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Abstract

The BILDUNGSROMAN, which is of German origin meaning “novel
of formation or education”, has now won universal recognition as a
type of novel. However, as a special type of autobiography, it is still yet
to be recognized, and this book is just an endeavor in this direction.

o argue that the bildungsroman can be regarded as a special type of
autobiography, this book in the introductory part, after tracing its origin
back to Germany (especially Goethe’s Wilbelm Meister’s Apprenticeship),
first seeks to provide a new definition for the bildungsroman in terms
of theme, content, narration and time span, thus paving the way for
a further discussion on the relationship between bildungsroman and
autobiography.

Then, Chapter One, based on a reconsideration of fact and fiction
in autobiography, attempts to redefine the traditional dividing line
between autobiography and novel and to offer a new approach to
classifying autobiography. By the apparent literary form in which the
autobiographic content is presented, one may divide autobiography
into the common and special forms. Within the large category of the
special form, one may further categorize it into the essay form, the
poetic form, the letter form, and the novel form. The bildungsroman,
due to its highly autobiographical nature but in the form of a
novel, might as well be regarded as the novel-form autobiography.
Besides, it also shares much common ground with autobiography:
both subordinate plot to characterization; both have the central
motif of “searching for self-identity”; both focus on revealing the
relationship between experience, education, and identity formation.
To have a deeper understanding of the bildungsroman as the novel-
form autobiography, one must distinguish between the NOVEL-
FORM AUTOBIOGRAPHY and the AUTOBIOGRAPHY-
FORM NOVEL, between the BILDUNGSROMAN and the
AUTOMIOGRAPHIC NOVEL, between AUTOBIOGRAPHY and
FICTIONAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY.

To make sounder the argument that the bildungsroman is a novel-



form autobiography, Chapters 2 to 5 investigate altogether 6
bildungsromane and biographies. Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 conduct a
case study of two representative bildungsroman — Charles Dickens’
David Copperfield, James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
to show how those works built the boundary of bildungsroman and
autobiography and how the new context solicits new understandings
and interpretations of the works in question. Chatper 4 first
undertakes comparison between the two bildungsroman already ana-
lyzed in the previous two chapters, then proceeds to reassess the bil-
dungsroman within the large category of autobiography rather than
that of novel.

Based on the above analysis and discussion, the findal part finally
draws the conclusion that the bildungsroman as a hybrid of novel and
autobiography indeed has its own particular advantages over both
novel and autobiography. Nevertheless, as pointed out in Epilogue,
this book is not intended to conduct a detailed and comprehensive
study of the buildungsroman, but to focus on revealing the relation-
ship between bildungsronan and autobiography in an attempt to offer
a new perspective on the bildungsroman studies. In this sense, an end-
ing of this book may just indicate a new beginning for another book in
the same direction.

11
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Introduction
5 sroman — %ﬂ/ﬂ/ New Dﬁuﬁ&%

“The child is father of the man” — indeed, the formative years of a
child evolving from innocence into maturity are of vital importance
in the formation of character and constitute a long hard pilgrimage
every child has to experience before he comes to grip with the great
universe. Through this unavoidable passage of growing up, one has to
undergo many trials and tribulations. Just as Mr. Worldly Wiseman
told Christian before he set off on his Journey:

Hear me; I am older than thou :thou art like to meet with, in the
way which thou guest, wearisomeness, painfulness, hunger, perils,
nakedness, sword, lions, dragons, darkness, and, in a word, death
and what not. These things are certainly true, having .Been con-
firmed by many testimonies. (Pilgrim’s Progress, Chap. I)

On this hard voyage, everything is uncertain, and every character un-
decided, as Keats put it:

"The imagination of a boy is healthy, and the mature imagination
of a man is healthy; but there is a space of life between', in
which the soul is in a ferment, the character undecided, the way
of life uncertain, the ambition thick-sighted.... (Buckley, 1)

Apparently, the process of growing up in which a child has his
first encounters with the world is of immense appeal to artists
of any time. However, what so surprising is that it is the latter
half of the 18th century that first saw the concrete artistic
expression of the processes of information in the form of

' Compton Mackenzie has the John Keats’s passage about childhood, manhood, and the
space between as the epigraph of his autobiographical Sinister Street. Another critic J.
Buckley even used the term ‘The Space Between’ as the subtitle for his Introduction to
Season of Youth: the Bildungsroman from Dickens to Colding.
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poetry’ and, more important, in the newly rising form of novel
— the buildugsroman, of which Goethe’s Wilbelm Meister is an

early influential example.

Bildungsroman is a German word borrowed into English, and as its
source indicates, it first flourished in Germany. “Bildungs” in German

»” o«

means “formation” or “education”, and “roman”, “novel” — hence
“bildungsroman” meaning “the novel of formation or education”.
In German literary history, Wilbelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, since its
publication in between 1794 and 1796, has been established as the
prototype of the bildungsroman. This lengthy work tells of a story
about the process by which a sensitive soul with artistic temperament
eventually discovers his own identity in the world. In this process,
the young self-conscious Wilhelm, who was anxious to achieve inde-
pendence and self-expression, impatient with his father’s mercantile
mentality and contemptuous of all deadening devotion to Commerce,
decided to join the players on their visits to the count’ castle. He later
became the manager of the stage company, thus fulfilling his wish of
making the German theater a primary agent of cultural change. Yet,
ironically, Wilhelm’s “apprenticeship” to the stage eventually proves,
as Buckley points out:

Like Goethe’s own dream of a vocation in the plastic arts, a
quite misdirected ambition, Wilhelm does make an effective
romantic Hamlet, perhaps because the character, as he (or
Goethe) conceives and projects it, is so like his own. But soon
after his production of the play, he is willing to abandon the
stage altogether in the belief that his histrionic talents are
strictly limited. And the theater he rejects suddenly becomes
an allegory of all the illusions of his troubled youth. The true
apprenticeship, we then see, is spiritual rather than professional.
When he has served his term, he is formally released; through

* The most representative poem in this regard is William Wordsworth’s The Prelude, in
which the great English Romantic poet faithfully recorded the “growth of a poet’s mind’
from childhood through adolescence into early manhood. To a lesser degree, another
romantic poet Byron’s “Don Juan”, which is less autobiographical, like “The Prelude”,
also follows a young man in his progress from boyhood to his poised maturity, though
‘iconoclastic in attitude and reductive of all ideals” (Buckley, 7).
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many dark passages, he has been led into the light; and a
mysterious abbe salutes him. ‘Hail to thee, young man! Thy

apprenticeship is done: Nature has pronounced thee free.’
(Buckley, 11)

As the first successful work of the bildungsroman, Goethe’s Wilbelm
Meister’s Apprenticeship is almost statue-like in both the development
and critical reception of the bildungsroman as a genre of literature.

First, as far as the development of bildungsroman is concerned, Wil-
helm Meister wielded an inevitable influence on subsequent German
and English bildungsromane, tried positive proof of which was to be
seen in the flourishing of such works in the 19" century Germany and
the Victorian England. Wilhelm Meister’s influence on English litera-
ture was realized through Carlyle, who in 1824 translated Goethe’s work
into English as Wilbelm Meister’s Apprenticeship. Ever since, this new
artistic form had been obviously developed by such writers as Charles
Dickens and Samuel Butler in the Victorian England, James Joyce and
S. Maugham in the modernist period of Britain, and Mark Twain in
the 20th century America. Since the bildungsroman came into English
literature chiefly through the influence of Wilbelm Meister, Susanne
Howe(6) conveniently coined a new English word for the German
equivalent — the “apprentice” novel, now generally called “appren-
ticeship” novel. Yet her assertion 60 years ago that the “apprentice”
novel “never assumed in England the importance of a group classifica-
tion or a type” nowadays seems totally out of date, for “apprenticeship”
novel has now been generally recognized as a genre or a type of novel
throughout the world. In fact, as an entry it has entered The New Bri-
tannica Encyclopedia. (See, for instance, The New Britannica Encyclopedia,
vol. 23: 135)

Second, Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship also played a decisive role in
the critical reception of the bildungsroman as a genre or type of novel.
This powerful role manifests itself in the following respects:

Firstly, it is based on Goethe’s Wilbelm Meister’s Apprenticeship that
some critics sum up the typical theme pattern of the bildungsroman.
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Howe, for example, in her lengthy study of the bildungsromane enti-
tled Wilbelm Meister and His English Kinsmen describes the apprentice-
ship pattern as:

The adolescent hero of the typical “apprentice” novel sets out
on his way through the world, meets with reverses usually due
to his own temperament, falls in with various guides and coun-
selors, makes many false starts in choosing his friends, his wife,
and his life work, and finally adjusts himself in some way to the
demands of his time and environment by finding a sphere of ac-
tion in which he may work effectively. (Howe, 4)

Another critic J. H. Buckley also abstracted the broad outline of the

bildungsroman works:

A child of some sensibility grows up in the country or in-a pro-
vincial town, where he finds constraints, social and intellectual,
placed upon the free imagination. His family, especially his fa-
ther, proves doggedly hostile to his creative instincts or flights
of fancy, antagonistic to his ambitions, and quite impervious to
the new ideas he has gained from unperceived reading .His first
schooling, even if not totally inadequate, may be frustrating in-
sofar as it may suggest options not available to him in his present
setting. He therefore, sometimes at a quite early age leaves the
repressive atmosphere of home (and also the relative innocence),
to make his way independently in the city (in the English novels,
usually London).There his real “education” begins, not only his
preparation for a career but also urban life. The latter involves
at least two love affairs or sexual encounters, one debasing, one
exalting, and demands that in this respect and others the hero
reappraise his values. By the time he has decided, after painful
soul-searching, the sort of accommodation to the modern world
he can honestly make, he has left his adolescence behind and
entered upon his maturity. His initiation complete, he may then
visit his old home, to demonstrate by his presence the degree of
his success or the wisdom of his choice. (Buckley, 17-18)



Introduction Bildungsroman — Toward a New Definition

Applying this outline to Wilbelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, one may
readily find out that it fits in quite well — in effect, if one substitutes
“a child” with “Wilhelm Meister”, one might obtain a good summary
of the novel. And in this light, one might conclude that both Howe’s
and Buckley’s outlines of the bildungsroman are actually drawn heavily
on Wilbelm Meister’s Apprenticeship — the only difference lies in that
the former is too simple and crude while the latter, more detailed and
generalized.

Secondly, Wilhelm Meister’s powerful influence upon the critical world
of the bildungsroman also finds expression in the essential compo-
nents of the bildungsroman. Since Wilbelm Meister firmly established
itself as an archetype of the bildungsroman, Wilhelm Meister’s self-
awareness(and self-education) has been held as an essential compo-
nent of the bildungsroman. It is by this standard that Howe dismissed
David Copperfield, Great Expectations and Pendennis as “bypaths” from
the main course of bildungsroman development:

They deal, it is true, with young men who learn from experience
and who do grow up in the course of the story, but more by ac-
cident than design....They’ have not developed through any
inner realization of their own powers and the resolve to make
their experience function. They have stumbled good-naturedly
over their obstacles, righted themselves, and determined not to
make that particular mistake again, but they are not imaginative
or reflective enough to see the wider implications of what has
happened to them. Their history leads back rather more dis-
tinctly to the eighteenth-century picaresque tradition of Field-
ing and Smollett than to the German form of the Bildungsro-
man... (Howe, 14-15)

Indeed, Howe’s dismissal of the above three novels as “bypaths” due
to the lack of self-awareness on the part of the central heroes was
later echoed by many who were interested in the bildungsroman. As
Sheridan pointed out in his article “David Copperfield: Different Readers,

* Here “They” refers respectively to David, Pip and Arthur Pendennis, the protagohists of
the three novels in question.




