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Are 
books 
too 
long?

Books, it seems, have become too big for their dust 
jackets. Commenting on the 2018 nominations, 
the chairman of the Man Booker prize judges, 

Kwame Anthony Appiah, said that ‘inside the book we 
read was a better one — sometimes a thinner one — 
wildly signalling to be let out’. He suggested that the 
‘excess fat’ carried by such books was born of authorial 
laziness, shown in examples such as repetitious 
phrasing and slips in narrative voice. 

Calls for restraint and concision aren’t confined to 
2018. In 2014, a past winner and six-time Man Booker 
nominee, Ian McEwan, argued that ‘very few really 
long novels earn their length’ and confessed that his 
‘fingers are always twitching’ for a pencil to make 
cuts. Are today’s novelists heedless to the advice that 
‘subtraction can be as potent as addition’?

Loose baggy monsters
If we look at the history of the novel, modern books 
seem rather brief. In the Man Booker shortlist, the 
longest is 512 pages. Today’s novels look tiny compared 
to many earlier classics, such as Clarissa (1748) by 
Samuel Richardson (1,500 pages) or A La Recherche du 
Temps Perdu (1908) by Marcel Proust (3,000 pages).

Older novels almost certainly didn’t contain fewer 
redundancies than those of today. American writer 
Henry James characterised works from the nineteenth 
century — an era when the novel was the pre-eminent 
form — as ‘loose baggy monsters’.

Even a practically deified prose-writer like James 
Joyce isn’t immune to criticism. Despite regularly 
topping polls of the greatest novel ever written, Ulysses 
(1922) contains passages that some find dull, and 
others that many find unreadable. As one readable Irish 
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length of literary texts and asks if 
bigger is better, or is less more?
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Activity
Choose either the longest or the shortest novel 
that you have read, or that you have studied.
1 In what ways does its subject matter and style 

suit its length?
2 In what ways is the presentation of character 

different in a long novel and a lyric poem? 

Further reading

Ian McEwan on the length of novels: 
www.tinyurl.com/y9oqgaj3

Criticism from the Man Booker judges: 
www.tinyurl.com/y8gnrqx7

The Man Booker Prize website: 
https://themanbookerprize.com/fiction

An introduction to Ulysses: 
www.tinyurl.com/y76tejyv

Joyce reads from his most difficult novel, Finnegans 
Wake (1939): www.tinyurl.com/y9hglu77

Alternative titles of The Great Gatsby and other 
classic novels: www.tinyurl.com/qctfxz8

The Kate Chopin society’s page on The Awakening: 
www.katechopin.org/the-awakening

author, Roddy Doyle, put it: ‘Ulysses could have done 
with a good editor’. Shielded from editorial control by 
his status as perhaps the world’s finest author, in an 
era when difficulty and experiment were embraced, 
and bankrolled by wealthy patrons, Joyce was able 
to stretch literary boldness far beyond the limits that 
mainstream publishing would allow today.

Editorial improvements
If rejected editorial guidance results in fat or unreadable 
prose, acceptance of it can lead to success. For example, 
an American novel about an ex-soldier’s love for an 
upper-class woman was felt by Maxwell Perkins, 
editor-in-chief of the publishing house Scribners, to be 
vague and unsatisfactory. He returned it to the author 
for rewriting. The author cut so much that he said it 
‘would make another novel!’

Yet the editors at Scribners were unhappy with the 
title. None of the author’s suggestions — which ranged 
from Among Ash-Heaps and Millionaires to The High-
Bouncing Lover — were good enough. Finally, Perkins 
published it as The Great Gatsby (1926).

Different sizes, different strengths
So, should we conclude that, as McEwan contends, 
brevity and editorial interventions are best? Or is there 
something in the bagginess and broad scope of a big 
novel that must be allowed a little excess? Perhaps 
certain subjects and certain approaches need novels 
of appropriate lengths. For example, one that manages 
in the words of a contemporary reviewer to paint ‘a 
complete picture of human life; a complete picture 
of Russia of that day’ and take on weighty issues as 
suggested by the title War and Peace (1867) probably 
needs its 3,000 plus pages. 

Different-sized novels create different effects and 
are enjoyed by readers in different ways. Sometimes a 
short novel creates a more poetic or mysterious mood 
and often keeps you guessing about the motivations 
of its main character. The Awakening (1899) by Kate 
Chopin is a good example. While being among the 
shortest set texts for A-level at around 100 pages, like 
poetry, it repays rereading. 

The good news for readers and literature students is 
that you don’t have to choose between big and small 
novels any more than you have to choose between 
films and box sets. Just as you might enjoy a film at a 
single sitting, you can curl up with an Ian McEwan book 
for an afternoon. And just as you might watch several 
episodes of The Crown or Game of Thrones in a row, you 
might also want to find a snug corner and binge-read 
your way through a book from War and Peace.
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