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Collection Statement 

“What is the longest novel?” On the surface, this question seems straightforward, perhaps even 

precise enough to be scientific. Simply count the words, surely? Yet chasing the elusive longest novel 

grew from an idle teenage pastime into a serious pursuit that has seen many an hour spent delving in 

the deepest niches of academic archives, corresponding with art historians, learning French, doing 

statistics, even pouring over dictionaries of extinct tongues. The vastest exemplars of human creativity 

enticed me into a wider world than I ever imagined. 

As a precocious reader aged thirteen years, I read War and Peace as a stunt. Not satisfied with the 

modest attention this garnered, I began a quest for even longer things to read. This led, of course, to 

the best-known ones like À la recherche du temps perdu, Infinite Jest, and Clarissa; but I also encountered 

much self-promotion, hearsay, and conjecture. Apparently, no one ever bothered to conduct a formal 

study of such an “important” question! I took it upon myself to investigate, and my preconceptions 

promptly collapsed. 

The concept of a “single novel” is too vague to be a useful criterion. Many books written at once are 

published in parts. Many books written separately are published together. Does The Lord of the Rings 

count as a single novel? What about À la recherche du temps perdu, which was written and published 

somewhat haphazardly and yet holds the Guiness World Record as the “official” longest novel? Are 

a hundred words of Shakespeare equal to a hundred words of pulp? How are words counted across 

languages? What about logographic languages like Chinese, where the concept of a word is fuzzier 

than in English? As an avid reader of high fantasy, it felt unfair to pit a single literary novel against 

notorious doorstopper series like the Wheel of Time, yet it also felt as though they shared a kinship 

in their status as outliers in their fields. 

Gradually I realized that I was attempting to capture a feeling deeper than finding the single longest 

novel – it was about finding the stories that people were so devoted to that they committed unusual 

amounts of effort to them. I came to recognize these works as “vast narratives,” a term that 



encompasses fictional stories of all media (not just books) with an intentional internal continuity 

created by any number of storytellers, where some intangible quality leads to dedication beyond the 

average attention span of either audiences or creators. 

My collection’s scope has shifted considerably from its naïve origin. Although I’ve given up hope of 

ranking apples and oranges according to a single criterion, I still group works roughly into three 

categories: 

1. A single novel I define as a work plotted, executed, and published as a unit. I make exceptions 

for publication limitations that necessitate several volumes, or for serialized literature where 

execution and publication are often synonymous. Notably, in this scheme, The Lord of the Rings is 

in fact a single novel. 

2. Novel cycles (sometimes called “romans-fleuves” or “river-novels”) are plotted as a unit but 

executed and published in installments that generally do not stand alone. Jules Romains’s Les 

Hommes de bonne volonté is my quintessential novel cycle. By this criterion, À la recherche du temps 

perdu also fits best in this category. 

3. In a novel series, each installment is plotted, executed, and published as a standalone item. 

Long-term plans may be incidental. 

Further, within each category I account for collaborations by roughly estimating the contribution of 

the “average” author. To count words, I rely on my own statistical method of collecting page samples 

until a 99% confidence interval on the population total spans no more than a thousand words. 

When selecting additions to the collection, I prioritize versions in their original language, ideally 

bilingual editions when they exist; academic and critical editions; and antique editions. Additionally, I 

have made a deliberate effort to identify vast narratives from around the world, some of which have 

never been translated to English. National epics often fall into this category, and many of them rank 

among my favorite books. 

My oldest volume is also my most prized item: published in 1557, the sixth and seventh French 

installments of the Amadis of Gaul series, bound together. Although it lacks a few pages, owning such 

a pivotal work in the development of European literature has been a great privilege. Amadis qualifies 

as a novel series in my collection. At its height of popularity, Amadis of Gaul prompted over forty 

sequels, prequels, interquels, and even “aggiunte” or additions to existing volumes as audiences 



clamored to sate their Amadis fervor. Today, Amadis is mainly remembered as Don Quixote’s favorite 

book that drove him to madness and immortality. 

         

I was extremely lucky to acquire a complete set of the Victorian “penny dreadful” Black Bess, or, The 

Knight of the Road attributed to Edward Viles, a bound reissue in three volumes with an original poster 

inserted. As with much serialized literature from that period, Black Bess is likely a collaboration of 

several authors under the direction of a single “executive” author, but in comparison to other penny 

dreadfuls, the quality and continuity are quite striking over 254 weekly issues. For the purposes of the 

collection, Black Bess is cohesive enough to qualify as a single novel. Reading Black Bess has been 

genuinely enjoyable even beyond its value in the collection of vast narratives. 

   



As I will describe in my bibliography, pursuing this collection has taken me down roads that I could 

never have imagined. Going forward, I hope to find ways to amplify many forgotten works, bringing 

them back into availability for casual readers to appreciate. My skills as a software engineer will come 

in handy – I have professional experience in language processing and machine translation. Emerging 

technologies such as Large Language Models may reduce the language barriers that make many works 

inaccessible to English-speakers. 
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