
C L A S S I C  L I T E R AT U R E

Classic Literature III: The Modern
Era

Romanticism, Russian literature, Realism, Modernism, magical
realism, postcolonial and African American literature, and world

literature in translation today — closing with a capstone tracing one
recurring literary theme across the entire 30-chapter, three-course

Classic Literature project.

10 Chapters Philip Osztromok Generated with Claude

CHAPTER 1 :  ROMANTICISM
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Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 1 · Romanticism

Course 2 closed with Voltaire, a literary voice of the Enlightenment's own faith in

reason. Course 3 opens one generation later, with writers who pushed back against

that same rationalist tradition — and against something Voltaire's own century hadn't

yet fully reckoned with: the machine.

Romanticism: A Reaction on Two Fronts

Romanticism emerged roughly across the late 18th to mid-19th century, reacting against

both Enlightenment rationalism and the dehumanizing effects of early industrialization —

favoring emotion, nature, individualism, and the sublime over cool, systematic reason.

🔮 Reacting Against Both of the Last Two Chapters

This site's own World History III course opens with the Enlightenment ideas of Locke,
Montesquieu, and Rousseau (Chapter 1), then covers the Industrial Revolution's own global ripple
effects directly afterward (Chapter 2). Romanticism is literature's own response to that exact one-
two sequence — the same rationalist tradition Course 2's Voltaire represented, now confronted by
writers reacting against both its cool logic and the new machine age it helped usher in.

Wordsworth and the Birth of a Movement

LYRICAL BALLADS, 1798

William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge published Lyrical Ballads

anonymously on 4 October 1798 — containing Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient

Mariner" and Wordsworth's own "Tintern Abbey." It's widely cited as marking the start

of the English Romantic movement.
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The famous Preface came later, not in 1798 — Lyrical Ballads' own foundational manifesto of
Romantic poetic theory wasn't part of the original 1798 edition at all. It was written for the 1800
second edition and substantially expanded in 1802. Cite it as the "1800/1802 preface," not simply
"the 1802 preface."

That preface delivers some of Wordsworth's most quoted lines: poetry as "the spontaneous

overflow of powerful feelings," recollected "in tranquility," and a deliberate call for "language

really used by men" — a plainer, more natural diction, against the more formal, ornate poetic

style that had dominated the 18th century. Alongside "Tintern Abbey," his best-known poems

include "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud" and the long autobiographical The Prelude.

🔮 A Fifth Vernacular Moment

Course 2 traced four separate vernacular-language choices — Genji's kana, Dante's Tuscan,
Chaucer's English, Journey to the West's baihua. Wordsworth's own manifesto plays out the same
underlying instinct a fifth time, in a different form: not choosing a different language, but
choosing a plainer register within the same one — "language really used by men" over the ornate
diction that had dominated English poetry beforehand.

William Blake and the Dark Satanic Mills

William Blake's preface to Milton (c. 1804) — the source of the famous "Jerusalem" hymn text

— contains the phrase "dark Satanic mills," genuinely understood as a direct reference to the

dehumanizing effects of Britain's own early industrial mills and factories.

Byron: Scandal, Celebrity, and the Byronic Hero

CHILDE HAROLD'S PILGRIMAGE AND DON JUAN

George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788–1824) built his own literary celebrity on works

including Childe Harold's Pilgrimage and the mock-epic satire Don Juan. His own
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reputation, and the brooding, charismatic, morally ambiguous outsider figures running

through his poetry, gave literature the "Byronic hero" archetype.

"Mad, bad, and dangerous to know" — traditionally attributed, not contemporaneously
confirmed — this famous description of Byron is usually credited to Lady Caroline Lamb, but this
course's own established discipline requires the same scrutiny here: the line comes from Lady
Morgan's later memoirs, reporting Lamb's own claim to have said it — with no surviving
contemporary 1812 documentation actually confirming she said it at the time. Treat it as

traditionally attributed, not verified.

Byron died at Missolonghi, Greece, on 19 April 1824, while supporting the Greek War of

Independence against Ottoman rule — falling ill after being caught in the rain, and dying after a

weakening course of bloodletting treatment. His death made him a genuine, lasting symbol of

philhellenism in both Greece and Britain.

Shelley: Radical, Atheist, Romantic

EXPELLED, MARRIED, DROWNED — ALL BEFORE THIRTY

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822) was expelled from Oxford on 25 March 1811 for

refusing to deny co-authoring the pamphlet "The Necessity of Atheism." He married

Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein (1818), and drowned in a boating accident off

the coast of Italy in July 1822, at just 29. His best-known poems include "Ozymandias,"

"Ode to the West Wind," and Prometheus Unbound.

The Year Without a Summer: A Volcano Behind a

Literary Landmark
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The 1815 eruption of Mount Tambora caused real, measurable global cooling, making 1816

known as the "Year Without a Summer." That freakishly cold, wet summer, Byron, Percy

Shelley, Mary Shelley, and John Polidori gathered together at the Villa Diodati, on Lake

Geneva. Byron proposed a ghost-story-writing contest among the group.

A genuinely direct origin, not an oversimplified one — that single contest directly produced
the first draft of Frankenstein, written by Mary Shelley at just eighteen, and John Polidori's The
Vampyre. Unlike several other tidy literary origin stories this course has had to walk back —
Alexander Selkirk and Robinson Crusoe, Hamnet and Hamlet — this one holds up well under
scrutiny: a real volcanic eruption, a real gathering, a real contest, and two real, foundational works

of Gothic fiction that genuinely followed directly from it.

Three Romantic Poets, Side by Side

WORDSWORTH BYRON SHELLEY

Dates 1770–1850 1788–1824 1792–1822

Defining

trait

Plain diction, nature,

everyday feeling

Celebrity, scandal, the

brooding outsider

Radical politics, atheism,

revolutionary idealism

Died Old age, England Illness, Missolonghi,

Greece, 1824

Drowning, Italy, 1822

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Wordsworth's "language really used by men" and Journey to the West's own vernacular shift
(Course 2) both reject an ornate, formal standard in favor of something plainer. Do you think this
instinct recurs because it genuinely produces better literature, or because each generation

eventually rebels against whatever came immediately before it?
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REFLECTION 2

Byron died fighting for a cause not his own, in a country not his own. What do you think made a
poet's death in a foreign war of independence resonate so powerfully with readers back home?

REFLECTION 3

The Villa Diodati story is a rare case in this course of a tidy literary origin story that actually holds
up under scrutiny. Does that make it more or less interesting to you than the messier, contested
origin stories this course has covered elsewhere?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 1

Romanticism — a reaction against both Enlightenment rationalism and Industrial Revolution

dehumanization

Wordsworth and Coleridge's Lyrical Ballads (1798) marks the movement's start; its famous
manifesto preface actually dates to 1800/1802, not 1798

Blake's "dark Satanic mills" (Milton, c. 1804) is a direct, real reference to industrialization's
dehumanizing effect

Byron's "mad, bad, and dangerous to know" is traditionally attributed to Lady Caroline Lamb but

not contemporaneously confirmed; he died in 1824 supporting Greek independence

Shelley — expelled from Oxford for atheism (1811); married Mary Shelley; drowned in 1822 at age

29

The real 1816 Villa Diodati gathering, triggered by Mount Tambora's 1815 eruption, directly
produced both Frankenstein and The Vampyre

What's Next

Chapter 2: 19th-Century Russian Literature — Tolstoy and Dostoevsky.
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CHAPTER 2 :  19TH-CENTURY RUSSIAN LITERATURE

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 2 · 19th-Century Russian Literature

Chapter 1's Romantic poets rebelled against reason with feeling and nature. This

chapter's two Russian novelists push the same underlying instinct — the individual,

inner life, moral crisis — into an even deeper register: psychological realism built

directly out of the authors' own real, extreme experiences.

Fyodor Dostoevsky: Major Works

1821–1881

Fyodor Dostoevsky's major works include Notes from Underground (1864), Crime

and Punishment (1866), and The Brothers Karamazov (serialized 1879–80, published

1880).

A Mock Execution That Shaped a Career

Dostoevsky was arrested for his involvement with the Petrashevsky Circle, a group of

intellectuals discussing utopian socialism and banned literature, and condemned to death

alongside twenty-one others on 16 November 1849. On 22 December 1849, he was taken to

Semyonovsky Square, tied to a post, and blindfolded, prepared for execution by firing squad.

A deliberately staged cruelty, not a genuine last-second reprieve — at the last possible
moment, a messenger arrived with a reprieve from Tsar Nicholas I, commuting the sentence to
four years of hard labor in Siberia followed by compulsory military service. The reprieve had
actually been planned in advance, timed deliberately for maximum psychological effect on the
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condemned men. Biographers broadly agree this trauma profoundly shaped Dostoevsky's later
fiction, with its recurring themes of mortality, redemption, and faith.

Epilepsy and Prince Myshkin

Dostoevsky had a real, documented epileptic condition, and drew directly on his own

experience — including the transcendent, almost spiritual "auras" some patients report just

before a seizure — in creating Prince Myshkin, the epileptic protagonist of The Idiot, whose

condition is tied directly to his own heightened spiritual sensitivity and vulnerability.

Leo Tolstoy: War, Peace, and a Married Woman's Fall

1828–1910

Leo Tolstoy's War and Peace (1869) is set primarily during the Napoleonic Wars,

centered on the 1812 French invasion of Russia, blending real historical figures —

Napoleon, Kutuzov — with fictional characters. Anna Karenina, serialized 1875–77,

was published as a complete book in 1878.

A Spiritual Crisis That Rejected His Own Novels

Tolstoy underwent a genuine, profound spiritual and existential crisis later in life — including

real suicidal despair — documented in A Confession, written 1879–80 and published in 1882.

In it, he came to view his own earlier great novels as little more than a young man's vanity. The

crisis led him toward a distinct moral philosophy sometimes called "Tolstoyanism" — a

Christian-anarchist outlook centered on the Sermon on the Mount, pacifism, nonresistance to

evil, and simple living.

"Excommunication," more precisely stated — Tolstoy is popularly described as
excommunicated by the Russian Orthodox Church in 1901. More precisely, the Holy Synod's
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decree of 20/24 February 1901 declared that he had "fallen away" from and separated himself
from the Church, rather than issuing a formal excommunication in the strictest technical sense.
Tolstoy himself embraced the declaration rather than contesting it.

A Real, Documented Influence on Gandhi

Tolstoy wrote A Letter to a Hindu on 14 December 1908, addressed to Tarak Nath Das, arguing

for nonviolent moral resistance over armed rebellion against colonial rule. A young

Mohandas Gandhi read it, sought Tolstoy's own permission to reprint it in his newspaper,

Indian Opinion, and corresponded directly with him from October 1909 until Tolstoy's death in

November 1910. Gandhi himself credited this exchange as a real influence on his own

developing philosophy of nonviolent resistance, satyagraha.

A Death at a Railway Station He Never Meant to Reach

On the night of 28 October 1910, amid ongoing domestic conflict tied directly to his own ascetic

beliefs — including real disputes with his wife Sophia over property and copyright — Tolstoy

secretly left home, seeking anonymity and solitude. He fell ill with pneumonia and died on 20

November 1910 at Astapovo, a remote railway station he had never intended as any kind of

destination, under intense national and press attention.

Two Russian Giants, Side by Side

FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY LEO TOLSTOY

Dates 1821–1881 1828–1910

Defining
crisis

A staged mock execution and Siberian exile A late-life spiritual crisis rejecting his
own great novels

Major works Crime and Punishment, The Brothers

Karamazov, Notes from Underground

War and Peace, Anna Karenina
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FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY LEO TOLSTOY

Lasting

influence

Psychological realism; existential and

religious themes

Christian-anarchist "Tolstoyanism";

direct influence on Gandhi

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The Tsar's mock execution was a deliberately staged psychological cruelty, not a genuine reprieve
granted at the last second. Does knowing this changes how you think about its effect on
Dostoevsky's own later writing, compared to a scenario where the reprieve really was
spontaneous?

REFLECTION 2

Tolstoy came to regard War and Peace and Anna Karenina — now considered two of the greatest

novels ever written — as vain, youthful ambition. Do you find that self-assessment credible, or
does it say more about the crisis he was going through than about the actual worth of the books?

REFLECTION 3

Tolstoy's own late-life philosophy directly shaped Gandhi's approach to nonviolent resistance,
which in turn influenced movements around the world. How far do you think a writer's ideas can

travel from their original context before the connection back to the source becomes essentially
invisible?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 2

Dostoevsky (1821–1881) — Notes from Underground, Crime and Punishment, The Brothers

Karamazov

A deliberately staged 1849 mock execution, timed for psychological effect, commuted at the last

moment to Siberian exile — profoundly shaped his later themes of mortality, redemption, and
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faith

His own documented epilepsy directly shaped Prince Myshkin in The Idiot

Tolstoy (1828–1910) — War and Peace (set during the 1812 French invasion of Russia) and Anna

Karenina

A genuine late-life spiritual crisis (A Confession, 1882) led to "Tolstoyanism" and a 1901 Holy
Synod declaration, popularly but imprecisely called "excommunication"

Real documented correspondence with a young Gandhi, directly influencing his own philosophy
of satyagraha

Died in 1910 at Astapovo, a railway station he never intended to reach, after secretly leaving home

What's Next

Chapter 3: Realism — Flaubert, Dickens, and George Eliot.
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CHAPTER 3 :  REALISM

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 3 · Realism

Romanticism reached for the sublime, the emotional, the exceptional. Realism, arriving

right behind it, reached for the opposite — the ordinary, the everyday, the

unremarkable lives Romantic poetry rarely thought worth a poem.

Realism: A Reaction Against Romantic Idealization

Literary Realism emerged roughly in the mid-19th century — with French roots reaching

back into the 1830s — as a direct reaction against Romanticism's own emotional excess and

idealization, favoring accurate, unembellished depiction of everyday life and ordinary people.

The movement's rise is genuinely tied to industrialization and the social upheavals of the 1848

revolutions across Europe.

Flaubert and a Landmark Obscenity Trial

MADAME BOVARY, 1856–57

Gustave Flaubert's Madame Bovary was first serialized in the Revue de Paris

between October and December 1856. The French government prosecuted Flaubert,

alongside his publisher and printer, for offense to public morals and religion. The trial

ran from 30 January to 7 February 1857, and Flaubert was acquitted. The novel became

a bestseller once published as a book in April 1857 — its notoriety from the trial itself

only boosting sales.

"Madame Bovary, c'est moi": A Quote That Isn't His
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Apocryphal, on close examination — this famous line, supposedly Flaubert's own identification
with his heroine, appears in none of his surviving letters, notebooks, or manuscripts. Its only
traceable source is a 1909 thesis, citing an unnamed person who claimed to have heard it
secondhand from Flaubert's correspondent Amélie Bosquet — an extremely weak chain, with no
corroboration from any of Flaubert's actual reliable contemporaries. His real correspondence does

express a related, genuine sentiment — that he drew on his own psychology to write her — but
the famous quotation itself should be treated as unverifiable, not settled fact.

🔮 Another Quote That Doesn't Hold Up

This is now the third time this course has had to correct a famous, widely repeated quote attached
to a major writer's name — after Voltaire's "I disapprove of what you say..." (Course 2, Chapter 9)

and Byron's "mad, bad, and dangerous to know" (this course's own Chapter 1). A pattern is
becoming clear: the more quotable a line, the more worth double-checking it actually is.

Free Indirect Discourse: A Real Technical Innovation

Flaubert is widely credited with bringing free indirect discourse (style indirect libre) to full

technical maturity — blending a third-person narrator's voice with a character's own inner

thoughts, without explicit markers like "she thought." Earlier writers, including Jane Austen

and Goethe, had used the device before him, though less deliberately and self-consciously.

Flaubert's own, fully developed use of it is genuinely credited with prefiguring the stream-of-

consciousness technique later Modernist writers would push even further.

Dickens: Serialization as Business, Not Just Art

Charles Dickens published many of his novels in monthly or weekly serialized installments — a

real feature of Victorian publishing economics, making novels affordable to a far wider

readership than costly bound editions, not purely an artistic choice. The Pickwick Papers is

credited with establishing this model. His major works include Oliver Twist, David

Copperfield, Great Expectations, Bleak House, and A Tale of Two Cities.
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A Childhood That Shaped a Career

MARSHALSEA PRISON AND WARREN'S BLACKING WAREHOUSE, 1824

Dickens' father, John Dickens, was imprisoned for a £40-10-shilling debt at

Marshalsea Prison from 20 February to 28 May 1824. During this period, twelve-year-

old Charles was sent to work at Warren's Blacking Warehouse — a job that had actually

begun just eleven days before his father's arrest — pasting labels for roughly ten hours

a day, for six shillings a week.

A trauma biographers consistently trace through his fiction — this real, documented
childhood experience is genuinely understood by biographers and scholars to have deeply shaped
Dickens's recurring fictional concern with child poverty, labor, and social injustice — most directly
reflected in Little Dorrit, but running through much of his work more broadly.

George Eliot: A Pen Name With Two Real Reasons

MARY ANN EVANS, 1819–1880

George Eliot was the pen name of Mary Ann Evans, adopted for two genuine,

documented reasons: to have her work taken seriously in an era that pigeonholed

women writers into "light romantic" fiction, and to protect her privacy — she was living

with the already-married George Henry Lewes, who was unable to obtain a legal

divorce, a genuinely scandalous arrangement by the standards of the time. Evans

herself described the pseudonym to her publisher as "a tub to throw to the whale"

against curious inquiries into her identity.

Her novel Middlemarch (1871–72) is widely regarded as her masterpiece. Virginia Woolf's own

1919 essay in the TLS genuinely and accurately called it "the magnificent book which, with all
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its imperfections, is one of the few English novels written for grown-up people" — the

commonly quoted short version is a slight, but accurate, trim of Woolf's own fuller sentence.

Three Realists, Side by Side

FLAUBERT DICKENS GEORGE ELIOT

Country France England England

Defining
technical/social

contribution

Free indirect
discourse

Serialized publishing;
child-poverty social

commentary

A pen name
confronting gendered

literary prejudice

Real biographical
driver

An obscenity trial
that made him

famous

Childhood poverty and
labor

A socially scandalous
personal life

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Flaubert's obscenity trial arguably made Madame Bovary more famous, not less. Can legal
persecution of a work of art ever genuinely function as free publicity, and does that undercut the
seriousness of the censorship itself?

REFLECTION 2

Dickens turned his own childhood trauma directly into some of literature's most enduring social

commentary. Do you think an author needs to have lived a hardship themselves to write about it
convincingly, or is that too strong a requirement?

REFLECTION 3

George Eliot's pen name was needed for both professional and deeply personal reasons. Which of
the two reasons do you think mattered more to her — and would either reason still apply to a
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writer working today?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 3

Realism — a mid-19th-century reaction against Romantic idealization, favoring accurate depiction

of ordinary life

Flaubert's Madame Bovary (1856–57) — a genuine landmark obscenity trial, ending in acquittal

"Madame Bovary, c'est moi" is apocryphal — no reliable documentary source

Flaubert's free indirect discourse is a genuine, influential technical innovation, prefiguring
Modernist stream-of-consciousness

Dickens' serialized publishing was real Victorian publishing economics; his own

Marshalsea/blacking-warehouse childhood trauma (1824) shaped his fiction's recurring child-
poverty themes

George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans) adopted a male pen name for both professional credibility and
personal privacy; Middlemarch (1871–72) is her masterpiece, accurately praised by Virginia Woolf

in 1919

What's Next

Chapter 4: Modernism I — Breaking Narrative Form, with Woolf and Joyce.
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CHAPTER 4 :  MODERNISM I :  BREAKING NARRATIVE FORM

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 4 · Modernism I: Breaking Narrative Form

Realism aimed for an accurate outer picture of ordinary life. Modernism goes a step

further inward — less interested in what a character does than in the raw, unfiltered

texture of what passes through their mind while doing it.

A Genuine Coincidence, For Once

1882–1941, BOTH OF THEM

James Joyce was born on 2 February 1882 and died on 13 January 1941, in Zurich.

Virginia Woolf was born on 25 January 1882 and died on 28 March 1941, in Sussex.

🔮 A Real Coincidence, Unlike the Last One

Course 2's Chapter 7 had to correct the popular myth that Cervantes and Shakespeare died on the
same real calendar day — they didn't. This time, the coincidence genuinely holds up under
scrutiny: Joyce and Woolf really were both born in 1882 and really did both die in 1941, even
though their exact days differ by weeks in each case. Not every striking literary coincidence this

course runs into turns out to be false — this one checks out.

Ulysses: Structure, Publication, and a Landmark Trial

PUBLISHED ON JOYCE'S 40TH BIRTHDAY

James Joyce's Ulysses was published on 2 February 1922 — Joyce's own 40th birthday

— by Sylvia Beach's Paris bookshop, Shakespeare and Company, in a first edition of
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1,000 copies. It's structured in 18 episodes loosely paralleling episodes of Homer's

Odyssey, told through stream-of-consciousness narration, and set entirely within a

single day: 16 June 1904, in Dublin — chosen as the date of Joyce's own first outing

with Nora Barnacle, later his wife. That date is now celebrated annually by Joyce

enthusiasts as "Bloomsday."

Banned, then landmark-cleared — Ulysses was banned for obscenity in both the United States
and the United Kingdom for years after publication. The US ban was lifted only after the landmark
1933 case United States v. One Book Called Ulysses, in which Judge John M. Woolsey ruled the
novel was not obscene — a genuinely significant moment in the history of literary censorship law.

🔮 A Structural Callback to Course 1

Course 1's Chapter 3 covered Homer's own Odyssey — the epic wanderer's journey home. Ulysses
reuses that exact structure, deliberately, roughly 2,700 years later, compressing an entire heroic
journey into one ordinary day inside one ordinary city.

Mrs Dalloway: A Single Day, Two Interwoven Lives

Virginia Woolf's Mrs Dalloway (1925) is likewise structured within a single day, set in London,

told through stream-of-consciousness narration. It follows Clarissa Dalloway as she prepares

for a party she's hosting that evening, running in parallel with the story of Septimus Warren

Smith, a World War I veteran suffering from shell shock — what would today be recognized as

PTSD.

"Modern Fiction": Woolf's Own Manifesto

Woolf's essay first appeared as "Modern Novels" in the Times Literary Supplement on 10 April

1919, then was revised and retitled "Modern Fiction" for her 1925 collection, The Common

Reader. In it, she directly named contemporary "materialist" writers — Arnold Bennett, H. G.

Wells, and John Galsworthy — criticizing them for focusing on external, material detail rather
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than genuine inner psychological life. Her own alternative was to try to capture "the atoms as

they fall upon the mind."

Stream of Consciousness: A Term Borrowed From

Psychology

The phrase "stream of consciousness" wasn't coined by a literary critic at all — psychologist

William James introduced "stream of thought" and "stream of consciousness" in his 1890 work

The Principles of Psychology, describing the continuous, unbroken flow of human thought

itself.

Not first applied by Joyce or Woolf's own critics, but by a novelist — the term's first
documented literary-critical use is credited to the British writer May Sinclair, in a 1918 review of
Dorothy Richardson's own fiction — several years before it became the standard label for what
Joyce and Woolf were doing.

Woolf's Death

On 28 March 1941, amid a severe depressive relapse, Virginia Woolf filled her coat pockets with

stones and drowned herself in the River Ouse, near her home in Sussex, leaving a note for her

husband, Leonard Woolf. Her body was found on 18 April.

Two Single-Day Novels, Side by Side

ULYSSES MRS DALLOWAY

Published 1922 1925

Setting Dublin, 16 June 1904 London, a single day

Structural

model

18 episodes loosely paralleling the

Odyssey

A single day building toward one evening

party
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ULYSSES MRS DALLOWAY

Parallel

storyline

Leopold Bloom and Stephen

Dedalus's converging days

Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Warren

Smith's diverging days

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Both Ulysses and Mrs Dalloway compress their entire story into a single ordinary day. What do
you think a novel gains, and what does it risk losing, by giving up a long timespan for this kind of
intense, single-day focus?

REFLECTION 2

Woolf explicitly named living writers she considered inferior in a public essay. Do you think this
kind of direct critical confrontation helped clarify what Modernism was actually trying to do, or

was it simply an act of professional rivalry?

REFLECTION 3

Ulysses deliberately reuses the Odyssey's own structure, roughly 2,700 years after Homer. What
do you think a writer gains by consciously working inside an ancient structural template, rather
than inventing an entirely new one?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 4

Joyce (1882–1941) and Woolf (1882–1941) — a genuine, verified coincidence of shared birth and
death years

Ulysses (1922) — published on Joyce's 40th birthday by Sylvia Beach; 18 episodes paralleling the
Odyssey; set on 16 June 1904 ("Bloomsday"); banned for obscenity until the landmark 1933 US

ruling
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Mrs Dalloway (1925) — a single London day, following Clarissa Dalloway and shell-shocked WWI

veteran Septimus Warren Smith in parallel

Woolf's "Modern Fiction" (1919/1925) directly criticized Bennett, Wells, and Galsworthy as

"materialists," advocating for capturing "the atoms as they fall upon the mind"

"Stream of consciousness" originated as a psychological term (William James, 1890), later adopted
for literature by critic May Sinclair in 1918

Woolf drowned herself in the River Ouse on 28 March 1941, during a severe depressive episode

What's Next

Chapter 5: Modernism II — The Individual Against Modern Institutions, with Kafka and

Mann.
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CHAPTER 5 :  MODERNISM I I :  THE INDIVIDUAL AGAINST MODERN INSTITUTIONS

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 5 · Modernism II: The Individual Against Modern Institutions

Chapter 4's Modernists turned inward, toward the raw texture of a single mind. This

chapter's two writers stay just as psychologically intense, but train that same intensity

outward — onto the impersonal institutions, bureaucracies, and historical forces an

individual finds themselves helplessly up against.

Franz Kafka: A Bureaucrat's Nightmares

A DAY JOB THAT SHAPED A FICTION

Franz Kafka (1883–1924) was born in Prague, then part of the Austro-Hungarian

Empire's Bohemian region, and wrote in German. From 1908 to 1922, he worked at the

Workers' Accident Insurance Institute for the Kingdom of Bohemia, rising to Senior

Legal Secretary — genuinely regarded by his own employer as a model official.

Biographers directly connect this real, everyday bureaucratic career to the suffocating

institutional logic running through his fiction.

Kafka died of laryngeal tuberculosis on 3 June 1924, at age 40.

The Metamorphosis, The Trial, The Castle

The Metamorphosis (1915)

Gregor Samsa wakes transformed into a giant
insect — published in Kafka's own lifetime,

unlike the two works below.

The Trial (1925)

Written 1914–15; a man is arrested and
prosecuted by an opaque, inaccessible court
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for a crime never named to him — published
posthumously.

The Castle (1926)

A land surveyor endlessly fails to gain access
to the authorities governing the village he's
been summoned to — published
posthumously, left unfinished at Kafka's death.

A Friend Who Refused to Follow Instructions

MAX BROD'S REFUSAL

Kafka told his close friend and literary executor Max Brod, verbally, to burn his

unpublished manuscripts after his death. Following Kafka's death, Brod found two

written notes — probably dating to late 1921 and November 1922 — reiterating the

same instruction. Brod refused, and instead published The Trial (1925), The Castle

(1926), and Amerika (1927) — meaning most of what's now considered Kafka's major

work exists at all only because his own explicit wishes were ignored.

A genuine, unresolved ethical debate — this isn't a settled question of literary heroism. Real,
ongoing scholarly and legal debate exists over whether Brod was right to defy Kafka's stated

wishes, however extraordinary the resulting literature turned out to be — some scholars argue
Brod should have complied regardless of the work's own eventual value.

"Kafkaesque": A Name Becomes a Word

The adjective "Kafkaesque" — describing a nightmarishly complex, bizarre, oppressively

bureaucratic situation — is now a standard English word. The Oxford English Dictionary's
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earliest recorded citation dates to 1936, just twelve years after Kafka's death.

Thomas Mann: Buddenbrooks to The Magic Mountain

1875–1955

Thomas Mann's major works include Buddenbrooks (1901), Death in Venice (1912),

and The Magic Mountain (1924) — the last of these set almost entirely within a Swiss

tuberculosis sanatorium, its own closed, self-contained institutional world standing in

for pre-World War I European civilization more broadly.

A narrower Nobel citation than you might expect — Mann won the Nobel Prize in Literature in
1929, but the committee's own precise citation honored him "principally for his great novel,
Buddenbrooks" — not, as often loosely assumed, for his full body of work. Mann himself was
reportedly bothered that The Magic Mountain barely featured in the citation at all.

Exile From Nazi Germany

Mann was abroad on a lecture tour when the Nazis came to power in 1933, and made the real,

documented decision not to return. His works were banned and burned under the Nazi regime,

and he was formally stripped of his German citizenship in December 1936, having briefly held

Czechoslovak citizenship the month before. He became a naturalized US citizen in 1944, living

first in Princeton, New Jersey, and later Pacific Palisades, California.

A Family of Writers and Resisters

Mann's own older brother, Heinrich Mann, was also a notable writer, active in his own anti-

Nazi resistance. Two of Thomas Mann's children, Erika Mann and Klaus Mann, were

themselves writers and prominent, openly anti-fascist activists — co-founding the anti-fascist
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Munich cabaret Die Pfeffermühle in 1933. After losing her own German citizenship, Erika

married the poet W. H. Auden purely to gain a British passport and avoid statelessness.

Two Writers Against Institutions, Side by Side

KAFKA MANN

Institution
confronted

An opaque, inescapable
bureaucracy

A totalitarian regime, and a sanatorium
standing in for a dying civilization

Recognition Almost entirely posthumous,

against his own explicit wishes

A 1929 Nobel Prize, narrowly awarded for

one novel

Real personal
cost

Died young, unpublished, of
tuberculosis

Stripped of citizenship, permanently
exiled

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Max Brod deliberately disobeyed his dying friend's explicit final wish. Do you think the literary
value of what he preserved justifies that decision, or does honoring a person's own stated wishes

matter more than what the world gained from ignoring them?

REFLECTION 2

The Nobel committee recognized Mann narrowly for Buddenbrooks, seemingly overlooking The
Magic Mountain almost entirely. Have you ever seen a prize or award go to someone for the
"wrong" piece of their own work?

REFLECTION 3
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Kafka spent his whole working life inside the exact kind of bureaucracy his fiction depicts as
nightmarish. Do you think a writer needs to be trapped inside a system to write convincingly
about its absurdity, or can genuine outside observation achieve the same effect?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 5

Kafka (1883–1924) — a real career in workers' accident insurance directly shaped his fiction's
bureaucratic nightmares

The Metamorphosis (1915, published in his lifetime); The Trial (1925) and The Castle (1926), both

posthumous

Max Brod refused Kafka's explicit instruction to burn his manuscripts — a real, still-unresolved

ethical debate, not a settled act of heroism

"Kafkaesque" entered the OED by 1936, just twelve years after his death

Mann (1875–1955) — Buddenbrooks, Death in Venice, The Magic Mountain; 1929 Nobel Prize

awarded narrowly "principally for" Buddenbrooks

Real 1933 exile from Nazi Germany; stripped of citizenship 1936; naturalized US citizen 1944

His brother Heinrich and children Erika and Klaus Mann were all writers and documented anti-Nazi

activists

What's Next

Chapter 6: Latin American Literature and Magical Realism — García Márquez and

Borges.
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CHAPTER 6 :  L ATIN AMERICAN LITERATURE AND MAGICAL REALISM

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 6 · Latin American Literature and Magical Realism

Kafka and Mann trained modern institutions' cold logic against the individual. This

chapter's two writers respond to a different kind of modern pressure — real political

violence and displacement — by fusing the matter-of-fact and the fantastic into a single,

unbroken register.

The Term "Magical Realism": Borrowed From

Painting

The term itself didn't originate in literature at all. German art critic Franz Roh coined

"magischer Realismus" in his 1925 book Nach-Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus ("Post-

Expressionism: Magic Realism"), describing a particular style of post-Expressionist painting —

only later adopted and reapplied to describe Latin American literature.

🔮 Another Borrowed Term

Chapter 4 of this course traced "stream of consciousness" back to psychologist William James
before it became a literary label. "Magical realism" follows the exact same pattern — a term
coined in one field (art criticism), decades before it was borrowed to name something new in
another (literature).

García Márquez and One Hundred Years of Solitude

A VOICE LEARNED FROM HIS GRANDMOTHER

Gabriel García Márquez (1927–2014) was born in Aracataca, Colombia — the real

town his fictional Macondo is partly based on. One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967)

follows the Buendía family across generations in Macondo. García Márquez himself
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directly credited his grandmother, Tranquilina Iguarán, who told fantastical,

supernatural stories with complete natural composure — in his own words, "that

imperturbability and richness of imagery... was what gave verisimilitude to mine."

The Banana Massacre: Real History Inside a Novel

CIÉNAGA, COLOMBIA, DECEMBER 1928

A real historical massacre of striking United Fruit Company banana workers took place

on 5–6 December 1928 in Ciénaga, Colombia, involving roughly 700 Colombian Army

troops, with real US diplomatic pressure behind the scenes.

A genuinely, severely contested death toll — the official military figure at the time was 47,
though even smaller numbers are sometimes circulated. Other estimates run into the hundreds,

with some claims reaching well over a thousand. There's no scholarly consensus on the real figure.
García Márquez fictionalizes this real event directly in One Hundred Years of Solitude, as the
novel's own massacre of banana workers.

Nobel Prize, 1982

García Márquez received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1982, with the committee's own

precise citation praising him "for his novels and short stories, in which the fantastic and the

realistic are combined in a richly composed world of imagination, reflecting a continent's life

and conflicts."

Jorge Luis Borges: Master of the Short Story

1899–1986
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Jorge Luis Borges, Argentine, worked primarily in short stories, essays, and poetry

rather than novels. His major collections include Ficciones (1944) and El Aleph (1949),

containing stories including "Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote," "The Garden of

Forking Paths," "The Library of Babel," and "Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius."

Pierre Menard: A Direct Echo of Course 2

In "Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote," a fictional early 20th-century French writer sets out

to produce passages of Don Quixote word-for-word identical to Cervantes' own original — not

by copying it, but by genuinely, independently arriving at the exact same text through total

immersion in Cervantes' own 17th-century world. The story's real point: the identical words

mean something genuinely richer, coming from a 20th-century author, than they did coming

from Cervantes himself.

🔮 The Course's Own Authorship Question, Turned Into Fiction

Course 2's own Chapter 7 covered the real Don Quixote directly. Borges takes that exact novel and
turns the "who really made a text mean what it means" question this course has traced since
Course 1's own Homeric Question into the explicit subject of a short story — arguably the most
direct, self-aware engagement with this course's own recurring theme that any single work in the
whole project has offered.

Never Winning the Nobel Prize

A real, widely discussed omission — the reason genuinely unconfirmed — Borges is routinely
cited as one of the most significant 20th-century writers never awarded the Nobel Prize in
Literature. In September 1976, he traveled to Santiago to accept an honorary doctorate directly
from Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet, calling him "an excellent person." Biographers and

scholars widely believe this cost him the prize he was reportedly a finalist for that same year —
but the Swedish Academy has never officially confirmed this reasoning. Treat it as informed
speculation, not an admitted fact.
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Blindness and a Library He Couldn't Read

Borges inherited a progressive hereditary condition that left him effectively or completely blind

by 1955 — the same year he was appointed Director of the National Library of

Argentina, a post he held until 1973. The irony was already sharpened by history: his own

predecessor in the role, Paul Groussac, had also been blind. Borges reflected on this directly in

his poem "Poem of the Gifts," which opens with the irony of being granted both books and

blindness at once, and meditates on holding custody of a library he could no longer read.

Two Latin American Masters, Side by Side

GARCÍA MÁRQUEZ BORGES

Form The novel The short story

Real historical
anchor

The 1928 Banana Massacre His own real blindness and library
directorship

Nobel Prize Won, 1982 Never awarded, reasons unconfirmed

Defining
technique

The fantastic told in a matter-of-
fact register

Fiction about fiction itself — authorship,
infinity, labyrinths

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

García Márquez fictionalized a real massacre with a genuinely disputed death toll. Does turning a

contested historical atrocity into a magical-realist novel honor its victims, obscure the real
historical record, or do both at once?

REFLECTION 2
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Borges' Nobel omission is widely blamed on one specific political choice, but the Swedish
Academy has never confirmed this. How comfortable are you drawing a confident conclusion
from strong circumstantial evidence when the institution itself stays silent?

REFLECTION 3

Pierre Menard argues that identical words can mean something different depending on who
wrote them and when. Do you find that argument genuinely persuasive, or is it a clever paradox
that falls apart under real scrutiny?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 6

"Magical realism" was coined by German art critic Franz Roh in 1925, originally describing painting

García Márquez (1927–2014) — One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), shaped directly by his
grandmother's storytelling; won the 1982 Nobel Prize

The real 1928 Banana Massacre's death toll is genuinely contested (official figure 47; other

estimates far higher); fictionalized directly in the novel

Borges (1899–1986) — a short-story master (Ficciones, El Aleph); "Pierre Menard, Author of the

Quixote" directly engages Course 2's own Don Quixote as a meditation on authorship and context

Borges never won the Nobel Prize; his 1976 visit to Pinochet is widely, though unofficially, blamed

Blind by 1955, the same year he became Director of the National Library of Argentina — reflected

on directly in "Poem of the Gifts"

What's Next

Chapter 7: Postcolonial Literature — Achebe and others.
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CHAPTER 7 :  POSTCOLONIAL L ITERATURE

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 7 · Postcolonial Literature

This site's own World History III course covers decolonization as a political and

military process. This chapter covers the same real historical moment from inside

literature itself — and two of its major writers reached genuinely opposite conclusions

about the very language they should write in.

Chinua Achebe: Writing Back in the Colonizer's Own

Language

THINGS FALL APART, 1958

Chinua Achebe (1930–2013) was Nigerian. Things Fall Apart (1958) depicts Igbo

village life in the Umuofia clan, centered on the protagonist Okonkwo, and the arrival

of British colonialism and Christian missionaries. Achebe wrote it in English — but

deliberately infused that English with Igbo proverbs, oral-tradition rhythms, and

vocabulary, a documented act of "indigenizing" the colonizer's own language rather

than rejecting it outright. Achebe himself put it memorably: "proverbs are the palm-oil

with which words are eaten."

A Title Borrowed From Yeats

The novel's own title directly quotes W. B. Yeats' 1919 poem "The Second Coming" — "Things

fall apart; the centre cannot hold" — also used as the novel's epigraph.

A deliberate inversion, not just a borrowed line — scholars note Achebe inverts Yeats's own
imagery: the poem's vague, apocalyptic "rough beast" becomes, in Achebe's novel, the West and
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imperialism itself, threatening an African civilization Yeats never imagined as the subject.

A Landmark's Real Legacy

Things Fall Apart has sold over 20 million copies and been translated into more than 50

languages — the exact figures vary somewhat by source, but this range is well-supported and

makes it one of the most widely read works of African literature in any language.

"An Image of Africa": A Real, Still-Debated Critique

A 1975 LECTURE THAT RESHAPED A CANON

In February 1975, Achebe delivered a Chancellor's Lecture at the University of

Massachusetts Amherst, later published as the essay "An Image of Africa: Racism in

Conrad's Heart of Darkness." He called Joseph Conrad "a thoroughgoing racist,"

arguing that Conrad's 1899 novella reduces Africa to "a metaphysical battlefield devoid

of all recognizable humanity." This is genuinely a landmark critical intervention in

postcolonial studies — real, and still actively debated, not a settled academic

consensus.

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o: A Different Answer to the Same

Question

FROM ENGLISH TO GIKUYU

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, Kenyan, wrote his early novels and plays — including Weep Not,

Child — in English, then made a real, documented later commitment to writing

exclusively in his own native language, Gikuyu, a decision made even before his own

imprisonment. His 1986 book Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in
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African Literature argues that abandoning colonial languages entirely is itself a

genuine act of decolonization and resistance.

🔮 The Same Colonial Language Question, Two Opposite Answers

This course has traced a vernacular-language thread since Course 2 — kana, Tuscan, Middle
English, baihua, Wordsworth's plain diction. Every one of those cases moved in the same direction:

away from a prestige standard, toward a "lesser" language. Achebe and Ngũgĩ face the exact same
colonial-language pressure and respond in genuinely opposite directions — Achebe transforming
English from within, Ngũgĩ rejecting it outright — a real, documented ideological split between
two major writers answering the identical question differently.

Imprisonment and a Novel Written on Toilet Paper

Ngũgĩ was detained without trial from 31 December 1977 to 12 December 1978, at Kamiti

Maximum Security Prison, following his co-written Gikuyu-language play Ngaahika Ndeenda

("I Will Marry When I Want").

Writing under real, physical constraint — while imprisoned, Ngũgĩ wrote his first Gikuyu-
language novel, Caitaani Mũtharaba-Inĩ ("Devil on the Cross"), on prison-issued toilet paper, for
lack of any other writing material available to him — a striking, well-documented act of literary
defiance carried out under genuine political persecution.

Two Postcolonial Writers, Side by Side

ACHEBE NGŨGĨ WA THIONG'O

Country Nigeria Kenya

Language choice English, indigenized with Igbo
proverbs and rhythms

A deliberate shift to Gikuyu, rejecting
English
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ACHEBE NGŨGĨ WA THIONG'O

Key work Things Fall Apart (1958) Caitaani Mũtharaba-Inĩ / Devil on the

Cross (written in prison)

Real political

consequence

A landmark, still-debated critique of

the colonial literary canon

Detention without trial, 1977–78

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Achebe transformed English from within; Ngũgĩ rejected it outright. Which approach do you find
more persuasive as a genuine act of resistance to colonialism, and why?

REFLECTION 2

Achebe's critique of Conrad remains genuinely contested rather than settled. What do you think it
takes for a critical argument like this to eventually become uncontroversial consensus, if it ever
does?

REFLECTION 3

Ngũgĩ wrote an entire novel on toilet paper while imprisoned for his own writing. What does an
act of literary creation under that kind of real physical and political constraint tell you about why

some writers keep writing regardless of the cost?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 7

Achebe (1930–2013) — Things Fall Apart (1958), Igbo village life confronting British colonialism,
written in indigenized English

The title is a direct, deliberately inverted allusion to Yeats' "The Second Coming"; the novel has

sold 20+ million copies in 50+ languages
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Achebe's 1975 "An Image of Africa" essay, calling Conrad "a thoroughgoing racist," remains a

landmark, still-debated critical intervention

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o chose the opposite path — abandoning English for Gikuyu, argued for in

Decolonising the Mind (1986)

Detained without trial 1977–78 after his Gikuyu play; wrote his first Gikuyu novel on toilet paper
while imprisoned

What's Next

Chapter 8: The African American Literary Tradition — Morrison and Baldwin.
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CHAPTER 8 :  THE AFRICAN AMERICAN LITERARY TRADITION

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 8 · The African American Literary Tradition

Chapter 7 covered writers confronting colonialism on the African continent. This

chapter turns to two American writers confronting slavery's own long aftermath and a

country that made them exiles at home — one turning to real, documented history, the

other choosing real, documented exile.

Toni Morrison: Beloved and Real History

MARGARET GARNER, 1856

Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) is directly based on the real historical case of

Margaret Garner — an enslaved woman who escaped with her family across the

frozen Ohio River to Cincinnati in January 1856. When US marshals and her enslaver

caught up with the group, Garner killed her young daughter rather than allow the child

to be returned to slavery. Morrison's own character Sethe reenacts this exact act.

Awards: A Historic Nobel

Morrison won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1988, for Beloved. In 1993, she became the first

Black woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, with the committee's own precise

citation praising her as one "who in novels characterized by visionary force and poetic import,

gives life to an essential aspect of American reality."

The Bluest Eye and Song of Solomon

Her debut novel, The Bluest Eye, was published in 1970; Song of Solomon followed in 1977.
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An Editor Who Shaped a Generation

RANDOM HOUSE, 1965/67–1983

Beyond her own fiction, Morrison had a genuinely significant career as a senior editor

at Random House, joining around 1965–67 and staying until 1983. In that role, she

championed and helped publish other major Black writers and public figures —

including Toni Cade Bambara, Gayl Jones (notably Corregidora, 1975), Angela Davis's

autobiography, and Muhammad Ali's autobiography.

An underappreciated part of her legacy — for nearly two decades, Morrison directly shaped
which other Black writers and public figures got published at all, a real editorial legacy that runs
alongside, not just behind, her own celebrated novels.

James Baldwin: Autobiography Into Fiction

James Baldwin's debut novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), is largely autobiographical,

following a Harlem teenager's day of religious and racial awakening under a preacher-father

figure closely modeled on Baldwin's own upbringing.

Giovanni's Room: A Manuscript His Own Publisher

Wanted Burned

Real, documented rejection — Baldwin's own publisher, Knopf, rejected Giovanni's Room (1956)
— a novel with explicit gay and bisexual themes — as "repugnant." One editor there reportedly
urged him to burn the manuscript outright, and his own literary agent, Helen Strauss, gave the
same advice. It was instead published by Michael Joseph in the UK, then by Dial Press in the US.
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The Fire Next Time

Baldwin's 1963 essay collection, The Fire Next Time, became a genuine bestseller — selling over

a million copies — and is widely credited with galvanizing national attention during the

American civil rights era.

An Expatriate's Escape

Baldwin left the United States for Paris in 1948, at age 24 — a real, documented move driven

partly by a desire to escape both American racism and the specific homophobia he'd

experienced in Harlem. He spent much of his later life living in France, eventually settling in

Saint-Paul-de-Vence.

A Debate Baldwin Won by a Landslide

CAMBRIDGE UNION, 18 FEBRUARY 1965

Baldwin debated conservative commentator William F. Buckley Jr. at the

Cambridge Union on the motion "Has the American Dream been achieved at the

expense of the American Negro?" Baldwin's side won the student vote decisively, 544

to 164 — a landslide margin of 380 votes, in a real, filmed, historically documented

debate.

Two Writers, Two Real Historical Anchors

MORRISON BALDWIN

Form The novel The novel and the essay
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MORRISON BALDWIN

Defining historical

anchor

Margaret Garner's real 1856 case His own real, lived exile and public

debates

Career beyond

writing

A major editor at Random House A public intellectual and debater

Recognition Pulitzer (1988), Nobel (1993, first

Black woman)

A landslide win over Buckley in a

filmed public debate

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Morrison built Beloved directly out of a real, documented historical atrocity. What responsibility
do you think a novelist has when fictionalizing a real, named historical figure's own trauma?

REFLECTION 2

Morrison's editorial legacy shaped which other writers got published at all, arguably as significant
as her own novels. Why do you think this kind of behind-the-scenes influence tends to get less
public recognition than an author's own published work?

REFLECTION 3

Baldwin's own publisher wanted him to destroy Giovanni's Room. What do you think it takes for a
writer to keep pushing a work forward against that kind of direct professional pressure to
abandon it?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 8

Morrison (1931–2019) — Beloved (1987), directly based on Margaret Garner's real 1856 case;

Pulitzer (1988), first Black woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature (1993)
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The Bluest Eye (1970) and Song of Solomon (1977) also among her major novels

A significant, often-overlooked career as a Random House editor (1965/67–1983), championing
Bambara, Jones, Angela Davis, and Muhammad Ali

Baldwin (1924–1987) — Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953, largely autobiographical); Giovanni's

Room (1956), rejected by his own publisher as "repugnant"

The Fire Next Time (1963) — a genuine bestseller that helped galvanize the civil rights era

Left for Paris in 1948, partly to escape American racism and homophobia; spent much of his life as
an expatriate in France

Won his 1965 Cambridge Union debate against William F. Buckley Jr. by a real 544–164 landslide

What's Next

Chapter 9: World Literature in Translation Today.
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CHAPTER 9 :  WORLD LITERATURE IN TRANSL ATION TODAY

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 9 · World Literature in Translation Today

Nearly every non-English work this entire three-course project has covered —

Gilgamesh, Homer, the Mahabharata, the Book of Songs, Genji, Dante, Journey to the

West, Don Quixote, Tolstoy, García Márquez — reached this course only because

someone translated it. This chapter, for the first time, makes that invisible labor the

actual subject.

The "Three Percent" Problem

A WIDELY CITED, IMPERFECT NUMBER

A commonly cited statistic holds that only around 3% of books published annually

in the United States are works in translation — far lower than in many European

countries. The figure is closely associated with Chad Post's "Three Percent" translation

blog and database, founded in 2007 at the University of Rochester.

Looser than it sounds — the popular "3%" figure covers all translated books broadly. The Three
Percent project's own more careful tracking of literary fiction and poetry specifically, running since

2008, puts that narrower, more relevant category closer to 0.7%. "3%" is real shorthand, worth
using — just worth being precise about which category it's actually measuring.

The International Booker Prize: Splitting the Prize

The International Booker Prize — the successor to the Man Booker International Prize, in its

current "one book, split prize" format since 2016 — is awarded to a single work of fiction

translated into English. Its winning prize money is split equally between the author and

23/08/2026, 22:21

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpfdhj_d24.html 42/51



the translator, a genuine, structural act of recognizing translation as co-creation rather than

mere service work.

The figure itself keeps changing, the principle doesn't — the prize was long cited at £50,000,
split £25,000 each; as of a July 2026 funding change, it doubled to £100,000, still split equally at
£50,000 per person. The exact number has moved before and may move again — the equal-split
principle is the durable fact worth remembering.

Han Kang and a Real Translation Controversy

A 2024 NOBEL PRIZE, AND A 2016 TRANSLATION DEBATE

Han Kang, South Korean, won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2024 — the first South

Korean and first Asian woman to win it — "for her intense poetic prose that confronts

historical traumas." Her novel The Vegetarian, translated by Deborah Smith, won

the Man Booker International Prize in 2016.

A real, substantive debate — not a fringe complaint, and not a discredited translation either
— Korean scholars and critics raised genuine, documented objections to Smith's own liberties with
the original text; she had studied Korean for only around three years at the time. The debate
became a real academic subject, generating multiple published papers on "fidelity vs. infidelity" in

translation. Smith herself publicly acknowledged "my translation contains some mistakes," and a
corrected edition later followed. A countervailing scholarly view frames some of her choices as a
legitimate, deliberate "feminist translation" reinforcing the novel's own themes, rather than simple
error. Both readings deserve to be taken seriously.

Olga Tokarczuk and a Real Nobel Scandal

THE 2018 SWEDISH ACADEMY CRISIS
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The 2018 Nobel Prize in Literature was postponed — the first postponement in seventy

years — after revelations that Jean-Claude Arnault, husband of Academy member

Katarina Frostenson, had assaulted or exploited multiple women, with eighteen

women's testimonies eventually gathered; he was later convicted of two rapes. Arnault

was also accused of leaking Nobel literature winners' names in advance, reportedly

seven times, tied to betting-related leaks. Seven Academy members resigned over the

scandal.

Both the delayed 2018 prize and the 2019 prize were finally announced together on 10 October

2019: Olga Tokarczuk received the 2018 award, and Peter Handke received the 2019 award.

Tokarczuk's novel Flights (Bieguni), translated by Jennifer Croft, had already won the Man

Booker International Prize in 2018 — the £50,000 prize again split equally between author and

translator.

A Second Controversial Laureate

Peter Handke's own 2019 award was immediately and widely protested — including embassy

boycotts at the Stockholm ceremony — over his long record of downplaying Bosnian Serb war

crimes, including the Srebrenica massacre, and his attendance at Slobodan Milošević's 2006

funeral.

Putting Translators on the Cover

Jennifer Croft — Tokarczuk's own translator — later co-led a real, specific industry campaign,

#TranslatorsOnTheCover, launched on International Translation Day, 30 September 2021,

with novelist Mark Haddon, via an open letter through the UK Society of Authors, asking

publishers to commit to crediting translators on front covers, not just inside the book.

Real, if partial, progress — some publishers, including Catapult and Archipelago, already did
this; some in the industry pushed back that cover credit is largely symbolic compared to actual
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royalties, rights, and pay. Later reporting suggests genuine, if partial, uptake across the industry
since the campaign launched.

Two Translators, Two Different Outcomes

DEBORAH SMITH / THE VEGETARIAN JENNIFER CROFT / FLIGHTS

Prize Man Booker International Prize,
2016

Man Booker International Prize, 2018

Public

reception

Genuine, still-debated academic

controversy over accuracy

Went on to co-lead a real industry

campaign for translator recognition

Shared
recognition

Prize money split equally with Han
Kang

Prize money split equally with Tokarczuk

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Deborah Smith's translation choices are defended by some as legitimate creative interpretation
and criticized by others as inaccuracy. Where do you think the line should sit between a

translator's own creative license and their responsibility to the original text?

REFLECTION 2

Nearly every non-English work in this entire course reached you through an uncredited or little-
known translator. Does knowing this change how you think about any specific chapter you've
already read?

REFLECTION 3
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The International Booker Prize splits its award equally between author and translator. Do you
think this is the right proportion, or should it weigh more heavily toward one or the other?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 9

Only ~3% of US-published books are translations; the narrower literary-fiction-and-poetry figure

is closer to 0.7%

The International Booker Prize splits its winnings equally between author and translator, a real
structural recognition of co-creation

Han Kang won the 2024 Nobel Prize in Literature; her translator Deborah Smith's work on The

Vegetarian is the subject of a real, substantive, still-live academic debate

The 2018 Nobel Prize was postponed after a genuine Swedish Academy scandal (Jean-Claude

Arnault); Olga Tokarczuk received the delayed 2018 award in 2019, alongside Peter Handke's own
controversial 2019 award

Tokarczuk's translator, Jennifer Croft, later co-led the real #TranslatorsOnTheCover campaign,

launched 2021

What's Next

Chapter 10: Capstone — Tracing One Literary Theme Across the Full Three-Course

Arc, closing the entire 30-chapter Classic Literature project.
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CHAPTER 10:  CAPSTONE — TRACING ONE L ITERARY THEME ACROSS THE FULL THREE-COURSE ARC

Classic Literature III: The Modern Era
Course 3 · Chapter 10 · Capstone: Tracing One Literary Theme Across the Full Three-Course Arc

Course 1's capstone compared seven epic traditions. Course 2's capstone compared

three "first novel" claims. This final capstone does something different: it follows a

single question — who really made this, and how do we actually know — through every

one of the thirty chapters this project has covered, across three courses and roughly

three thousand years.

One Question, Thirty Chapters

From Course 1's very first content chapter onward, this project has kept returning to the same

underlying question in a different costume nearly every time: who actually made this text, and

what do we genuinely know for certain? Tracing that single thread end to end reveals

something the three individual course capstones, each focused on its own ten chapters, couldn't

fully show on its own.

Course 1: The Ancient World's Own Authorship

Puzzles

Gilgamesh grew across centuries of Mesopotamian composition with no single author at all.

The Homeric Question, resolved partly through Parry and Lord's oral-formulaic theory, gave

this course its first real methodology for thinking about composite authorship. The

Mahabharata and Ramayana delivered a genuine, scholarship-documented "second Homeric

Question." The Book of Songs was wrongly credited to Confucius as compiler; the Analects was

assembled by his disciples after his death; the Four Books were a genuinely separate, much

later curatorial project by Zhu Xi. Beowulf's own unknown poet and its kennings offered a third

case of oral-formulaic composition. The Mu'allaqat's Kaaba-hanging legend turned out to be

later legend, not verified history. And Galland's "orphan tales" — Aladdin and Ali Baba —
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turned out to have no Arabic manuscript source at all, traced instead to a living Syrian

storyteller in 1709 Paris.

Course 2: When the Puzzle Changes Shape

Genji's own author is remembered only by a sobriquet, her real name lost. Dante stood out as a

genuine exception — a single, solidly documented author — while Chaucer's own authorship

was never in doubt, only his work's completeness. The Sundiata epic broke the pattern entirely:

no single author, a living, still multiform oral tradition. Journey to the West's Wu Cheng'en

attribution remains genuinely contested. Shakespeare's popular "authorship question" turned

out to be the project's own sharpest contrast — a fringe theory, not a genuine scholarly puzzle,

precisely because real contemporary documentation exists where Beowulf's and the

Mahabharata's don't. Cervantes fought a real feud with a literary impostor. Three separate

"first novel" claims — Genji, Don Quixote, the English novel — turned out to be more about

cultural storytelling than settled chronology. And Voltaire never actually wrote his own most

famous line.

Course 3: Fiction Interrogates Itself

Byron's "mad, bad, and dangerous to know" turned out to be traditionally attributed, not

contemporaneously confirmed. Joyce and Woolf's shared 1882–1941 lifespan was, for once, a

coincidence that actually held up. Flaubert never wrote "Madame Bovary, c'est moi." Max

Brod's refusal to burn Kafka's manuscripts raised a real, still-unresolved ethical question about

honoring a dead author's own wishes. Borges' "Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote" took this

entire project's own recurring theme and made it explicitly, deliberately the subject of a short

story. Achebe and Ngũgĩ answered the exact same colonial-language question in genuinely

opposite directions. And Chapter 9 closed by turning to translation itself — the quiet, often

uncredited authorship behind nearly every non-English work this whole project has covered.

The Real Throughline

🔮 Seven Costumes, One Underlying Impulse
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Across thirty chapters, "who really made this" took at least seven genuinely different forms:
composite oral-tradition authorship (Gilgamesh, Homer, the Mahabharata, Beowulf, the Sundiata
epic); posthumous curatorial credit (the Four Books, the First Folio); a fringe non-question

mistaken for a real one (Shakespeare); a genuine authorial feud (Cervantes and Avellaneda); a
"first X" superlative claim (Genji, Don Quixote, the English novel, and Nobel Prize "firsts" in Course
3); a misattributed quotation (Boccaccio's "Divine," Voltaire, Byron, Flaubert); and fiction that
makes authorship itself its explicit subject (Pierre Menard). Not one single repeated pattern — the
same underlying human impulse, wanting to know who made something and trusting the answer

matters, showing up in a different shape almost every time.

A Project-Wide Hall of Misattributions

POPULAR CLAIM WHAT THE EVIDENCE ACTUALLY SHOWS CHAPTER

Aladdin and Ali Baba are

ancient Arabic tales

Recorded from a living 1709 Syrian storyteller, Hanna

Diyab

C1, Ch.9

Confucius compiled the Book
of Songs

The poems predate him; he only admired and quoted
them

C1, Ch.7

The poem is called "The Divine

Comedy"

Dante titled it simply "Comedia"; "Divine" was

Boccaccio's later addition

C2, Ch.2

"Abandon all hope, ye who

enter here"

Cary's own 1814 inverted phrasing, not Dante's literal

word order

C2, Ch.2

Shakespeare invented 1,700+

English words

Often just the OED's earliest surviving written record

of a word

C2, Ch.6

Cervantes and Shakespeare

died the same day

Different calendars, and a Spanish burial-vs-death-

date mixup

C2, Ch.7

"I disapprove of what you
say..." (Voltaire)

Coined by biographer Evelyn Beatrice Hall in 1906 C2, Ch.9

"Mad, bad, and dangerous to

know" (Byron)

Traditionally attributed to Lady Caroline Lamb, never

contemporaneously confirmed

C3, Ch.1
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POPULAR CLAIM WHAT THE EVIDENCE ACTUALLY SHOWS CHAPTER

"Madame Bovary, c'est moi"

(Flaubert)

Traced to an unreliable, third-hand 1909 source C3, Ch.3

What This Project's Own Discipline Actually Was

Every single one of these thirty chapters was independently, genuinely verified through real

research before being written — not assumed from memory, and not simply repeated because a

claim sounded plausible or had been said often enough to feel true. That discipline —

separating real, documented consensus from popular, comfortable, unverified claims, and

naming the difference honestly rather than smoothing over it — turned out to be the actual

connective tissue holding this entire thirty-chapter, three-course project together. Not a shared

century. Not a shared language. Not even a shared definition of "literature." Just one repeated,

disciplined question, asked again and again: is this actually true, or just widely believed?

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Of the seven "costumes" this recurring question wore across the whole project, which one struck
you as the most genuinely surprising, and why do you think that particular form of the question
hadn't occurred to you before?

REFLECTION 2

This capstone argues the project's real throughline was its own verification discipline, not any
shared setting or era. Having read all thirty chapters, do you agree — or do you think a different

thread (the vernacular-language pattern, perhaps, or the recurring theme of real historical trauma
inside fiction) deserved to be named as the true throughline instead?

REFLECTION 3
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Having finished the entire Classic Literature project, which single work from any of the thirty
chapters would you most want to actually go and read in full — and what specifically about this
project's own treatment of it made you want to?

QUICK REFERENCE — THE FULL THREE-COURSE PROJECT

Course 1: The Ancient & Epic World — Gilgamesh, Homer, Greek Tragedy, Roman Epic, the
Mahabharata and Ramayana, Classical Chinese Foundations, Beowulf, Early Arabic Literature

Course 2: Medieval & Early Modern — Genji, Dante, Chaucer, the Sundiata Epic, Journey to the

West, Shakespeare, Don Quixote, the Rise of the European Novel, Voltaire

Course 3: The Modern Era — Romanticism, Russian Literature, Realism, Modernism (I & II), Magical

Realism, Postcolonial Literature, the African American Tradition, World Literature in Translation

One recurring question — "who really made this, and how do we know" — took at least seven

genuinely different forms across all thirty chapters

Nine separate popular misattributions were caught and corrected across the full project, using
real, verified evidence each time

The project's own real throughline: not a shared era or language, but a consistent discipline of

verifying claims rather than repeating them

The Classic Literature Project Is Complete

Course 1 (The Ancient & Epic World), Course 2 (Medieval & Early Modern), and Course 3 (The
Modern Era) are all now finished — 30 chapters across three courses, spanning roughly four

thousand years and every inhabited continent, from the Epic of Gilgamesh to a 2024 Nobel

Prize won for a novel about historical trauma. This closes the full Classic Literature subject.
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