Jerome Buckley’s Definition of the Bildungsroman

“Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship and The Red Badge of Courage differ. . . from each other and from the English Bildungsroman that followed [them like] Great Expectations or Sons and Lovers.  Yet from. . . these books. . . we may abstract a broad outline of a typical Bilgungsroman plot and so determine the principles of the genre.  A child of some sensibility grows up in the country or in a provincial town, where he finds constraints, social and intellectual, placed upon his free imagination.  His family, especially his father, proves doggedly hostile to his creative instincts. . . He therefore, sometimes at a quite early age, leaves the repressive, atmosphere of home (and also a relative innocence), to make his way independently in the city. . .There his real education begins [which] involves at least two love affairs or sexual encounters, one debasing, one exalting, and demands that in this respect and others the hero appraise 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 him 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.”  from The Season of Youth: the Bildungsroman from Dickens to Golding. Harvard UP, 1974. 17-18.

