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INTRODUCTION 
 

 The term ―Picaresque‖  derives from Spanish picaresco, which  

 means ―of or relating to a picaro."The spanish word Picaro 

 means "rogue" or "bohemian." 

 The word ‗Picaresque‘ is  applied especially to a style of literary 

 prose  fiction dealing with adventures of rogues.  It is also defined 

 as the ‗autobiography of a picaro, a rogue, and in that form a 

 satire upon the conditions and persons of the time that gives it birth.‘ 

 However, in recent times, the critics and literary scholars have stretched the definition 

of ―picaresque‖ and Walter Allen included in this group ‗any novel in which the hero 

takes a journey whose course plunges him into all sorts of conditions and classes of 

men.‘ Nortrop defined the picaresque novel as ‗ a realistic portrayal of criminal life in 

which criminals and their tricks constitute the chief source of interest.‘  

 This style of novel originated in Spain in 1554 and flourished throughout Europe for 

more than 200 years. 2 



 However,  the term "picaresque novel" was only coined in 1810. 

 The picaresque novel is a reaction against the absurd unrealities and idealism of the 

pastoral, sentimental, and chivalric novels. It  represents the beginnings of modern 

Realism. It juxtaposed the basic drives of hunger cruelty, and mistrust and the 

honorable, glorious, idyllic life of knights and shepherds. Hunger replaced love as a 

theme, and poverty replaced wealth. 

 Early picaresque novels were both idealistic and realistic, tragic and comic, and the 

authors attacked political, religious, and military matters. Some authors were sincere 

reformers, while others conveniently set off their sermons so they might be easily 

avoided. They reflected the poverty and and unsound economic conditions of late 

sixteenth century Spain. Spaniards were living in a dream world after the glories of the 

conquest of the New World. They flocked to the cities, the upper classes refusing to 

work with their hands, cultivate the land or engage in business or commerce, all of 

which were viewed as degrading. Poor knights starved with the beggars. Thus, comic 

elements are omnipresent, the sentiment is tragic -the tragedy of a Spain that was 

outwardly the most powerful nation in the world but inwardly on the path to decline 

and ruin. The picaresque genre faithfully portrays these tragic conditions. 
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Historical Development of 
Picaresque Novel 

 The picaresque novel originated in Spain with Lazarillo de Tormes (1554), in which the 

poor boy Lázaro describes his services under seven successive lay and clerical masters, 

each of whose dubious character is hidden under a mask of hypocrisy. The irreverent wit 

of Lazarillo helped make it one of the most widely read books of its time. 

 The next picaresque novel to be published, Mateo Alemán‘s Guzmán de Alfarache (1599), 

became the true prototype of the genre and helped establish realism as the dominant 

trend in the Spanish novel. Among Guzmán‘s numerous successors were several short 

novels by Miguel de Cervantes including his greatest novel, Don Quixote (1605).  

 In the meantime, however, the picaro had made his way into other European literatures 

after Lazarillo de Tormes was translated into French, Dutch, and English in the later 16th 

century. 

 The first picaresque novel in England was Thomas Nashe‘s Unfortunate Traveller; or, The 

Life of Jacke Wilton (1594). In England the female picaro was revived in Daniel Defoe‘s 

Moll Flanders (1722), and many picaresque elements can be found in Henry Fielding‘s 

Jonathan Wild (1725), Joseph Andrews (1742), and Tom Jones (1749) and in Tobias 

Smollett‘s Roderick Random (1748), Peregrine Pickle (1751), and Ferdinand, Count 

Fathom (1753).  
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 According to Dr Arnold Kettle, ―Nashe and Defoe and Smollett deal, in varying 
degrees, with moral issues, but the germ of their books is never an idea, never an 
abstract concept. They are not in any sense allegories… Their talent is devoted first 
and foremost to getting life on to the page, to conveying across to their readers the 
sense of what life as their characters live it really like.‖ 

 William Makepeace Thackeray is the master of the 19th Century English 
picaresque. Like Moll Flanders, Thackeray's best-known work, Vanity Fair A Novel 
Without a Hero (1847-1848) follows the career of fortune-hunting adventuress 
Becky Sharp. His earlier novel The Luck of Barry Lyndon (1844) recounts the rise 
and fall of an Irish arriviste conniving his way into the 18th century English 
aristocracy. 

 Aleko Konstantinov wrote the novel Bay Ganyo (1895) about a Bulgarian rogue of 
that name who does business and swindles around Europe, and returns home and 
gets into politics and newspaper publishing. Bay Ganyo is a well-known stereotype 
in Bulgaria. 
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Chief Features of Picaresque Novel 
 
 It has a picaro or a semi-criminal as its central figure. 

 The picaresque novel is autobiographical and episodic in nature, as 

the pícaro recounts his adventures in the service of one master after another. These 

novels rarely came to a conclusive end, and were sometimes continued in later 

volumes. 

 A picaresque narrative is usually written in first person as an autobiographical 

account. 

 The pícaro's story is told with a plainness of language or realism. 

 Usually the pícaro is of the lower classes. Forced into a life of servitude by the 

severity of the times, he drifts into a life of petty crime and deceitfulness in his 

struggle for survival. The tone of the novel is hard, cynical, skeptical, often bitter, 

and it often portrays the corrupt and ugly. Humor abounds, but it is only a step 

removed from tears, and what appears to be funny is tragic in a different light. 

 The plot consists of a series of thrilling events only loosely connected together by 

the fact that the same central character figures in them all. 
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Chief Features of Picaresque Novel 
 
 The pícaros ordinarily write in their old age about their experiences as idealistic 

youths. Yet they do not present the whole picture. In its emphasis on the seamier 

side of life, the picaresque novel twists and deforms reality. The pícaro lives by his 

wits and steals and lies just to stay alive. His many employers give the narrator the 

opportunity to satirize various social classes and to paint a portrait of a period full 

of living, brawling human beings. 

 The plot is episodic, and the insider thrilling or sensational. 

 There is immense variety-social setting of incident and of character. 

 A picture of contemporary society is thus presented realistically and completely. 

 The novelist may satirize various faults of character or the corruption of society, 

but his purpose is to entertain and delight. 

 He is not concerned, to any great extent, with moral issues. The picaresque novel is 

not moral in its intention. 
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Some Examples of  
Picaresque Novel 

 The Adventures of Augie March by Saul Bellow - 

Augie March begins with the resounding and ecstatic 

line, ―I am an American, Chicago born,‖. In his letters 

Bellow disparages the term ―picaresque‖,  but in Augie 

March we can feel him channeling Henry Fielding and 

the picaresque tradition. When Martin Amis dubs 

Bellow the greatest American novelist—greater than 

Melville, Twain, or James—he refers to the middle-

period Bellow of Henderson the Rain King, Herzog 

and Humboldt‘s Gift, but it‘s Augie March that 

captures the American character in all its untamed 

exuberance. 
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Some Examples of  
Picaresque Novel 

 Joseph Andrews by Henry Fielding –  

 On the title page of Joseph Andrews we find Fielding‘s 

debt: ―Written in Imitation of the Manner of 

Cervantes, Author of Don Quixote. He called Joseph 

Andrews a ―comic Epic-Poem in Prose,‖. It is a  

scathing parody of Samuel Richardson‘s outrageously 

popular novel Pamela, whose straight-faced subtitle is 

―Virtue Rewarded‖.  
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 The Adventures of Roderick Random by Tobias 

Smollett - Unjustly forgotten by most readers, Smollett 

is a master storyteller, the equal of Dickens and Wilkie 

Collins in his facility for dazzling you with narrative. 

Strongly influenced by Don Quixote—Smollett 

translated Cervantes‘ novel into English—Roderick 

Random has a knockabout and often melodramatic plot, 

from London to Africa to South America, but Smollett 

has so much fun with it. The novel delights in a linguistic 

vibrancy and brash comedic sensibility that made it, in 

its day, the only serious competition for Fielding‘s Tom 

Jones. 
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 Under the Net by Iris Murdoch - The ―net‖ in 

the title of Murdoch‘s debut novel is the  glorious 

net of intellection and language. As it traces the 

cerebral and artistic flowering of writer Jake 

Donaghue, Under the Net unfolds along 

preposterous plotlines, one of which involves the 

kidnapping of a canine television star. 
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 The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain - When Ernest Hemingway 

famously quipped that all American literature comes out of Huckleberry Finn, he 

wasn‘t merely indulging hyperbole. For many the Great American Novel, 

Huckleberry Finn towers as testament that beauty can rise from the rubble of 

national calamity. When Huck refuses to turn in Jim and instead consigns himself to 

hell, it is a refulgent turning point in American consciousness and perhaps the 

grandest moment of humanism in all of American letters. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 The term "picaresque" refers  more to a literary technique or model which simply 
refers  to an episodic recounting of the adventures of an anti-hero on the road.  

 
 The Twelve Chairs (1928) and its sequel, The Little Golden Calf (1931), by Ilya Ilf 

and Yevgeni Petrov became classics of the 20th century Russian satire and basis for 
numerous film adaptations. 

 
 Among mid-twentieth century picaresque literature Camilo José Cela's La familia 

de Pascual Duarte (1942) and The Adventures of Augie March by Saul Bellow 
(1953) are included.  John A. Lee's Shining with the Shiner (1944) tells amusing 
tales about New Zealand folk hero Ned Slattery (1840–1927) surviving by his wits 
and beating the Protestant work ethic', So too is Thomas Mann's Confessions of 
Felix Krull (1954), which like many novels emphasizes the theme of a charmingly 
roguish ascent in the social order. Günter Grass's The Tin Drum (1959) is a German 
picaresque novel. 
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 Recent examples include Under the Net (1954) by Iris Murdoch,[30] Jerzy 
Kosinski's The Painted Bird (1965), Vladimir Voinovich's The Life and Extraordinary 
Adventures of Private Ivan Chonkin (1969), Angela Carter's Nights at the Circus 
(1984), Umberto Eco's Baudolino (2000), and Aravind Adiga's The White Tiger 
(Booker Prize 2008).  

 
 Other prominent works influenced by the picaresque traditions are- Jaroslav 

Hašek's The Good Soldier Švejk (1923) and J. B. Priesty ‗s The Good Companions 
(1929) which won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction. 

 
 To sum up it can be said that the picaresque novel is important because it for the 

first time gave a realistic picture of a whole age. Moreover, it popularized a literary 
type in which people of low and humble origin were treated honestly and, even 
when wicked, sympathetically. 
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