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NARRATIVE STYLE IN THE 20TH CENTURY 
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THE CONSOLIDATION OF A NEW WAY OF WRITING NOVEL IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

 

 Novelists of the first half of the 20th century don’t follow Realism, which has been popped up at 

the end of the 19th century, because of the introduction of new narrative techniques and the wideness of 

the themes inserted such as existential worries and social concerns. Consequently, the narrative style is 

diversified in subgenres which are in force at the same time. 

 Existential novel: it begins in 1938 with J.P.Sartre’s The Nausea, and A.Camus’s The Plague. 

In USA J.D.Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (1951), and J.Kerouac’s On the Road (1957): 

afterwards, this tendency will go towards the “Beat Novel” which is usually against the 

current system. During the last years of the 20th century this genre grows up due to a less 

frequency of social concerns in literature.  Alessandro Baricco and Antonio Tabucchi are 

some writers of this period of time; or Yukio Mishima, Kenzaburio Oé and Haruki Murakami 

in Japanese novel. After the WWII the philosopher Kierkegaard (1813-1855) shows a 

pessimistic vision of the human life. The human being is an individual one who is able to 

choose among several options because of his freedom. Martin Heiddeger (1889-1976), 

instead, claims that the human being is born from the nothingness and s/he has to die as an 

end. So, his liberty makes him distressed and disappointed. 

 

1. JEAN-PAUL SARTRE who gives meaning to the life by means of actions. The human is 

responsible for searching a vital goal just by using his own resources in which God has 

nothing to do. The human being should behave freely no matter moral or religious 

prejudices. Examples: The Nausea, The Roads to Freedom, The Words. 

 

2. ALBERT CAMUS who puts emphasis on aesthetic matters in spite of his anarchist 

militancy and political and social actions. Example: The Stranger (1942), a story with a first 

person narrator, indirect speech, very short syntactic periods which make a dynamic text, 

an seemingly cold protagonist- an assassin who lets the cat out of the bag about society’s 

hypocrisy. 
 

 Experimental novel: The “Nouveau Roman” with French writers such as A.Robbe-Grillet, 

N.Sarraute, M.Butor and M. Duras  still goes on , however, later on others from different 

countries are going to follow them :the American V. Nabokov and the Portuguese J. 

Saramago, who thinks that literature should be connected with ehtihc and  social matters. 

 

 Science- fiction novel. It is based on four main themes: artificial intelligence (C.Kapec & 

I.Asimov), travel in time and space (H.G.Wells & A.Clarke), utopias and dystopias (A.Huxley, 

G.Orwell and R.Bradbury) and contacts with aliens.  

 

 Fantastic novel has its origins in medieval and romantic literature. Some famous writers ar 

J.R.R.Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (1955), Michael Ende’s The never-ending Story (1979), e 

Italo Calvino’ The Baron in the Trees (1957). 
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 Crime novel develops three types: “detective novel” whose main writer is Agatha Christie; 

“black novel” with D.Hammett & R.Chandler; and “inner character and circumstances novel” 

with  M.Vázquez Montalbán, Henning Mankell or Donna Leon. 

 

 Historical novel, M.Yourcenar’s Memoirs of Hadrian (1951), which is focused on existential 

matters, is a landmark; Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose  centred on cultural concerns; 

Amin Maaluf’s Leo Africanus (1986), which tries to explain the present through the past. 

 

 Neorealism Italian novel. In the 30s a social, committed and human art is developed. 

Neorealism in Spain, Socialist Realism un URSS, New Objectivity in German. Example: Arnaldo 

Bocelli (IT.) In Cinema the outstanding film directors are Rossellini, de Sica, Visconti, Fellini, 

Antonioni… In Literature Alberto Moravia (Mascarade) Elio Vittorini (Conversations in Sicile) 

Cesare Pavese e Italo Calvino. 

 

 An Later on… Again, the novel focuses on the plot due to the editorial industry, that is, 

people ask for stories which are translated in a rush in this globalized world. Later, the 

cinema takes advantages of this success and the plot is transported to the screen. 

Consequently – and because of its success- the novel is considered a consumer good. 

 

 Literature and Cinema. From the beginning Literature and Cinema were related to each other.  

David W. Griffith, who was an important film director in Hollywood, took as a model  Dickens' 

novel. Thus, cinematographic narrative and language have been developing until now. Some 

features of it are:  flashback, an straight and short language; quick and colloquial dialogues; 

visual descriptions; short sequences with different scenes or shots; objectivity and precise point 

of view from the narrator. Some scriptwriters were Faulkner, Hammett or Chandler. 

 

New genres: (see the previous card) 
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SUMMARY 

 

 

NOUVEAU ROMAN Neither narrator, nor characters or plot. Only description of 

reality objectively. Alain Gobbe-Grillet, Michel Dutor, 

Margarite Duras, Cluade Simon. 

MISTERY NOVEL Dashiell Hammet, Raymond Chandler, Boris Vian, Agatha 

Christie, Patricia Highsmith, Le Carré, Graham Greene. 

NARRATIVA BEAT In the 50s, in USA, in Hollywood, the American dream is 

reborn and Anticomunist policy beats artists.: Jack 

Kerouac (On the road) y William Burroughs (Nova Express, 

Naked Lunch The Western Lands, Cities of the Red Night, 

Blade Runner-a movie). 

The NEW JOURNALISM Truman Capote: Breakfast at Tiffany’s, In Cold Blood. Tom 

Wolfe, Norman Mailer, Hunter S. Thompson. 

HISTORICAL NOVEL Robert Graves: I, Claudius. Margarite Yourcenar: Hadrian’s 

Memories.   Umberto Eco: The Name of the Rose. Naguib 

Mahfouz, Noah Gordon, Pérez-Reverte. 

FANTASTIC NARRATIVE William Golding The Lord of the Flies, Anthony 

Burguess Clockwork Orange, Philip K. Dick Blade Runner. 

 Isaac Asimov Robot, Arthur C. Clarke 2001: A Space 

Odyssey. 

HISPANOAMERICAN 

NARRATIVE 

García Márquez, Ernesto Sábato, Onetti, Vargas Losa, 

Miguel Ángel Asturias, Roa Bastos, Lezama Lima, Julio 

Cortázar... 

TODAY CRITIC  NARRATIVE  John Irving, Paul Auster, Philip Roth, Günter Grass, 

Saramago, Tabucchi, Kundera, Doris Lessing, Coetzee, etc. 
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Unlike the previous novel in which representative characters acted during a well timing period 

of time, the 20
th

 century novel is complex due to its functions as a tool of knowledge and perception 

and influenced by the theory of relativity, the psychoanalysis, socialist theories, mass media... among 

other. Consequently, the writer uses different ways of describing reality or even their role. 

Changes in the novel began at the beginning of the century with Proust, Joyce and Kafka. The 

main theme is the crisis of principles in a pessimistic and disappointed society, and world. In fact and 

perhaps due to this, the 20
th

 century novel seems to give more importance to the way of telling a 

story than the story itself. 

 

New narrative  techniques: 

 

• Plot: It is fragmentary; the reader should reconstruct the story because it is more important 

how to narrate than what to say, instead of traditional plot (introduction-conflict-resolution). This 

novel is imaginative, amazing, irrational and dreamlike (Kafka, Faulkner) focused on inner 

problems and matters. Examples: The lost generation–Hemingway, Faulkner, Dos Passos... 

 

• Collective characters: there is not a single one around whom the action is developed: the 

main character's fade-out. Examples: Franz Kafka-The Castle,  John Dos Passos- Manhattan 

Transfer, Thomas Mann -The Magic Mountain, Camilo José Cela-  La colmena 
 

• Space and time: unlike the chronological and lineal traditional novel, the 20
th

 century novel 

uses new techniques, even cinematographic ones, such as chronological disorder , flashback, mix of 

the present and the past ( Faulkner- Absalón, Absalón,  Proust-In search of the lost time), time as a 

topic ( Proust, Mann, and Woolf). Imaginary or symbolic places or memories. 

 

• Narrator: there is not omniscient narrator any more, just perception. The narrator is claimed 

to be impartial like using a camera, so, the reader gets a partial vision of reality. First and second 

persons are used as narrator's voices, and sometimes the narrator talks to him – himself- as if s/he 

was two people in one mind.  Frequently used technique is  multiperspectivism (the same event 

related by different characters and their perspectives which makes the reader take his own opinion) 

Example:  Lawrence Durrell-the quartet of Alexandria. 

 

• Inner monologue. The use of the first person narrator and the lack of punctuation and 

grammatical structures are techniques which reveal the predominance of the technique over the 

thematic ones. Examples: Joyce, Faulkner, Woolf and others. 

 

• Stylistic renovation. The traditional separation between narrative and poetic language is 

erased. A wide variety of texts: journalistic ones, advertisements, profiles… According to 

typography, punctuation is disappeared, but expressive values, different types of letters or , even, 

languages appeared, instead. 
 

• New methods in structure. Chapters are replaced by sequences, that is, an excerpt separated 

by free spaces. The inner structure includes new techniques such as counterpoint – several 

intertwined stories ( Aldous Huxley's Counterpoint)- or kaleodoscopic technique (many stories and 

characters- Dos Passos'  Manhattan Transfer) 
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