
November 9, 2008   Larisa Boyer 

Discussing the classic novel 

Last week I discussed the idea of the classic novel and what makes them so classic. I also asked 

my readers to e-mail me with some of their favorite novels, whether they were on the 100 best 

list or not. Not many of you replied, but those of you who did gave me some great new titles I 

can look forward to reading. 

First, let me provide you with yet another view on what makes a novel classic. I spoke with 

Dickinson College‟s David Ball, assistant professor of English, on the topic of timelessness. He 

expressed some skepticism on the criteria that a novel is considered classic if it is still being read 

100 years after it was first published. 

“I find this to be somewhat restrictive,” he says, “and I‟d offer three other criteria instead: A 

classic novel expresses a convincing and compelling social vision, it serves as a resource and 

source of influence for subsequent novelists, and it embodies what John Keats termed „negative 

capability‟ — the capacity for a great work of fiction to contain multiple different possible 

meanings.” 

With this in mind, Ball offered a few contemporary authors he thought were writing some 

exciting works. This list included Michael Chabon, Toni Morrison, Don DeLillo and Haruki 

Murakami. He also recommended Zadie Smith, whose novel “White Teeth” I can personally 

recommend as an interesting read. 

Surprisingly, Ball also mentioned two graphic novelists, Chris Ware and Alison Bechdel. I 

suppose this shows just how much the definition of classic literature can change over time. I 

always considered a graphic novel to be a glorified comic book, but now I‟ll have to check out 

some Ware or Bechdel from my local library to create a more informed opinion. 

When asked what Ball thought of 100 best lists, he said, “This is like asking a mother of five to 

rank her children in order from her most favorite to her least.” 

 

Ball thinks the lists are a great resource for readers trying to broaden their horizons, and they are 

fun to debate, but he “never quite knows what distinguishes No. 33 from No. 34.” 

Apparently my readers don‟t have any trouble finding great books to read without the 100 best 

lists — of 31 suggestions only six appear on The Modern Library‟s lists (one appears on the 

“100 best nonfiction” list). 

 

Here are the suggestions: 



• “Black Lamb and Grey Falcon” by Rebecca West 

• “The Rainbow” by D.H. Lawrence 

• “Nana” by Emile Zola 

• “Mother” by Maxim Gorky 

• “The Tin Flute” by Gabrielle Roy 

• “The Enormous Room” by e.e. cummings (Of which the reader said, “Imagine Kafka writing 

„One Flew Over the Cuckoo‟s Nest.‟”) 

• “War and Peace” by Leo Tolstoy 

• “Buddenbrooks” by Thomas Mann 

• “Jude the Obscure” by Thomas Hardy 

• “Look Homeward Angel” by Thomas Wolfe 

• “Brothers Karamazov” by Fyodr Dostoevsky 

• “The Story of Gosta Berling” by Selma Lagerlof 

As for Ball, I think he put it best when he said, “I always hope my new favorite novel will be the 

next one I pick up.” 

 


