
                                               Picaresque Novel 

 

The term ‘picaresque’ is derived from the Spanish word ‘picaro’ which means ‘a rogue’ or 

‘rascal’. The picaresque novel emerged in Spain in the sixteenth century with the novels like 

Lazarillo de Tormes, Guzman de Alfarache (1599-1604), La vida del Buscon (1626) etc. The most 

popular picaresque narrative is Gil Blas (1715) by Le Sage, a Frenchman. A picaresque narrative 

is “a typical story which concerns the escapades of an insouciant rascal who lives by his wits and 

shows little if any alteration of character through a long succession of adventures. 

A picaresque novel is realistic in manner and episodic in structure. The aim of a  picaresque 

novel is satiric.  The narrative is told in flashback manner. One of the most relevant features of a 

picaresque novel is the presence of a first person narrator as opposed to its actual author. The 

picaresque also relies on a new type of discourse that portrays itself as both a true account of 

subjective experience and a faithful description of the social landscape. The plot of a picaresque 

narrative deals with the struggle of alienated individuals for material survival first, and second, for 

social acceptance. 

Miguel de Cervantes wrote many works in picaresque manner such as Rinconete y 

Lortadillo (1613) and El coloquio de los perrors (1613). Don Quixote (1605), Cervantes’ most 

important novel, is considered as the most significant progenitor of the modern novel. It deals with 

the story of Alonso Quixano who is the protagonist of the novel. As mentioned earlier, the first 

example of English picaresque novel is The Unfortunate Traveller (1594). It talks about a court 

page named Jack Wilson who exposes the superficialities of European cities’ life. Other notable 

writers of picaresque novel in 18th century are Daniel Defoe, Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollett, 

Lawrence Sterne and Jonathan Swift. 

Henry Fielding’s novels- Joseph Andrews (1742), The History of Tom Jones (1749) and 

Jonathan Wild (1743) - are deeply picaresque in nature. Joseph Andrews deals with the protagonist 

Joseph Andrews’ adventures with his friend Abraham Adams. Jonathan Wild, a satiric account of 

the life of Jonathan Wild, is popular for having the elements of criminal biography, serious history 

and political satire. Tom Jones, Fielding’s most popular work, is a bildungsroman, which tells the 

story of the transformation of the protagonist (who is a foundling) into a man of fortune. Daniel 

Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Moll Flanders (1722) are picaresque novels. The former tells 



the adventurous story of its hero Robinson Crusoe which is considered to be based on the real life 

of Alexander Selkirk. Moll Flanders deals with the story of a prostitute named Moll.    

Tobias Smollett is another important writer of picaresque narrative with his novels-The 

Adventures of Roderick Random (1748), The Adventures of Peregrine Pickle (1751) and the 

Expedition of Humphrey Clinker (1771). Another important novelist of picaresque narrative is 

Lawrence Sterne whose novels- The Life and Opinions of Tristram Sandy (1761-1767) and The 

Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy (1768) have strong elements of a picaresque 

narrative. 

In 19th century, Vanity Fair: A Novel without a Hero (1847-48) and The Luck of Barry 

Lyndon by William Makepeace Thackeray, Picwick Papers (1836-37) by Charles Dickens, 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) and The Adventures of Tom Swayer (1876) by Mark Twain 

are some of the notable examples of the 19th century. The Confessions of Felix Crull (1954) by 

Thomas Mann, The Adventures of Augie March (1953) by Saul Bellow are some of the 20th century 

examples. 

To sum up, according to J. A. Garrido Ardila, “Since the sixteenth century, Western 

literature has produced picaresque novels penned by authors across Europe, from Alemán, 

Cervantes, Le Sage and Defoe to Cela and Mann. Contemporary authors of neopicaresque have 

renewed this traditional form to express twenty-first-century concerns. Notwithstanding its major 

contribution to literary history, as one of the founding forms of the modern novel, the picaresque 

remains a controversial literary category, and its definition is still much contested.” 
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