eleanor ponders the 
question of what her life has been like. Her surroundings think that the 
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answer is simple: they speak about her life as if they know what they are 
talking about, and they suppose that she herself knows, too. But is there such 
a thing as ‘the life’ of a person, or is there only an innumerable quantity of 
present moments? “Millions of things came back to her. Atoms danced apart 
and massed themselves. But how did they compose what people called a life?” 
(p. 280) If you cannot describe your own life, how could you understand 
other persons and their lives? There is, however, as Eleanor notices, some 
recurrence to be perceived in the things that people say and in what happens - 
is there, then, a pattern to be discerned? (p. 274,282) Eleanor does not reach 
further than this in her questioning. North, for his part, wonders about the 
course of life: a woman breaks into a number of children, who in their turn 
give birth to further children. Attractive young people grow into vast heaps 
of flesh, caricatures of human beings. What do people actually mean when 
striving for Justice and Liberty? “‘Something’s wrong,’ he thought; ‘there’s a 
gap, a dislocation, between the word and the reality.’ ”(p. 308-9) 

You can grasp neither the life of an individual nor the history of human- 
kind, or even of Englishmen, as a meaningful temporal totality. Maybe, at 
last, meaning is not found in the continuity of time at all, but outside of 
time. Happiness is, maybe, not to be seen as a quality of a life; instead it 
might exist only momentarily, here and now, or in an experience outside time. 
Kitty realizes this once she has escaped society and arrived in the countryside, 
where she lies on a hill among the trees: “She lay there listening. She was 
happy, completely. Time had ceased.” (p. 213) Similarly, at the end Eleanor 
is not able to see her life as a whole, but she is nonetheless able to be happy 
in the present moment. The pursued happiness seems to be possible only in 
moments outside the continuum of time. So the years and the course of time, 
which seem to provide The Years with a basic structure, are at last nothing 
upon which a meaningful whole could be based. 

v 
The comparison of The Years with the tradition of the family novel has 
shown that the fragmented form of the novel is not an artistic flaw, but a 
consequence of the demolition of the ideological basis of the family novel. 
The fragmentariness ensues from the fact that in Woolf’s vision, belonging 
to a family does not provide people with a basis on which the meaning of 
their lives can be built - nor can such a basis be found elsewhere. Hence. a 
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chronologically ordered record of family events cannot be the basic structure 
of the novel, providing the whole with a meaning. In several other novels, 
from Jacob’s Room to The Waves, Virginia Woolf had questioned the tra- 
ditional biographical mode of the novel, the presupposition that a novel can 
be constructed so as to follow the life story of a person, by showing that we 
can catch neither the self of a person nor the whole of his or her life.29 In 
The Years, a similar demolition from inside - now of the family novel - is 
carried out. 

This demolition may be perceived also by comparing Eleanor to Tony in 
Buddenbrooks. The two women hold similar positions as coherence-creating 
figures, positions based on the fact that both in a way represent family think- 
ing. Tony’s belief in the dignity of being a Buddenbrook is unshakeable, and 
Eleanor sets family duties above all others. But unlike Tony Eleanor does not 
provide the reader with a congruent family perspective of the narrated events. 
This is because a great part of what is relevant for an individual and his or 
her life happens outside the scope of the family point of view. Instead of 
finding the content and meaning of their lives in family events, especially the 
female members suffer from the restrictions and constraints to which they 
are subjected by family life. Eleanor, who sacrifices her life for the good of 
other members of the family, has been compared to Antigone, who was bur- 
ied alive because of her family feeling.30 

The Years has been dissolved from within; it has become an anti-family 
novel, in which the disparity of form is an expression of the centrifugal striv- 
ing of the family members to be disengaged from the circle of influence of 
the family. The novel, however, is not a pure ‘anti-family novel’: for its struc- 
ture and thematics cannot be explained completely in terms of Virginia 
Woolf’s original aim to criticize the patriarchal family and the status of 
women. Her historically specific social criticism is connected with her general 
feeling that life is accidental and cannot be controlled, and that it is imposs- 
ible, ultimately, to understand oneself and others. As this might be said to 
be Virginia Woolf ’s deepest conviction, we may find here an additional 
explanation why the original plan of a ‘novel-essay’ concerning important 
social questions could not be carried out. At the end of The Years, after the 
women’s suffrage movement has achieved some of its most important goals, 
a better, truer life is still something to be longed for. The mode of an ‘anti- 
family novel’ is thus combined with the author’s general pessimistic outlook 
on life, and this is where the whole of the work comes close to an elegy. 
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