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The story of the modern novel, 
told by the authors themselves. 

In Their Own Words: 
British Novelists

History & Culture



Nothing Sacred (1970 – 1990)

As Punk noisily grabbed the headlines in the 1970s, 
literature was going through its own changes. The 
huge impact of the Post-Colonial novel created an 
opportunity for novelists to experiment with form, 
structure and style. Salman Rushdie explains why 
only magic-realist flights of fancy would do for books 
such as Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses.

Feminist fiction finally brought writers such as Doris 
Lessing (The Golden Notebook) and Iris Murdoch 
(The Sea, The Sea) to their rightful place at the very 
centre of literature, no longer just noteworthy ‘women 
writers’ on the edges of the scene. 

The efforts of these pioneers led to New Writing, 
created by the first generation of writers who grew 
up after the sexual revolution, brought up on TV and 
pop music. A young Martin Amis (Money) interviews 
his heroes Norman Mailer and Saul Bellow, and 
Iain Banks (The Wasp Factory) talks about writing 
in a post-modern world in which all the rules have 
changed. 

Among the Ruins (1919 – 1939)

As the 20th century began, modern novelists took a 
huge leap into unchartered territory. Breakthrough 
novelist Virginia Woolf explores the responsibilities 
of the novelist and EM Forster discusses the great 
historical events that shaped novels such as A Room 
with a View. 

Decadence, democracy, fascism, consumerism, 
religion and sexuality abound in the literary novels of 
the 1930s. HG Wells (The War of the Worlds) extols 
socialism, while Evelyn Waugh both defends tradition 
and ridicules its silliness in Brideshead Revisited. 

The paperback novel revolutionised publishing in the 
1930s by offering affordable literature for everyone. 
George Orwell found a way to combine political ideas 
with good storytelling in Animal Farm and embraced 
the possibilities and dangers of broadcasting in 1984. 

The Age of Anxiety (1945 – 1969)

After two World Wars, a group of Oxford University 
tutors recast the horrors of war by creating a new 
genre: fantasy. Meetings of the Inklings gave birth to 
The Chronicles of Narnia and The Lord of the Rings. 
JRR Tolkien argues that plot is king and CS Lewis 
explains the influence of The Old Testament on the 
Inklings’ novels.

The Inklings were motivated by traditional forces, but 
The Movement represented the absolute opposite. 
Young writers from diverse backgrounds wrote about 
class, money, sex and religion. John Braine and 
Kingsley Amis talk about the need to start the modern 
novel from scratch over a three-martini-lunch. 

The Swinging Sixties created an appetite for different 
visions of life. Anthony Burgess and JG Ballard talk 
about their hyper-imaginative experiments in their 
controversial novels A Clockwork Orange and Crash, 
and Ian Fleming explores why the James Bond novels 
became so important to readers starved of glamour. 
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