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THE P IC.&RESQUZ NO'JEL IN T'Inp%NT ZEN-CBdTURY A"1E;RICA 

BSTfWCT 

The picaresque novel originated as a genre in sixteenth-century 

Spain* PIany consider the novel a logical  reaction t o  the romances with 

t h e i r  rules  of chivalry and perfect endings. Three novels are referred 

t o  as c lass ic  examples: Lazaril lo - d e  Tomes, Guman - de Alfarache, and 

El Buscon. These novels form the basis f o r  study o r  comparison of l a t e r  - 
picaresque novels* 

The novel v i r tua l ly  disappeared in the eighteenth century, pr i -  

marily because of the r i s e  of the  r e a l i s t i c  novel, and does not seem 

t o  make a significant return u n t i l  the twentieth century, One of the  

prinary reasons f o r  the novel's reappearance i n  America is  a clirclate 

similar t o  "chat of i ts  bir th* Sixteenth-century Spain seemed chaotic9 

f o r  5-n the m i d s t  of wealth, thousands wsre s t a m k g a  Likewise, twentieth- 

ce - tu ry  America seems chaotic, due t o  the World Wars, Depression and 

mechanization. Early in t h i s  century, authors presented t h i s  chaos in 

%he na tu ra l i s t i c  novela The picaresque novel does no t  seem t o  make a 

significant return u n t i l  existentialism replaces some of the popularity 

of naturalisms 

The purpose of t h i s  paper is t o  explore the definit ion of 

picaresque, t o  compare the conditions of sixteenth-century Spain with 

twentieth-century America, and then primarily t o  exmine two picaresque 

novels -- Saul Bellow 1 s - The Adventures --- of Augie March and Ralph E;llisont s 

Invisible Pian--both - written i n  the early f i f t i e s ,  



Many def ini t ions  of the  picaresque novel have been attempted, some 

so  loose as t o  include any novel with a criminal fo r  a hero, and which 

are valueless fo r  any deta i led study of the  type, However, based on the  

f i r s t  novels of t h i s  type i n  the  sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,  

the  picaresque novel is a s to ry  of a picaro or  rogue, who, bere f t  of 

parental  ass is tance and driven by necessity, must seek h i s  fortune i n  a 

chaotic world serving under a number of corrupt masters. I n  the  course 

of h i s  t rave ls  he exposes many classes  of society, plays t r i c k s  on people, 

and has t r i c k s  played on him, 

The word picaro was perhaps f i r s t  used i n  1548; however, there  i s  

no agreement a s  t o  i t s  or ig ina l  meaning, ffSome say it comes from Picardy, 

where Spaniards saw d i r ty ,  ragged characters i n  t he  t i m e  of Carlos V; 

others say it i s  from picar  o r  pinchar, ' t o  pinch.' Perhaps it comes 

from picante, a b i t ing  meal, or  perhaps picado, contaminated meat, o r  

1 
even pico, sharp tongue," A t  any r a t e  the  picaro was a ragged s t r e e t  

urchin who served as  an errand boy or  porter. Though not a criminal i n  

the  s t r i c t  sense, he did s t e a l  t o  s tay  a l i v e  and gradually came t o  be 

regarded a s  a craf ty ,  unscrupulous pet ty  th ie f ,  H e  was generally a very 

l ikeable  fellow and outwardly an innocent, but he gradually grew i n  

numbers u n t i l  he became a t h r ea t  t o  the  c i t i e s ,  

h i c h a r d  E. Chandler and Kessel Schvartz, A - New History - of 
Spanish Li te ra ture  (Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 1961); p. 179. 



The picaresque novel olrizinated i n  Spain a t  a t i m e  when the re  was 

countless surface  wealth, but  underneath p m e r t y  and s tarvat ion,  a t  a 

t i m e  when rsmances were popular, although a v a s t  majori ty of t h e  papu- 

l a t i o n  could not  i d e n t i f y  with them. "The picaresque novel, i n  a sense, 

was a r e a l i s t i c  r eac t ion  agains t  t h e  absurd u n r e a l i t i e s  of t h e  books of 

chivalry. Thus t h e  p icaro  was an anti-hero, o f t en  parodying t h e  heroes 

of knight-errantry, and t h e  picaresque novel represents  t h e  beginning of 

modern Realism, as it dea l s  with various s o c i a l  and moral aspects  of i t s  

sacisty.12 Although both t h e  p iearo  and t h e  knight  may have been of  

i l l e g i t i m a t e  b i r th ,  t h e r e  i s  no fu r the r  s imi la r i ty ,   he p ica ro  had no 

c a s t l e ,  no refinflments, no cul ture ;  he  w a s  t h e  %ero*t or t h e  representa- 

t i v e  of t h e  lower class, H e  was not  spurred on by thoughts of love and 

honor, but  by necessi ty,  '*This rogue (picaro) i n  l i f e  has been shown t o  

be a product of t h e  decadence. But i n  l i t e r a t u r e  he was a vigorous pro- 

test aga ins t  it."3 H e  was honest i n  h i s  observations of  h i s  socie ty ,  and 

s o  t h a t  values could be seen i n  a d i f f e r e n t  perspective,  he  sometimes 

inverted t h e  standards by p ra i s ing  what is general ly considered bad and 

blaming t h e  good, 

The picaresque novel is ne i the r  tragedy nor comedy i n  t h e  strict 

sense, but  a combination of both. For example, "the u n i t  i n  tragedy, as 

'chandler and Schwartz, 8. 179. 

'Frank Wadlcigh Chandler, Romances of  Roguery: &i Episode i n  t h e  -- 
History  of  t h e  Novel. P a r t  1: - The ~ i c a r e z u e  -- Novel insP-ndon, 
m P , 4 2 ,  



3 

i n  the  novels of the  wonderful, i s  man alone; i n  comedy, the  family,ft 4 

The picaro i s  a man alone, for  h i s  family is e i t he r  nonexistent or in- 

effectual ;  he has no one t o  r e l y  upon but himself, And yet, he is  not 

alone i n  the  sense of the  t r ag i c  heroes, "Their loneliness is a measure 

of t h e i r  single-mindedness, of the  organization of t he i r  emotion, The 

picaro, on the  other hand, has no fixed emotional posi t ion toward anyone 

5 
or  anything," H e  lacks the  a b i l i t y  t o  love, because-he is concentrat- 

ing on h i s  material  problems, and he soon learns  t h a t  nothing is  gained 

by h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  hate, Tragedy deals with the  pos s ib i l i t y  of human 

triumph; picaresque l i t e r a t u r e  deals with t he  pos s ib i l i t y  of human degra- 

dation, Also, the  bewildering events t h a t  happen t o  t he  picaro a r e  

always somewhat humorous, It is not l i gh t ,  but dark, almost grotesque 

humor, The picaresque wr i te r  forces h i s  reader t o  s t r i p  away the  

pleasant facades and t o  observe the  unheroic struggle going on underneath, 

Generally t h i s  s t ruggle  of t he  picaro i s  tq ld  from the  f i r s t  per- 

son, recollected point  of view, although upon occasion the  t h i rd  person 

has been used. However, the  f i r s t  person i e  preferred because it imparts 

an a i r  of authent ic i ty  t o  the  s to ry  and a l so  encourages t he  reader t o  

iden t i fy  sympathetically with the  picaro, 

As  previously mentioned, the  picaro is  a naive youth who is forced 

t o  fend for  himself i n  a cruel  and ind i f fe ren t  world, H i s  o r ig ins  a r e  

I$lbert  Cook, -- The Dark Voyage -- and the  Golden - Mean (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1949), p. 34, 

5~ t u a r t  Miller, - The Picaresque - Novel (Cleveland, 1967), p. 
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obscure and what l i t t l e  he does know of h i s  parents'  o r ig ins  is obscure 

also, ~ h u s  he has no family secur i ty  t o  r e l y  on. The obscure or igins  

foreshadow the l a t e r  disorganization of the  picaro1s world, $'In addit ion 

t o  i ts  functions a s  a metaphor for  the  picaro's character, the  chaos of 

or igins  has a function i n  t he  action, The unstable family s i t ua t i on  of 

the  picaro sends him away from home on h i s  picaresque journey.lt6 Be i s  

somewhat conditioned for  the  r o l e  of rogue because he i s  generally born 

i n t o  the  underworld of roguery and crime. As  a young chi ld  he learns  

t h a t  he is  one of the  have-nots and t h a t  very few of h i s  kind ever reach 

the  s t a tu s  of t he  haves by following the  ru l e s  of knighthood, Chivalry 

has no place i n  h i s  world, for  t he  world does not follow i ts  ru les  

e i ther ,  "Either the  picaro enters  t he  world with an innate love of the  

goods of others, o r  he is  innocent and learns  by hard raps t h a t  he must 

7 
take care  of himself o r  go t o  the  w a l l , f *  He can eas i ly  adapt t o  any 

s i tuat ion,  only t o  discover t h a t  f a t e  has plunged him in to  a new one. 

The picaro has nei ther  Snner nor outer s t a b i l i t y ,  a f a c t  which 

does not seem unusual i n  view of h i s  family s i tuat ion,  H i s  world does 

not have absolute values but r e l a t i v e  ones, and consequently, h i s  l i n e  

of di rect ion continually sh i f t s ,  He can not keep t o  a set course, He 

may want t o  be or do good by the  standards of the  tfhavesfy but he can 

not,  heref fore he is  considered morally unstable, curious, adventurous, 

6 ~ i 1 1 e r ,  p. 49.  

 rank Chandler, p. 45. 
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'*A sudden impulse, a random quirk, cont inual ly  leads him i n t o  trouble," 
8 

H e  wants t o  g e t  ou t  of t h e  rat race, but he  is cont inual ly  f r u s t r a t e d  i n  

h i s  attempts, Y e t  he  always th inks  th ings  may be better .  "The comic 

flaw of t h e  hero, by h i s  own admission, is  s impl ic i ty ,  enthusiasm, This 

is  a c l a s s i c  picaresque t r a i t e g  This enthusiasm, o r  z e s t  fo r  l i f e ,  fur- 

n ishes  t h e  reason why t h e  p icaro  never contemplates suic ide ,  which is  one 

a l t e r n a t i v e  h i s  chaot ic  world gives him. H e  w i l l  do anything t o  l ive.  

But, a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  h i s  enthusiasm deludes him i n t o  believing the re  

may be a chance t o  c r e a t e  order out  of chaos, 

The education of t h e  p icaro  begins early,  The general p a t t e r n  is 

one of a r e l a t i v e l y  innocent youth who is  forced t o  become a p ica ro  be- 

cause t h e  world i s  roguish, By joining t h i s  chaos and playing by i t s  

ru les ,  t h e  p icaro  aff irms it, However, "it is t h e  world t h a t  is  

picaresque; t h e  p icaro  only t y p i f i e s  t h a t  world i n  h i s  dramatic change 

from innocent t o  t r i c k s t e r ,  I n  aff irming t h e  world's outer  chaos by 

becoming a picaro, the  hero gives up hope of personal i ty  and order," 10 

The average person seeks h i s  i d e n t i t y  by ordering h i s  l i f e  is such ways 

a s  maintaining a steady job (outward s t a b i l i t y )  and by believing a set 

philosophy o r  r e l i g i o n  ( i n t e r n a l  s t a b i l i t y ) ,  The picaro  i s  incapable of 

doing e i t h e r ,  H e  no sooner reaches a l e v e l  of s e c u r i t y  than Fate plunges 

/ Ihab Hassan, Radical Innocence: Studies  -- i n  t h e  Contemporary 
Novel (princeton, 19611, p, 310. 



him i n t o  a nav degree of chaos,  heref fore he can never f i x  h i s  person- 

a l i t y  t o  anything concrete i n  order t o  define it, And yet, by h i s  very 

nature a s  a human being, he desi res  a personality, Consequently, h i s  l i f e  

is  a paradox; he desi res  order and a personality, but because of h i s  own 

in t e rna l  i n s t a b i l i t y  and the  i n s t a b i l i t y  of the  world, he i s  forced t o  

jo in  the  chaos, thereby affirming it and destroying h i s  own hopes for  

ident i ty ,  Eventually he plays so many d i f f e r en t  ro les  t h a t  irk.  is imposs- 

i b l e  t o  define him i n  any other terms but loose and abs t rac t  ones, "The 

picaro is every man he has t o  be, and therefore no man," 11 

The picaro i n  h i s  search for  existence i n  the  midst of chaos is  

the  cen t ra l  element i n  the  picaresque novel, fo r  its uni ty  is not of 

t i m e  or place but of the  hero, It i s  simply a s e r i e s  of episodes with no 

apparent connection other than the  f a c t  t h a t  the  picaro appears i n  them, 

Jumping from s i t ua t i on  t o  s i t ua t i on  without necessari ly l e t t i n g  them a l l  

come t o  a c lear ly  defined end merely in tens i f ies  the  chaotic view of the  

12 
world, tvAnything can happen t o  anyone a t  any t i m e o f t  There i s  no emphar- 

sis on causali ty,  so t h a t  l i f e  seems based on pure chance, I n  such an 

open p lo t ,  the  pos s ib i l i t i e s  a r e  limitless; the  events a re  r e a l i s t i c  ones, 

but take on an aura of the  fan tas t ic  because there  is  no logical  

progression or  re la t ion,  

With such a dizzying rush of events, the  picaro's  fortune see-saws 

with equal dizziness, H i s  f a t e  is never secure; he no more reaches a 

i l l e r ,  p. 71. 

1 2 i e r ,  p. 37 



point of secur i ty  than h i s  f a t e  is  completely reversed. He has no con- 

t r o l  over these events, nor does anyone e lse ,  not even God, God e i t he r  

docs not e x i s t  as a r e a l i t y  i n  the  p icaro t s  world, o r  e l s e  He simply 

does not concern Himself with the  p icaro t s  problems, Fate constantly 

works on the  picaro's  weaknesses and when he attempts t o  a s se r t  h i s  w i l l ,  

Fate s t r i k e s  him down. Therefore the  picaro becomes ind i f fe ren t  t o  h i s  

f a t e  because he knows he is helpless,  He finds it be t te r  t o  avoid 

problems than t o  solve them. 

Generally the  other characters appear and then disappear forever, 

but i n  some novels they reappear without the  picaro seeking them, If 

they reappear for  long intervals ,  they have a s t ab i l i z ing  e f fec t  on t he  

action. The p icaro t s  world seems more normal and concrete, If,hasever, 

the  reappearances a r e  very short ,  they make the p l o t  seem even more 

chaotic, Therefore extremely long reappearances tend t o  destroy the  

chaotic element necessary for  a picaresque novel, 

Thus the  picaresque novel is about a rogue from the lower c lass  

who, al ienated from h i s  family and friends,  s e t s  out a s  a youth t o  seek 

h i s  fortune i n  a chaotic world which is  e i t he r  ind i f fe ren t  or maliciously 

concerned about h i s  fate. He plays t r i cks  and i s  the  bu t t  of t r i cks ,  but 

these t r i cks  a r e  not harmless, They hur t ,  both emotionally and physically, 

He is  driven by necessity i n to  a world where money is  the  rul ing factor. 

He i s  a l ikeable  person, but i s  eas i ly  duped u n t i l  he gradually becomes 

a sk i l l ed  liar and thief .  He is never very successful i n  h i s  love a f f a i r s  

and is  actual ly  incapable of love, Serving many masters i n  h i s  society, 

he becomes a sk i l l ed  c r i t i c  of it and exposes many foibles,  Finally, i n  



becoming a p a r t  of t h i s  chaos, he  loses  s i g h t  of who he  is himself,  

though he  s t ruggles  for  ident i ty .  ~ l l  of t h i s  experience is  r e l a t e d  i n  

a disorganized, chaot ic  s t y l e ;  however, **hen a reader is shocked and 

dazed h e  f e e l s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  emotional e f f e c t  of t h e  picaresque 

novel -- a temporary d isorganizat ion of feeling." 1 3  

Up t o  t h i s  point  t h e  picaresque novel has simply been accepted a s  

a fac t ,  wi th  l i t t l e  regard fo r  i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  development. Of course it 

did  not  suddenly appear i n  sixteenth-century Spain as a mere accident ,  

and a s  with most genres, it did  have antecedents which d a t e  "as f a r  back 

a s  t h e  Roman novels of  t h e  f i r s t  century, and s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  t h e  

1 4  Satyricon and t h e  Golden - Ass.ft  During t h e  medieval period picaresque 

elements were evident  i n  t h e  Dance of  Death poetry, t h e  French fabliaux, 

t h e  I t a l i a n  and German novels. One of t h e  f a v o r i t e  German characters  

wlth a picaresque s t reak  was T i1  Eulenspiegel. 

However, it was not  u n t i l  t h e  e a r l y  seventeenth century i n  Spain 

t h a t  t h e  picaresque novel was f u l l y  developed. "It i s  genera l ly  agreed 

t h a t  t h e  period from about 1550 t o  1750 is t h e  c l a s s i c  period of t h e  

picaresque; t h e r a f t e r  disagreement sets i n  a s  t o  what is  picaresque and 

15  what is  not." However, i n  Spain t h e  novel already began t o  decl ine  

13~ i l l e r ,  p. 131 1132. 

14chandler and Schvarte, p. 180. 

15~i l ler ,  p. 4. 
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a f t e r  1650, It had become popular because it was a r e l i e f  from the  per&ct 

hero-of t he  romances, but eventually people wanted r e l i e f  from the anti-  

hero, The qua l i t i e s  of the  genre a r e  generally derived from three  Spanish 

novels: Lazar i l lo  de Tomes (ananymous, 15541, Guzman de Alfarache (Mateo 

Aleman, 1599,16051, - E l  Buscon ( ~ r a n c i s c o  de Quevado Villegas, 1626)- A t  

f i r s t  the  novels were centered on observing society, a s  i n  Lazar i l lo  and 

Guzman. Later there  was more emphasis on personali ty a s  i n  Buscon, 

The picareSque had developed i n  Spain during the  sixteenth century 

because of economic conditions and a despotic government t h a t  would not 

l e t  i ts  people voice t he i r  dissent,  nor do anything about t h e i r  problems, 

It became a f a i t h fu l  portrayal  of t he  soc ia l  conditions of the  time, The 

sixteenth century became known as  the  age of the conquistadors, the  age 

of adventure. When the  ancient highway t o  the  Indies was blocked, the  

Spanish accidentally discovered a r icher  world, Gold from the  New World 

poured i n t o  Spain, but it went out again for  luxuries. The mi l i t a ry  ex- 

panded a t  the  expense of discouraging industry, Then feudalism f e l l  and 

no one was qu i te  sure of h i s  current s ta tus ,  while the  power went from 

the  nobi l i ty  t o  the  monarchy, Heady with the  chaotic rush of events, 

Spaniards flocked t o  the  c i t i e s ,  unwilling t o  work with t h e i r  hands a t  

such menial tasks as  farming, preferring instead t o  l i v e  on the  dream of 

suddenly becoming r i ch  from the  spo i l s  of the  M ~ P ;  World. Then they brought 

greater d i sas te r  upon themselves by exi l ing the  Jews and persecuting the  

Moriscos, "for the  Jews and Moriscos were the  only c lasses  who had not 

succumbed already t o  the  common contempt for  to i l , "  16  

'%rank Chandler, p. 21. 



The g r e a t  in f lux  of  people t o  t h e  c i t y  crea ted  a ser ious  problem, 

fo r  the re  were many more who applied f o r  t h e  m i l i t a r y  expeditions than 

were needed. Those disappointed i n  t h e i r  a sp i ra t ions  refused t o  stoop t o  

menial labor and reasoned t h a t  they were e n t i t l e d  t o  a share  i n  t h e  easy 

money which they attempted t o  obta in  through w i t  and f l a t t e r y .  Some 

t r i e d  t o  maintain a8 appearance of wealth t o  obta in  favors o r  pos i t ions  

i n  t h e  government; however, most of these  were soon reduced t o  beggary o r  

thef t .  I l legi t imacy became very common and chi ldren were of ten  abandoned; 

many of them eventually became picaros  and associated witb - one of t h e  

worst  c l asses  of id lers .  What l i t t l e  t h e  p icaro  earned h e  spent  on food 

and drink and did  not  bother with thoughts of honor. The poor peasant 

who had remained on t h e  farm was plagued by taxes while t h e  ca re less  

adventurer w a s  not. Consequently, t h e  farmers and small businessmen gave 

up and t h e  country was faced with s tarvat ion.  "Every man fo r  himself be- 

came t h e  motto of Spain i n  t h e  h ighes t  period of her m i l i t a r y  greatness,  

and every man fo r  himself i s  t h e  s p i r i t  of t h e  'picaresco' novel,tt 17 

Such an a t t i t u d e  l e f t  no room for  p i t y  and, along with t h e  fa ta l i sm 

gained from t h e  Moors, was responsible for  an indi f ference  t o  pain, 18 

111 

The novel progressed from Spain through France t o  England, There 

w e r e  contr ibut ions  from Germany and Holland, but  these  countr ies  

i l Frederick Morris Warren, A History of  -- t h e  Novel Previous -- t o  t h e  
Seventeenth Century ( ~ e w  York, 1893), p. 2 9 5 T  

l8I?rank Chandler, p. 27. 



contributed nothing or ig inal .  Gradually as t h e  decadence of Spain be= 

came greater ,  t h e  p icaro  degenerated also,  H e  was more st imulated by 

crime than he  was by hunger by t h e  t i m e  h e  neached England i n  t h e  

eighteenth century, However, t h e  genre disappears during t h e  l a t t e r  ha l f  

of t h e  eighteenth century and i n  t h e  nineteenth century with t h e  in t ro-  

duction of t h e  r e a l i s t i c  novel, "It may be t h a t  the  gradual triumph of 

t h e  physical  sciences gave men such a strong ikeling t h a t  t h e  universe 

w a s  ordered by laws t h a t  t h e  picaresque could not  express t h e i r  sense of 

l i f e ,  *f 19 

Then i n  t h e  twentieth century, t h e  picaresque novel found an 

environment s imi la r  t o  t h e  one which had concefved it, The Spariiards 

defeated t h e  Moors a t  Granada i n  1492 and thus ended t h e i r  "romantic war 

of faith." Americans too fought a holy war, % i t h  God on t h e i r  side," 

aga ins t  t h e  Germans i n  World War I, Both peoples enjoyed prosper i ty  

after t h e  war; t h e i r  countr ies  had no t  been destroyed by bombs o r  p i l l -  

age, Then a s  Spain encountered economic d i s t r e s s  i n  t h e  midst of her  

Golden Years, so  too did America when she experienced t h e  Great Depression, 

Farmers, destroyed by t h e  low p r i c e  fo r  goods and high c o s t  of shipping, 

flocked t o  t h e  cities, A s t a rv ing  man i n  a bread l i n e  was a common 

s ight .  Proud Americans i n  t h e  midst of abundance were reduced t o  

beggary, 

America, j u s t  reaching maturity, became dis i l lus ioned,  but  grad- 

u a l l y  began t o  rebui ld  her  economy, Then, drawn i n t o  another world war, 



she l o s t  her l a s t  b i t  of innocence a t  Hiroshima, A world t h a t  could 

destroy a whole c i t y  a t  one s t roke or k i l l  mill ions of Jews i n  mass exter- 

minations could only seem devoid of order, "Man i s  now shown t o  be 

threatened by a chaotic universe i n  which he is a stranger, by h i s  can- 

cerous soc ia l  values and ins t i tu t ions ,  by h i s  new technology, and even 

by psykhopatthic forces deep within himself.ftZ0 Thus l i k e  h i s  sixteenth- 

century counterpart,  twentieth-century man is i n  @+ed of order and 

ident i ty ,  I f  he could but f ind order, he could find himself, fo r  he  

would have a c lear  idea of where he belonged i n  t h i s  universe, "The 

search for  man and America, for man i n  America, is  the  most quixotic 

l i t e r a r y  enterpr ise  of the  decade ( for t i es ) ,  For it w a s  conducted i n  

the  face of t he  gigantic conspiracy of h i s to ry  and socie ty  t o  el iminate 

man, With a l l  forces thus conspiring t o  destroy the  s e l f ,  f i c t i on  s e t  

about recording the  survival  of the  self." 21 

Ear l ie r  i n  the  century God had seemed t o  be i n  control  of l i f e ,  

but where was God when mill ions died during the  Depression, or when 

Hi t le r  slaughtered t he  Jews or  the  Americans annihilated the  people of 

Hiroshima? I f  God were ind i f fe ren t  i n  sixteenth and seventeenth- 

century Spain, He cer ta in ly  seemed so t o  many i n  the  twentieth century. 

There was nothing l e f t  fo r  man t o  r e l y  on but himself, "After the  death 

of God, proclaimed by Nietzsche, t he  dissolution of socie ty  was 

20~oward M. Harper, Desperate Faith: A Study of Bellow, Salinger, 
Mailer, Baldwin - and Updike '7-i-ortE ~ a r o l i G , 1 9 6 7 > ' ,  p, 197, 

"chaster E. Eisinger, Fic t ion -- of the  Fort ies  (chicago, 1963), 
p* 20, 
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inevitable. Only the Self remained. And the void all around it.'* 22 

Han could only remain hopeful that there was order in his world 

as long as he could maintain his own sense of himself, for there was 

little semblance of any external stability, Early in the century, 

naturalism was a popular theme, but as the world became more chaotic, 

naturalism was replaced by existentialism. "Instead of the bleak picture 

of man as the helpless plaything of nature, which prevailed in natural- 

istic writing, existentialism offers -- in fact, insists on -- man's 
privilege and responsibility of choosing his own way; and there is no - 
promise of a better world for the man who chooses wisely and fights for 

his choice -- only the assurance that man has a free choice and bears 
the responsibility for his decisions.n23 The second half of this 

quotation is extremely important. The ersstentialist does not believe 

he lives in a world that rewards the good and punishes the bad. He 

knows that even though he may be the world's most obedient and .trust- 

worthy servant, he may be struck down without provocation. Therefore, 

however carefully he may plan, he can not accurately predict his fortune. 

There is just as much chance that something will not happen as there is 

that it will. 

In an era in which man's only hope for order is in an assertion 

of self, he is continually pressured into anonymity, into conformity. 

23~illiam R. Tasker,   he lidolescent in the American Novel: - -- - 
1920-1960, ( ~ e w  York, 1964), p. 277, 



Laboring t o  maintain himself, o r  perhaps an &sea of himself (not 
always a c lear  idea), he -- man f ee l s  the  pressure of a vas t  public 
l i f e ,  which may dwarf him a s  an individual while permitting him t o  
be a giant  i n  hatred or fantasy, I n  these circumstances he grieves, 
rages, or laughs, A11 the  while he is  aware of h i s  lack of power, 
h i s  inadequacy a s  a moralist,  the  nauseous pressure of the  mass media 
and the weight of money and organization, of cold war and r a c i a l  
b r u t a l i t i e ~ . ~ ~  

The romantic idea of individualism is smothered by communism, huge masses 

of people l iv ing  i n  one area, and computers, Under such conditions it 

i s  small wonder t h a t  the  human l i f e  seems insignificant.  

The modern hero is  an anti-hero j u s t  as  the  picaro was, He is an 

outsider,  a stranger i n  an a l i en  land. He must learn t o  survive i n  a 

land t h a t  prefers  t o  ignore him, and he must learn t o  cope with the  

problem of wealth. "In a cul ture  of abundance -- t he  Depression 

notwithstanding -- one must e i t he r  serve luxury or possess it.1t25 The 

modern anti-hero i s  not s imilar  t o  the  heroic f igure  of the  romance, for 

h i s  world i s  chaos and ha struggles t o  merely survive, I n  a world t h a t  

ignores the  ru l e s  of chivalry, the only workable r u l e  i s  every man for  

himself. 

IV 

Somscholars believe the  picaresque novel is  ju s t  coming in to  

maturity; notably, S tuar t  Miller suggests t h a t  the  picaresque novel w i l l  

now have a greater chance for  success than a t  any other time i n  i t s  

h i s to ry  because of "the a t h e i s t i c  climate of the  twentieth century, devoid 

24 
Saul B e l l o w ,  Recent American Fiction (washington, 1963), p, 2, 

25~assan ,  p. 307. 
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of promises of secur i ty  i n  t h i s  world or another." I n  America the  

period following World War I1 has evidenced a sharp increase i n  the  use 

of t h i s  genre t o  convey contemporary problems. It is d i f f i c u l t  t o  f ind 

a novel wkich c losely  adheres t o  the  c l a s s i c  pr inciples  of picaresque 

before the  l a t e  fo r t i e s ,  primarily because of t he  popularity of natural- 

ism which, a s  mentioned i n  sect ion 111, does not provide an &deal medium 

for  the  picaresque. The ear ly  f i f t i e s  seem t o  mark the  re turn of the  

c l a s s i c  picaresque novel, Two of the  e a r l i e s t  and most charac te r i s t i c  

novels a r e  Saul Bellow's 3 Adventures .- of - Augie - March,published i n  1953, 

and Ralph El l ison 's  Inv is ib le  &, published i n  1952, A careful  study 

of these two novels w i l l  i l l u s t r a t e  the  re turn of t h i s  sixteenth-century 

ganr e . 
The character of the  picaro is a re f lec t ion  of the  world i n  which 

he lives--a world of chaos. I n  t h i s  world there  is  no inner or outer 

s t a b i l i t y ,  To augment t h i s  i n s t ab i l i t y ,  the  or ig ins  of the  ear ly  picaros 

were always obscure, Lazsr i l lo  only knows t h a t  he was born i n  a m i l l ,  

Gilzman has two men who claim t o  be h i s  father,  while Pablos (I31 - Buscon) 

has no idea who h i s  father i s  s ince h i s  mother is a p ros t i tu te ,  Bellow's 

Augie says: Wy own parents were not much t o  ma, though I cared for  my 

mother, She was simple-minded,and what I learned from her was not what 

she taught, but on the  order of object  lessons, She didn ' t  have much t o  

teach.tt2 Along with two brothers--Simon, the  older,  and Georgic, the  

2 7 
Saul Bellow, The Adventures gf Augie March (N@W York, 1953), p, 3, 
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younger and mentally retarded--he was ra i sed  i n  t h e  slums of Chicago 

by h i s  simple-minded mother and Grandma Lausch, who was no blood r e l a t i v e ,  

but  who loved t o  dominate people such a s  Augiets mother, H e  never knew 

h i s  fa ther ,  for  he had abandoned them when Augie was very young, 

E l l i s o n f s  i n v i s i b l e  man says even less about h i s  or ig ins ,  H e  i s  

from t h e  South, h i s  grandparents a t  one time were slaves,  and he  mentions 

h e  has parents ,  but says nothing about t h e i r  e f f e c t  upon him. The only 

r e l a t i v e  he  mentions t o  have influenced him i s  h i s  grandfather, who on 

h i s  deathbed and i n  t h e  presence of h i s  grandchildren sa id ,  "Son, a f t e r  

I ' m  gone1 want you t o  keep up t h e  good f ight .  I never t o l d  you, but  our 

l i f e  is  a war and I have been a t r a i t o r  a l l  my born days, a spy i n  t h e  

enemy's country ever s ince  I give up my gun back i n  t h e  Reconstruction. 

Live with your head i n  t h e  l i o n ' s  mouth, I want you t o  overcome 'em 

with yeses, undermine ' e m  with gr ins ,  agree 'em t o  death and des t ruct ion,  

28 
l e t  'em swoller you till they vomit o r  bust  wide openOtt Though taught 

t o  be obedient and humble by h i s  parents ,  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man can not  

fo rge t  h i s  grandfather 's  admonition and en te r s  t h e  world not  knowing 

how t o  ac t ,  Thus Bellow uses t h e  common c l a s s i c  o r i g i n  of obscuri ty,  

while E l l i son  uses  a technique followed by l a t e r  w r i t e r s ,  such a s  Defoe 

i n  Moll Flanders, of giving h i s  hero a sense of s t a b l e  o r i g i n  with a 

p a t t e r n  fo r  l i v i n g  and then l a t e r  d i s i l l u s i o n i n g  t h i s  hero with t h e  

knowledge t h a t  t h i s  p a t t e r n  does not  f i t  h i s  world, Both techniques 

serve  t h e i r  purpose of c rea t ing  disorder,  

2 8 
Ralph Xllison, - The I n v i s i b l e  - Man (New York, 1952), p, 19-20. 
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The picaros  s e t  o u t  t o  receive  t h e i r  "education" a s  naive, young 

boys and end a s  bruised, scarred  men, Augie begins h i s  education a t  a 

f a i r l y  ea r ly  age. Coached by Grandma Lausch, be becomes very adept i n  

t h e  rudiments of ly ing even though he knows "it wasn't s o  necessary t o  

l i e ,  but then everyone thought so, and Grandma Lausch especia l ly ,  who 

was one of those Machiavellis of small street and neighborhood t h a t  my 

young years were f u l l  ofH (p, 4 ) .  H e  r e a l i z e s  e a r l y  t h a t  he has been 

born i n t o  a world of t r i ckery  and decei t ,  H e  is betrayed by h i s  "best 

fr i@ndff Stashu Kopecs who had taught him t o  s t e a l ,  is  occasionally chased 

and beaten fo r  being a t lChrist-ki l ler , l i  and works for  a f l o r i s t  who does 

a b ig  business from gangster funerals.  Divorce and deser t ion  are house- 

hol?  words, Then a t  t h e  age of twelve, he i s  "farmed ou t  i n  t h e  summer 

by t h e  o ld  woman t o  g e t  a t a s t e  of l i f e  and t h e  rudiments of learning" 

(p. 14)- From h i s  f r iend Jimmy Klein, he l ea rns  how t o  s t e a l  from 

such establishments a s  Deeverts neighborhood department s tore ,  &hen 

they are caught and Deever's accuses them of s t e a l i n g  much more than 

they have, Augie does not  l e a r n  t h a t  s t e a l i n g  i s  wrong, Instead,  he 

l ea rns  t h a t  everyone steals and t h e  t r i c k  is t o  make it look legit imate,  

Augie goes on t o  l e a r n  much from Joe  Gorman, i n  a wi ld  r i le  i n  a s t o l e n  

ca r  t o  t h e  Canadian border t o  sneak i n  immigrants, from M i m i  Villars, i n  

an almost f a t a l  attempt a t  abort ion,  from Thea Fenchel, i n  a wild e f f o r t  

t o  t r a i n  an eagle t o  k i l l  g i a n t  iguanas, and from hundreds of others,  

Such an education can no t  help  but  leave  i t s  mark. Augie s e t s  ou t  a s  a 

handsomsyouth and when he  r e t u r n s  from h i s  escapades years l a t e r ,  he  

comments, "1 smiled minus a couple of t e e t h  of t h e  lower l i n e  and was 
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somewhat smeared, o r  knocked, k issed by t h e  rocky face  of  clasping exper- 

ience, My h a i r  grew upward, copious, covering my o ld  hunterfsscars ,  

Undeniablg I had a touch of t h e  green of Cousin Five Proper t ies1  eyes i n  

my own, and I went along whiff ing a c iga r  and lacking any a i r  of s teady 

appl ica t ion t o  tasks,  fo rge t fu l ,  e l l i p t i c a l ,  g lee fu l  sometimes, but  ah, 

more larky formerly than nowsi (p, 447). Such an education could only 

r e s u l t  i n  a l o s s  of innocence, 

E l l i s o n ' s  hero en te r s  t h e  world with more na iv i ty  than Augie. "1 

was 11aive. I w a s  looking f o r  myself and asking everyone except myself 

quest ions which I, and only I, could answern (p, 131, H e  undergoes fewer 

experiences than Augie, but  they a r e  more in tense  and shat ter ing,  H i s  

f i r s t  education comes when he is  asked t o  make h i s  valedic tory  speech a t  

a gathering of  t h e  leading white c i t i z e n s  i n  town. H e  eventually makes 

h i s  speech, but not  u n t i l  he  has suffered nunierous humiliations, Along 

with n ine  o ther  boys, he  is  dressed i n  boxing trunks, forced t o  watch a 

sensuous white g i r l  dance, and then blindfolded and forced t o  box h i s  

companions, Final ly ,  covered with sweat and blood, t h e  boys gather t o  

rece ive  t h e i r  pay, only t o  f ind  a rug covered with money, A t  a s igna l  

they a r e  commanded t o  pick up a s  much a s  they can, but  when.they reach 

f o r  t h e  money, they discover t h e  rug has been e l e c t r i f i e d ,  The scene i s  

chaotic,  "Suddenly I s a w  a boy l i f t e d  i n t o  t h e  a i r ,  g l i s t en ing  with sweat 

l i k e  a c i r c u s  s e a l ,  and dropped, h i s  w e t  back landing f lush  upon t h e  

charged rug, heard him y e l l ,  and saw him l i t e r a l l y  dance upon h i s  back, 

h i s  elbows beating a frenzied t a too  upon t h e  f loor ,  h i s  muscles twitching 

l i k e  t h e  f l e s h  of a horse stung by many f l i e s "  (p, 22)- Only a f t e r  a l l  
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t h i s  is  he  allowed t o  de l ive r  h i s  speech on humility t o  a drunken, d is -  

order ly  audience, However, he  is  rewarded with a b r i e fcase  and a 

scholarship t o  t h e  state col lege  f o r  Negroes, and the re fo re  h i s  t r u s t  

and optimism a r e  res tored,  H e  l ea rns  e s s e n t i a l l y  nothing about t h e  world's 

d isorder  from t h i s  f i r s t  experience, He l ea rns  much more from t h e  second, 

As an outstanding junior, t h i s  i n v i s i b l e  man is se lec ted  t o  d r i v e  

one of t h e  noted col lege  t rus tees ,  Blr. Norton, around t h e  campus and 

community. By accident  he  lets Mr, Norton s e e  some of t h e  Negro s h a c k ,  

r e l i c s  of p lan ta t ion  days, and then l e t s  him discover t h e  f a c t  t h a t  one 

of t h e  Negroes, J i m  Trueblood, i s  g u i l t y  of  i n c e s t  with h i s  daughter, M r ,  

Norton i s  fasc inated  because he himself has always had an inces tua l  

a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  h i s  own daughter, now dead, Trueblood's s t o r y  causes 

Norton t o  su f fe r  a s l i g h t  s troke,  s o  E l l i s o n r s  hero s tops  fo r  help  a t  t h e  

Golden Day, a tavern and brothel ,  simply because t h i s  is  t h e  only p lace  

available,  No sooner does he  ge t  the re  than he  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  

day fo r  t h e  shell-shocked veterans t o  v i s i t .  What follows is  a c l a s s i c  

scene of confusion, The veterans ge t  out  of hand and c r e a t e  a r i o t .  Er. 

Norton is  f i n a l l y  brought upstairs where h e  is examined by one of t h e  

veterans who formerly was a doctor. Already weakened by Trueblood's 

s tory ,  Norton's world i s  fu r the r  disordered by t h i s  man's account: 

"these hands s o  lovingly t ra ined t o  master a scapel  yearn t o  caress  a 

t r igger ,  I returned t o  save l i f e  and I w a s  refused, , , . Ten men i n  

masks drove me ou t  from t h e  c i t y  a t  midnight and beat m e  with whips for  

saving a human l i f e ,  And 1 was forced t o  t h e  utmost degradation because 

I possessed s k i l l e d  hands and t h e  be l i e f  t h a t  my knowledge -could bring 



me digni ty-not  wealth, only dignity-and other  men 72)" 

Norton's complacency has been destroyed and Efr. Bledsoe, pres ident  of  t h e  

college,  holds t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man accountable, "And here  you a r e  a junior 

i n  college! Why, t h e  dumbest black bastard i n  t h e  cot ton patch knows 

t h a t  the  only way t o  please a white man i s  t o  t e l l  him a lie! What kind 

of education a r e  you g e t t i n g  around here?" (p,107), Hearing t h i s  echo 

of h i s  grandfather's vcurse,u our hero begins t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  h i s  p a t t e r n  

f o r  l i v i n g  may not  f i t  i n t o  t h i s  world. And yet ,  h e  c l ings  t o  h i s  o ld  

standard: "1 knew of no other way of l iv ing ,  nor o ther  forms of success 

ava i l ab le  t o  such a s  me, I was s o  completely a p a r t  of t h a t  exis tence  

t h a t  i n  the  end I had t o  make my peace, It was e i t h e r  t h a t  o r  admit t h a t  

my grandfather had made senset1 (p, 113)- H e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  world i s  

chaotic,  y e t  c lu tches  fo r  t h e  smal les t  semblance of order, an4 therefore,  

convinces himself t h a t  h e  has v io la ted  t h e  "codet1 and deserves t o  be 

punished for  a shor t  time. Our p icaro  i s  expelled from col lege  and 

e n t e r s  t h e  world t o  seek h i s  fortune, He i s  alone, but  does not  r e a l i z e  

it a t  f i r s t ,  for  he  believes t h a t  he  is  carrying l e t t e r s  of recommenddtion 

t o  seven i n f l u e n t i a l  businessmen i n  New Yark. Only l a t e r  does he r e a l i z e  

t h a t  these  l e t t e r s  were designed t o  '-hope him t o  death and keep him 

runningn (p. 147)- 

Once t h e  picaros have received a few b a t t l e  scars, they begin t o  

r e f l e c t  on t h e  world's chaos, As  i n  t h e  e a r l y  novels, these  r e f l e c t i o n s  

serve  t o  point  ou t  t h e  world's many faul ts .  Augiels ea r ly  world is  

centered around p e t t y  jobs and p e t t y  t h e f t s  i n  t h e  midst of teeming chicago, 

where "the hea t  of June grew u n t i l  t h e  shady yards gave up t h e  s m e l l  of 



damp s o i l ,  of underground, and t h e  ci ty-Pluto kingdom of sewers and 

drains,  and t h e  mortar and roar ing tar po t s  of roofers ,  t h e  geraniums, 

l i l ies-of-the-valley,  climbing roses,  and sometimes t h e  f i e r y  devasta- 

t i o n  of t h e  stockyards s t i n k  when t h e  wind was strong" (p. 438).  H e  soon 

l ea rns  t h a t  i n  con t ras t  with h i s  world of tenements, the re  is a vas t ,  

moneyed Chicago, and is  taught t o  worship and d e s i r e  t h i s  l a t t e r  Chicago 

by Grandma Lausch and h i s  brother Simon, H e  watches Simon p l o t  and 

scheme, marry fo r  money, increase  h i s  wealth and become a powerful and 

hated f i g u r e  i n  t h e  c i ty .  Money seems t o  be  t h e  measure of success i n  

America; l a t e r  when Augie is  i n  Mexico, t h i s  f a c t  is  r e i t e r a t e d ,  "1 saw 

anew how g r e a t  a sub jec t  money is i n  i t s e l f ,  Here was v a s t  humankind t h a t  

meshed o r  dug, o r  carr ied ,  picked up, held, t h a t  served, re turning every 

day t o  i t s  occupations, and being honest o r  kidding o r  weeping o r  hypo- 

c r i t i c  o r  mesmeric, and money, i f  not  t h e  sec re t ,  was anyhow beside t h e  

secret, a s  t h e  s e c r e t ' s  r e l a t i v e ,  o r  associa te ,  o r  r epresen ta t ive  before 

t h e  peoplesn (p. 344). He himself is  i n  Mexico because Thea Fenchel i s  

paying h i s  way, because it i s  pleasant  not  having t o  work, and because 

h e  ha tes  t o  c r e a t e  a problem by refus ing her o f fe r ,  

However, even t h e  r i c h  Thea is  on t h e  verge of having money problems, 

fo r  i n  a matter of days her divorce w i l l  become f i n a l  and she w i l l  receive  

no more money from her husband, Consequently she searches fo r  a money- 

making venture and by nature  chooses something extreme, As  a r e s u l t  

Augie is  led-: on a madcap adventure of t r a i n i n g  a bald eagle  t o  catch * 

g i a n t  iguanas, Augie would r a t h e r  do something else, b u t t %  could no 

more s t a y  here  and l e t  her  go than I could put  ou t  my eyes, Even i f  it 
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was African vul tures ,  condors, rocs,  o r  phoenixes. She had t h e  i n i t i a -  

t i v e  and ca r r i ed  me; i f  I had had a d i f fe ren t ,  independent idea  I might 

have t r i e d  t o  take  t h e  lead instead, But I had nonew (p, 325). Augie 

does not  want t o  jo in  t h i s  chaot ic  world, but  he has no a l t e r n a t i v e  

solut ion,  H e  t r i e d  t o  l i v e  by t h e  "correct" s tandards of i n i t i a t i v e  

and progress when he worked fo r  Simon and t h e  Union; however, he  simply 

became more confused, "You do a l l  you can t o  humanize and fami l i a r i ze  

t h e  world, and suddenly it becomes more s t range than ever" (p, 285). 

The world of t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man seems more chaot ic  than Augiels, 

s ince  h e  i s  evefi l e s s  prepared t o  l i v e  in!$., hampered by h i s  s l av i sh  

adherence t o  h i s  ncode,n Once he r e a l i z e s  he has been deceived by 

Bledsoe, h i s  only thought is  how t o  survive i n  the  midst of t h i s  dis-  

order. Consequently h e  accepts  t h e  chance t o  work i n  a p a i n t  factory;  

however, on h i s  very f i r s t  day, he manages t o  be f i r e d  from one depart- 

ment and reassigned t o  another, t o  stumble i n t o  a union f i g h t ,  be h u r t  

i n  a bo i l e r  explosion and then used a s  a guinea p ig  by t h e  company 

doctors. Such experiences i n  such c l o s e  succession could only leave  our 

hero i n  a state of  confusion, "Things whirled too f a s t  around me, My 

mind went a l t e r n a t e l y  b r igh t  and blank i n  slow, r o l l i n g  waves, We,  he, 

him - my mind and I - were no longer ge t t ing  around i n  t h e  same c i r c l e s ,  

Nor my body e i ther \*  (p, 190). I n  a dazed condit ion he  tries t o  f ind  h i s  

room, only t o  be rescued by a kind only ledy, Mary Bambo. For a b r i e f  

time he  f inds  s e c u r i t y  i n  her world and y e t  he r e a l i z e s  her  world i s  t h e  

world he believed i n  before he m e t  Mr. Morton and r e a l l y  knew Mr.  Bledsoe, 

He becomes involved i n  an evict ion,  where he  de l ive r s  a s t i r r i n g  speech 
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t h e  watching crowd and then barely escapes from t h e  police,  only t o  be 

"savedt"y t h e  Brotherhood, Here our p icaro  f inds  t h e  f i r s t  sense of 

s e c u r i t y  and order s ince  he  l e f t  college,  H e  r e a d i l y  embraces i t s  plan 

f o r  order and brotherhood fo r  a l l  mankind, for  he  then w i l l  have a goal 

i n  l i f e .  

The world was s t range i f  you stopped t o  think about it; s t i l l  it 
was a world t h a t  could be control led  by science, and t h e  Brother- 
hood had both science and h i s t o r y  under control ,  . , . I was 
dominated by t h e  all-embracing idea  of  Brotherhood, The organiza- 
t i o n  had given t h e  world a new shape, and me a v i t a l  ro le ,  W e  
recognized no loose ends, everything could be control led  by our 
science, L i f e  w a s  a l l  p a t t e r n  and d i sc ip l ine ;  and t h e  beauty of 
d i s c i p l i n e  i s  when it works, And it was working very we l l  (p, 288). 

However, t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man soon l ea rns  t h a t  he  has been duped, The f a c t  

t h a t  he  has  enjoyed a sense of order for  a r e l a t i v e l y  long t i m e  only 

heightens t h e  disf l lusionment when t h e  crash comes, when he l ea rns  t h a t  

t h e  Brotherhood does not  r e a l l y  bel ieve  i n  t h e  importance of every man, 

but  only i n  some men. Bambro tries t o  explain t o  him why h i s  people 

must be s a c r i f i c e d  and he does it cooly and calmly: 'We a r e  making tem- 

porary a l l i a n c e s  with o ther  p o l i t i c a l  groups and t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of one 

group of brothers must be s a c r i f i c e d  t o  t h a t  of t h e  whole, . . , The 

t r i c k  i s  t o  take advantage of them i n  t h e i r  own bes t  i n t e r e s t u  (pp. 379,38U 

Once he  has been s o  thoroughly d i s i l lus ioned ,  our p icaro  s l i p s  

r ap id ly  from one chaot ic  scene t o  t h e  next u n t i l  he a r r i v e s  a t  the  con- 

c lus ion t h a t  a l l  l i f e  i s  i l lus ion ,  There i s  no c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  something 

w i l l  happen, for  the re  is j u s t  a s  much c e r t a i n t y  that: it w i l l  not, R e  

d isguises  himself,  is  mistaken fo r  Rinehart, a very popular though soma- 

what infamous personage, and discovers t h a t  t h e  Rineharts are a t  home i n  
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t h i s  chaos, I1Rine t h e  runner and Rine t h e  gambler and Rine t h e  br iber  

and Rine t h e  lover and Rinehart t h e  Reverend, , , , H i s  world was possi- 

b i l i t y  and he knew it, , . ,  he world i n  which we  l ived  w a s  without 

boundaries. A vas t ,  seething,  ho t  world of  f l u i d i t y ,  and Rine t h e  Rascal 

was a t  home. , , , It was unbelievable, but  perhaps only t h e  unbeliev- 

ab le  could be believed. Perhaps t h e  t r u t h  was always a l iew (p, 3761, 

And with t h i s  knowledge our p ica ro  f i n a l l y  comes t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  power and 

elusiveness of h i s  world, 

Jh t h e  midst of t h i s  chaos, our p icaros  s t r i v e  t o  know who they 

are,  hey do no t  want t o  accept t h e  r u l e s  of  t h i s  world and yet ,  i n  

t r u e  p icaro  fashion, they do fo r  a time. However, they f e e l  ou t  of 

place, as i f  they were i n  an a l i e n  land,   hey have no f ixed point  o r  

absolute model from which they can measure o r  evaluate  t h e i r  own iden- 

t i t y ,  The people around them fake appearances whenever they f e e l  it 

advantageous, and t h e  p icaros  do likewise, After  a while they have 

played s o  many d i f f e r e n t  ro les ,  they can not  remember which one is t h e  

real one, 

Augie begins h i s  s t o r y  with a statement of who he  is: 

I am an American, Chicago born - Chicago, t h a t  somber c i t y  - and go 
a t  th ings  a s  f have taught myself, f ree-s ty le ,  and w i l l  make t h e  
record i n  my own way: f i r s t  t o  knock, f i r s t  admitted; sometimes an 
innocent knock, sometimes a no t  s o  innocent. But a man's character  
is  h i s  f a t e ,  says Heracli tus,  and i n  t h e  end t h e r e  i s n ' t  any way t o  
d isguise  t h e  nature  of t h e  knocks by acoust ica l  work on t h e  door o r  
gloving t h e  knuckles (p, 3). 

He seems sure  of  who h e  i s  and i d e n t i f i e s  himself i n  t e r m s  of h i s  exper- 

iences, but  it must be remembered t h a t  t h i s  statement is  made by a 

mature Augie who has undergone t h e  education of t h e  world. A t  o ther  
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from g i r l  t o  g i r l ,  from idea t o  idea and learns  a l i t t l e  about himself 

each time, "1 have always t r i e d  t o  become what f am, But i t ' s  a f r ight-  

ening thing, Becduse what i f  what I am by nature i s n ' t  good enough?, 

. , , I suppose I be t te r ,  anyway, give i n  and be it. I w i l l  never force 

the  hand of f a t e  t o  c rea te  a be t te r  Augie Harch, nor change the  time t o  

an age of goldu (p, 485), Essent ia l ly  he is  simply s t r i v ing  for  a chance 

t o  be himself, t o  a s se r t  h i s  individuali ty,  but it i s  not an easy task 

t o  accomplish i n  an impersonal world. "The shoving multitude bears down, 

and youtre nothing, a meaningless name, and not j u s t  obscure i n  e te rn i ty  

but r i g h t  now, , , , But no, there  must be some dis t inct ion,  The soul 

c r i e s  out  against  t h i s  n a m e l e ~ s n e s s ~ ~  (pa 5031, Plan can not stand 

anonymity and l e a s t  of a l l  the  picaro, who opt imis t ical ly  f ee l s  he i s  

destined for  some f a t e  be t t e r  than he is given, And yet, a t  the  same 

time, he does not require  fame t o  be happy; he could be content with 

less:  '31 don't want t o  be representative or  exemplary or head of my 

generation or any model of manhood, A l l  I want is something of my own, 

and bethink myself, . , , I want a place of my ownw (p. 456)-  

Augie a r r ives  a t  t h i s  conclusion l a t e  i n  the  novel a f t e r  numerous 

adventures, From h i s  f i r s t  experiences with childhood "friends" t o  h i s  

experience with Thea Fenchel and the  luna t ic  ~ d s h a w ,  Augie rea l izes  

t h a t  he has been used by people. He has very low res is tance t o  the  

enthusiasms of others and therefore is ea s i l y  drawn i n t o  t h e i r  plans, 

Thea reveals t h i s  t o  him when she t e l l s  him he cares too much how people 

look a t  him, '#And there  a r e  people who take advantage of that. They 
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haven't  got  anything of t h e i r  own and t h e y ' l l  leave  you nothing f o r  your- 

s e l f ,  They want t o  put  themselves i n  your thoughts and i n  your mind, 

and t h a t  you should take  c a r e  of them, , , , They l i v e  through obser- 

va t ion by t h e  ones around them, and they want you t o  l i v e  l i k e  t h a t  

tootf (p. 318). However, Augie does not  f u l l y  r e a l i z e  u n t i l  l a t e r  t h a t  

Thea i s  one of those people, Then S t e l l a  te l ls  him, ''you and I are t h e  

kind of  people o ther  people a r e  always t ry ing  t o  f i t  i n t o  t h e i r  

schemesH (p, 384).  But f i n a l l y  when he meets Bateshaw he  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  

he  i s  doomed t o  be a follower, I n  t h e  midst of one of Bateshawys rav- 

ings, he becomes "frightened and awed, Not j u s t  by t h e  storming of h i s  

mind, g r e a t  as t h a t  w a s ,  but  by t h e  appearance once more of t h e  s ign  of 

t h e  r e c r u i t  under which I had been bornti (p, 508)- Augie is swept along 

by others  because he  has no a l t e r n a t i v e  route,  a s  h e  admits when Thea 

i n s i s t s  they go t o  Mexico. 

I n  t r u e  picaro fashion, Augie, drawn i n  by numerous masters, 

assumes appearance a f t e r  appearance t o  combat t h e  fakery of  t h e  world, 

I n  t h i s  way, ffyou produce a someone who can e x i s t  before it, You 

invent  a man who can stand before t h e  t e r r i b l e  appearances, This way 

he  can ' t  g e t  j u s t i c e  and he  c a n ' t  give jus t i ce ,  but  he  can l ive"  (p. 402). 

Such a theory, Augie admits, is not  very courageous, 181Jhoever would 

g ive  me  cover from t h i s  mighty free-running t e r r o r  and wild cold of 

chaos I went to ,  and therefore  t o  temporary embracesw (p. 403). Bow- 

ever it does work, a t  l e a s t  outwardly. A s  t h e  c l a s s i c  picaro, Augie 

avoids problems whenever possible,  fo r  h i s  i d e a l  is simplici ty.  "As 

f o r  me personally, not  much b e t t e r  than some of t h e  worst, my invention 

and spec ia l  th ing was simplici ty.  I wanted s impl ic i ty  and denied 
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secre t  heart ,  and was as  devising a s  anybody elsew (p. 402). � his de- 

s i r e  for simplicity,  for  order, for  no complications i s  a t r ad i t i ona l  

picaresque t r a i t ,  -ever, Augie knows t h a t  l i f e  i s  not simple, for  the 

world i s  f u l l  of facades. The world can not enjoy s impl ic i ty  so long a s  

it is fake. 

Nevertheless, no matter how despondent Augie becomes, he never 

admits there is no hope, Ne continually f igh ts  for  a meaningful exis- 

tence, He never contemplates suicide, for  "Death discredi ts ,  Survival 

i s  the  whole success, The voice of the  dead goes away, There i s n ' t  any 

memory, The power t ha t ' s  established f i l l s  the  ear th  and destiny i s  

whatever survives, so whatever i s  - is right" (p, 417)- This optimism, 

or r e a l i s t i c  view t h a t  l i f e  goes on no matter what, is  re la ted  t o  the  

p i ca ro t s  avoidance of problems, 

You couldn't get  the  admission out of me t h a t  a s i t ua t i on  couldn't 
be helped and was inescapably bad, but I was e te rna l ly  looking for 
a way out, and what was up for  question was whether I was a man of 
hope or  foolishness, But f suppose I f k l t  the  good I had must be 
connected with a law, , , , It seemed when somebody held me up an 
e v i l  there  had t o  be a remedy or  I pulled my head and glance away, 
turned them i n  another di rect ion csic2 (p, 347)- 

H i s  opt imis t ic  a t t i t u d e  pervades t he  book, A t  one point  he r e a l i s t i c a l l y  

decides t h a t  the  r i gh t  plan would be t o  use whatever happens t o  work out 

best  fo r  you and disregard the  r e s t  (p, 260). A s lavish adherence t o  a 

code would only r e s u l t  i n  l o s s  of ident i ty ,  And l a t e r  he speaks of t he  

''axial l i n e s  of l i f e n  and t h a t  a t  any time a man can be "regenerated" t o  

l i v e  along these l ines ,  (p, 455)- Living according t o  these l i n e s  would 

r e s u l t  i n  creat ing order out of chaos, Even the  f a c t  t h a t  he has not 
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been ab le  t o  accomplish t h i s  f e a t ,  nor met anyone who has, can n o t  a l t e r  

h i s  f a i t h  t h a t  it is  possible,  

As t h e  t i t l e  indicates ,  t h e  I n v i s i b l e  P.lan i s  even more a search- 

ing  fo r  iden t i ty ,  for  t h e  hero f e a r s  t h a t  he has no iden t i ty ,  U n t i l  he 

is  expelled from college,  he is  f a i r l y  sure  of who he  is. H e  even 

fashions himself a p o t e n t i a l  Booker T. Washington (p. 15). H e  knows h e  

is reght  i n  going t o  college,  f o r  through education h i s  people would 

" sp i ra l  upward," and t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e  receives  h i s  scholarship from t h e  

town's leading white c i t i z e n s  increases h i s  confidence i n  t h e  j u s t i c e  

and order of h i s  society. H i s  parents  and community a r e  proud of him; 

h e  seems t o  know who he  i s  and where he  i s  going. Then overnight he 

loses  h i s  i d e n t i t y ,  loses  h i s  con t ro l  of h i s  dest iny,  H e  is p r o ~ e l l e d  

from t h e  South, which he  understands and where everyone knows him, t o  

t h e  North -- "a jump i n t o  t h e  unknownft 377). The kaliedoscopic 

ac t ion  of Harlem a t  f i r s t  confuses him, but then he  embraces it, H e  

decides he  w i l l  c a s t  o f f  many of  h i s  Southern reserves  and become f r e e  

t o  be himself i n  t h i s  c i t y  wi th in  a c i t y ,  However, he  is soon d i s i l -  

lusioned, f o r  D r ,  Bledsoe has blocked h i s  en t ry  i n t o  t h e  profess ional  

l i f e  he  seeks and h i s  r een t ry  i n t o  college,  When he discusses t h e  

matter of h i s  i d e n t i t y  with Mr.  Emerson, Jr,, he  is  shocked by h i s  answer: 

ttIdentity! My God! Who has any i d e n t i t y  any more anyway?" (p, 142) 

Iqevertheless he  i s  obsessed with t h e  idea  t h a t  only when he  discovers 

who he  i s  w i l l  h e  be t r u l y  f r e e  (p, 185). 

In t h e  matter  of a week, E l l i son ' s  hero loses  h i s  i d e n t i t y  as a 

respectable  col lege  s tudent  and a s  a prospective young business man. Mr. 

Bledsoe had t o l d  him t h a t  l i f e  is  one huge power s t r u c t u r e  and i n  t h e  
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midst of t h i s  power, our hero is  ins ign i f i can t ,  "You're nobody, son, 

You donr t e x i s t n  (p, 110). when h e  discovers t h a t  he  has been duped by 

M r ,  Bledsoe, he  almost bel ieves  he  does not ex i s t ,  and ye t  he  refuses  

t o  think l i f e  could be so  hopeless. He accepts h i s  pos i t ion  a s  a worker 

i n  t h e  p a i n t  factory,  but  when he i s  injured,  loses  consciousness and 

wakes up i n  t h e  s t range world of t h e  fac tory  h o s p i t a l  and experiment- 

ing doctors, he becomes even more obsessed with t h e  quest ion of who he  

is, H e  c l i n g s  t o  t h e  f a i t h  t h a t  he  i s  someone and no t  an i n v i s i b l e  

man, fo r  only then would h i s  world make sense. 

Though he  is g r a t e f u l  t o  Nary fo r  nursing him back t o  heal th ,  he 

d i s l i k e s  her, f o r  she w i l l  not  allow him t o  be himself. She is l i k e  

t h e  people he knew before he was expelled from college. She believes he 

and h i s  kind w i l l  some day l i b e r a t e  t h e i r  people. Therefore she ties 

our p icaro  not  only t o  h i s  own personal dest iny,  but a l s o  t o  t h e  des t iny 

of  an e n t i r e  race, The thought smothers him and he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  Mary 

and people l i k e  her "seldom know where t h e i r  pe r sona l i t i e s  end and yours 

begin; they usual ly  think i n  terms of lwei while I have always tended t o  

think i n  terms of 'rneluf (p. 2401, Unt i l  he  l ea rns  what l i f e  means i n  

terms of  "me," he  can not  l i v e  i n  terms of *%we," f o r  he has learned t h a t  

appearances a r e  i l l u s i o n s  and t h a t  people seldom t e l l  t h e  t ru th ,  I f  h e  

were t o  base h i s  exis tence  on a re la t ionsh ip  with someone and f ind h i s  

par tner  f a l s e ,  then he  too would be false.  H e  i s  v i t a l l y  concerned, a s  

Augie was ,  t h a t  r e la t ionsh ips  be r e a l ,  f o r  he  cont inual ly  l ea rns  t h a t  

people a r e  using him (p, 223), 

Fina l ly  a f t e r  being d i s i l lus ioned  by Bledsoe, he comes t o  t h e  

conclusion: l l to  h e l l  with being ashamed of what you liked. , , , I am 
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what I am!" (p, 201) Even though he temporarily s u p p s s e s  t h i s  idea  

when he  jo ins  t h e  Brotherhood and submerges h i s  personal i ty  wi th in  t h e  

organization, he  never completely loses  t h i s  af f i rmat ion of himself and 

l i f e ,  ~ l t h o u g h  he  becomes f r e e r  i n  one sense, i n  another he i s  more 

plagued with respons ib i l i ty ,  I-Ie now must decide what it is  he l i k e s  o r  

d i s l i k e s ,  Before he had always accepted t h e  word of t h e  "codeH and had 

n o t  had t o  make decisions, H e  is  re leased from t h e  tyranny of  t h i s  

code, but  a l s o  from i t s  benef i t s ,  

Thus our p i c a r a t s  problems a r e  not  over because he has come t o  

t h i s  conclusion, H e  s t i l l  plunges i n t o  despair ,  but he never contan--- 

p l a t e s  suicide,  I n  t h e  h o s p i t a l  when he  came dangerously c lose  t o  being 

used as a guinea p ig  i n  t h e  operat ing room, he d id  no t  want t o  die, "1 

had no d e s i r e  t o  des t roy myself even i f  it destroyed t h e  machine; I 

wanted freedom, n o t  destructiont3 (p. 184). H e  f i g h t s  fo r  l i f e  because 

he is by nature  opt imis t ic ,  After  a few hard knocks he becomes more 

r e a l i s t i c  and l ea rns  t h a t  not  everyone can be t rus ted ,  but  he  does not  

want t o  bel ieve  t h a t  l i f e  is an impossibi l i ty.  H e  does toy with t h e  

i d e a  of revenge, a s  when d i s i l lus ioned  by t h e  Brotherhood, h e  decides t o  

l i v e  by h i s  grandfather 's  code: '$1 would remain and become a w e l l -  

d isc ip l ined optimist ,  and help  them t o  go merr i ly  t o  h e l l "  ( p. 386)- 

H i s  thoughts of revenge a r e  in t r iguing,  but he never g e t s  a chance t o  

put  them i n t o  e f f e c t ,  for  t h e  r i o t  breaks out  i n  Harlem and once more 

t h e  world is a chaos of f i r e  and looting;  however, somehow it  a l l  seems 

per fec t ly  normal, even t h e  f a c t  t h a t  our hero i s  chased and escapes 

i n t o  a manhole, He has had s o  many other  bewildering experiences, 
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From these  harrowing experiences, t h e  invJt6ible man gains t h e  

knowledge he  has been seeking, H e  discovers himself, H e  ac tua l ly  

arrives a t  a conclusion he has reached once before -- t h a t  he i s  nobody 

but  himself, However, he  makes some very valuable addi t ions  t o  t h i s  

conclusion: 

, , , images of p a s t  humiliat ions f l i ckered  through my head and I 
s a w  t h a t  they were more than separa te  experiences. They were me;  
they defined me, I was my experiences and my experiences w e r e  me,  
and no bl ind men, no matter  how powerful they became, even i f  they 
conquered t h e  world, could take  t h a t ,  o r  change one s i n g l e  i t c h ,  
taunt ,  laugh, cry, scar ,  ache, rage o r  pain o f  it (p, 383)- 

This knowledge f r e e s  him t o  be what he i s  because of what he  

does, H e  i s  secure i n  h i s  i d e n t i t y  because what has been done can not  

be undone, 

Although t h e  character  of t h e  p icaro  i s  most v i t a l  t o  t h e  

picaresque novel, t h e  p l o t  must not  be overlooked, for  its episodic  

s t r u c t u r e  contr ibutes  t o  t h e  chaot ic  r e a l i t y  i n  which t h e  p icaro  moves. 

Much of t h e  nature  of t h e  p l o t  has already been discussed i n d i r e c t l y  i n  

t h e  previous discussion of character ;  however, a few e s s e n t i a l  elements 

pecul iar  t o  t h e  picaresque p l o t  deserve fu r the r  explanation. F i r s t  of 

a l l ,  it is obvious t h a t  t h e  p l o t  is  episodic, Events happen and many 

times they have no r e l a t i o n  t o  any previous events, This is  most evi- 

dent  i n  t h e  e a r l i e s t  picaresque novel L a z a r i l l o  where t h e  p icaro  meets 

and serves many d i f f e r e n t  masters, but  once he has l e f t  them never sees 

them again. I n  the  l a t e r  novels, t h e  picaros do m e e t  people again, but  

no t  o f t en  o r  long enough fo r  t h e  meetings t o  be stabaizing,  I f  things 

work out  too we l l  fo r  t h e  picaro, then h i s  world loses  i t s  chaot ic  aura 
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and t h e  novel takes on t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of a romance, The novel st i l l  

maintains i ts  picaresqueness i f  t h e  characters  reappear because they are 

seeking t h e  p icaro  and not  because he  i s  seeking them, 

The I n v i s i b l e  - Man is  t r u e r  t o  t h e  c l a s s i c  examples i n  i t s  p l o t  

than Augie. I n  t h e  former, t h e  p ica ro  r a r e l y  meets anyone h e  has known 

previously, H e  never meets the leading white c i t i z e n s  of  h i s  community 

who gave him t h e  scholarship  and t h e  lesson i n  humility, nor W ,  Norton, 

nor Dr. Bledsoe, nor anyone from t h e  p a i n t  factory,  nor Mary, H e  does 

meet h i s  f r iend Cl i f ton  again a f t e r  not  seeing him fo r  a while, but t h i s  

i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  while he i s  s t i l l  serving t h e  same master h e  had when he  

first m e t  Cl i f ton-  The meeting is very b r i e f ,  fo r  a few minutes later 

C l i f t o n  is dead, Thus t h e  e f f e c t  i s  t h a t  the re  a r e  no t i e s  fo r  t h e  

i n v i s i b l e  man, People touch h i s  l i f e  b r i e f l y  and then a r e  heard no 

more . 
On t h e  o ther  hand, Augie remeets people, some by h i s  choise and 

some by t h e  choice of others,  Two of t h e  characters  with t h e  longest  

reappearances a r e  Thea and S t e l l a .  It may be argued t h a t  t h e i r  f i r s t  

appearances were almost too b r i e f  t o  count, although t h e i r  second 

appearances cover a considerable port ion of  the  novel. Thea seeks Augie, 

whereas Augie goes t o  s e e  S t e l l a .  However, she has made c e r t a i n  over 

he r  period of absence t h a t  h e  would be ab le  t o  f ind  her,  s o  e s s e n t i a l l y  

she  seeks him, When Thea disappears t h e  second time, she disappears fo r  

good, S t e l l a  r e tu rns  a t  t h e  end of t h e  novel, but  it is d i f f i c u l t  t o  

t e l l  whether she w i l l  leave again, I n  addi t ion  t o  these  two characters ,  

Augiers family and Einhorn reappear most often,  not  enough t o  give t h e  
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novel the  s t a b i l i t y  of a romance, but enough t o  make it more s t ab l e  than 

the  Inv is ib le  Man, Augie's world a t  l e a s t  has a few focal  points, t o  - 
which he may re turn i f  he so desires;  the  inv is ib le  man's has none, 

The element of chance is  another essen t ia l  of plot ,  Both picaros 

meet people by accident or happen t o  f a l l  i n t o  a s i tua t ion  they had no 

idea was even there. For example, the  inv is ib le  man goes t o  get  h i s  

lunch i n  the  paint  factory and instead finds himself i n  the  midst of a 

union dispute, which ult imately r e s u l t s  i n  t he  bo i le r  explosion,or he 

takes a walk, happens upon a house eviction,  f ee l s  drawn t o  make a 

speech i n  behalf of the  evicted couple and a s  a r e s u l t  joins the  Brother- 

hood, Augie meets h i s  fr iend Joe Gorman, goes along f o r  t he  r i d e  t o  

Canada, i s  almost arres ted for  car  t h e f t  and ends up hitchiking back t o  

Chicago from Lackawanngr, Ohio, This element of chance contributes 

great ly  t o  t he  humor of t he  picaresque, We laugh when the  shell-shocked 

veterans c rea te  a r i o t  a t  the  Golden Day, when the  inv is ib le  man f a l l s  

i n t o  a manhole, when Augie must carry Einhorn piggyback in to  the  whore- 

house, or when the  eagle inhabi ts  the  bathroom, Such things a r e  laugh- 

able  because they a r e  ludicrous, Such things do not happen i n  the  usual 

world of the  middle-class reader. The laughter, however, is not gay; on 

t h e  contrary, it i s  laughter-to-keep- from-crying. 

Also important is  the  rap id i ty  with which the  chaotic events 

happen t o  the  picaro. Generally i n  the  beginning of the  novels the  pace 

i s  r e l a t i ve ly  slow, Then a s  t he  p l o t  progresses, the  tempo increases 

u n t i l  one event p i l e s  on top of another i n  kaleidescopic fashion, The 

f a s t e r  the  events occur, of course, the  l e s s  time the  picaro has t o  



r e a c t  or  t o  think and t h e  more chaot ic  h i s  exis tence  w i l l  seem, Augie 

has more time t o  r e a c t  than t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man, Many th ings  happen t o  

Augie, more than t o  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man, but  they happen a t  a slower pace. 

Augie seems t o  d r i f t  from experience t o  experience whereas t h e  i n v i s i b l e  

man is  propelled, Augie has t i m e  t o  f ind  ou t  backgrounds of h i s  

acquaintances and takes  t h e  t i m e  t o  t e l l  t h e  reader, bu t  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  

man only knows the  essen t i a l s ,  and sometimes no t  even t h a t ,  about t h e  

people he  meets, H e  makes numerous references t o  t h e  f a s t  pace which 

whi r l s  him along, such a s  "1 couldn' t  move; too  much was happening t o  

m e w  (p, 169). "It was incredible ,  things were speeding upu (p. 1711, 

"He was going too f a s t  again, The whole idea  was insane and y e t  t h e  

o thers  were looking a t  me calm1yf8 (p. 232)- "1 wanted t o  think but  

they gave me no time, I w a s  swept i n t o  t h e  l a rge  roomt1 (p, 236), The 

i n v i s i b l e  man barely has t i m e  t o  r e a c t  t o  one s i t u a t i o n  before another 

occurs, Thus t h e  chaos i n  t h i s  novel i s  more in tense  than i n  Augie Warch. - 
Natural ly,  t h e  p icaro1s  reac t ion  t o  these  snowballing events is 

extremely important, Trad i t iona l ly  he is passive, fo r  he soon r e a l i z e s  

t h a t  the re  is  nothing he can do about h i s  fate.  One day may end i n  

success, t h e  next i n  d i s a s t e r ,  but  he  has absolutely no control  over 

what kind of day he  nay have. A t  f i r s t  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  man thinks he does 

have some control ,  but by t h e  end of t h e  novel, from t h e  maturi ty derived 

from h i s  experiences he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h i s  world w i l l  be l iveab le  only i f  

he  i s  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  h i s  f a te ,  "After f i r s t  being ' f o r t  soc ie ty  and 

then 'agains t1  it, I ass ign mys6~lf no rank o r  any l i m i t N  435), 

Augie too is  to ld  both by h i s  Cossack f r iend and by Sophie t h a t  he could 



not  be h u r t  by t h e  f a t e  of  o ther  people nor by h i s  own. Both picaros 

a r e  ac tua l ly  incapable of r e a l  love, f o r  ne i the r ,  e spec ia l ly  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  

man, ge t s  t o  meet people long enough t o  e s t a b l i s h  any t r u s t ,  l e t  alone 

love, and what r e s u l t s  is indifference.  

Finally,  t h e  end of t h e  picaresque novel i s  open,  here is  no 

d e f i n i t e  conclusion a s  t h e r e  i s  i n  a romance where t h e  hero l i v e s  

happily ever a f t e r  or  i n  a tragedy where t h e  hero d i e s  o r  reaches a 

c l i m a ~ t i c . d e c i a i o n ,  A t  t h e  end of the  picaresque novel t h e r e  i s  every 

ind ica t ion  t h a t  l i f e  is  going t o  continue i n  t h e  same chaot ic  way, The 

hero  may be wiser, but  is  no more capable of con t ro l l ing  Fate, H i s  only 

consolat ion is knowing the re  is  nothing be t t e r ,  The i n v i s i b l e  man ex- 

p l a i n s  t h i s  view &n one of h i s  concluding speeches, H e  accepts h i s  

world and himself fo r  what they are,  

The world i s  j u s t  a s  concrete, ornery, v i l e  and sublimely wonderful 
a s  before, only now I b e t t e r  understand my r e l a t i o n  t o  it and it t o  
me, I 've  come a long way from those days when f u l l  of i l l u s i o n ,  f 
Pived a public l i f e  and attempted t o  function under t h e  assumption 
t h a t  t h e  world was s o l i d  and a l l  t h e  re la t ionsh ips  there in ,  Now I 
know men a r e  d i f f e r e n t  and t h a t  a l l  l i f e  i s  divided and t h a t  only i n  
d iv i s ion  i s  the re  t r u e  health,  , , , d i v e r s i t y  i s  t h e  word (p, 435) ,  

H e  decides t o  come out  of h i s  hole i n  t h e  ground, but  he  has no sure  - '  

plan, A l l  h e  knows is '  t h a t  he  can no longer hide, t h a t  he  has  over- 

stayed h i ~ ~ h i b e r n a t i o n , ~ ~  The reader is l e f t  i n  doubt about h i s  future. 

Likewise t h e  end of Augie March is elusive. A t  f i r s t  AugSe seems t o  have 

created  order out  of chaos by marrying S t e l l a  and maintaining a job, but  

he  then discovers S t e l l a  is pursuing an ac t ing  career  t o  prove t o  a 

former lover t h a t  she can be independent. Augie's job tu rns  ou t  t o  be 

i l l i c i t  dealing, H e  admits, "it i s  indeed cockeyed, But t h e r e  i s  nothing 



% can do about it, It must be clear, however, that  I zm a person of 

liope, and now my hapes have set t led themselves %pan children and a 

set t led lif'e* I havenft  been able t o  convince S t e l l a  as yet?' (p* 529). 

'And there  i s  l i t t l e  kdication tha t  any of these hopes w i l l  come trueo 

Thus Augie, thozgh he began with more education than the  invis ible  man, 

has not learned a s  niwh about l i f e  at the end of the novel, Beither 

s tory i s  finished, Such an open end contributes even more t o  the 

chaotic structure and theme* 

One l a s t  note is  appropriate t o  our study of these two novels. We 

have discussed in d e t a i l  how they adhere t o  the classic  pr inciples  of 

the picaresque novel* Upon close inspection, the  Invisible Man seens - 
t o  follow these principles more closely than Augie March, primarily 

because the former picaro l ives  i n  a less-ordered world than the l a t t e r ,  

As one c r i t i c  explains, IfAugie t r i e s  t o  learn h o ~  t o  l i v e  b- the world t - 
Ellisonrs hero has, every day, t o  prove l i fe  possible, 1129 ~ h u s  

invis ible  manls world i s  more chaotic, and therefore, h i s  attempt t o  

f i ~ d  order i s  nore frustrated* However, both novels are good examples 

of the return of the picaresque novel. in the twentieth century, 

Qther novels which warrant fur ther  study as possible picaresque novels 

are: Melson Algrenf s ;Talk on the Wild Side, Bernard 24alarrlud f s A Mew ----- -- 
Life, Frederic Prokoschts Might of the  Poor, and Jack Kerouac ts On the - ---- -- 
Xoad, Time w i l l  t e l l  whether o r  not the picaresque novel w i l l  become - 
one of the most workable genres of the twentieth century, 

29 Jack Ludwig, Rece~ t  &T-erican Novelists (~ inneapol i s ,  19621, p. 19,  
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