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Opponent’s Review 
Eliška Mečířová, “The Picaresque in Angela Carter,” MA thesis 
 
The topic of the dissertation has some good potential. The aims of the project are laid out in a 
relatively clear fashion in the introductory chapter. The objective of assessing and validating 
Carter’s use of the picaresque genre is adequately justified. That said, given the fact that 
Carter’s work is so intensely intertextual and pastiches so many genres, it is not necessarily a 
challenge to discover a plurality of elements at play; rather the difficulty lies in ascertaining 
their purpose. At the outset Ms Mečířová endeavours to outline the genre of the picaresque as 
it emerges in sixteenth century Spain through to its formulations in the eighteenth century in 
France and England. If literary genres are the products of sets of social, cultural and political 
conditions, then different conditions underwrite the genre and its perceived purpose in 
different periods. And a vital question that hovers over the project as a whole is what could 
the postmodern picaresque actually be? Crucial here seems to be Carter’s own understanding 
of the picaresque cited first on page 17 as “an 18th century fictional device where people have 
adventure in order to find themselves in places where they can discuss philosophical concepts 
without distractions.” If this is how Carter perceives her own use of the genre, then the 
thesis’s regular reliance on a sixteenth century Spanish template is methodologically 
somewhat questionable. 

The three main chapters elaborate three aspects of the picaresque in Nights at the Circus, 
The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffman, The Magic Toyshop and Heroes and 
Villains. Chapter two considers who the Pícaro figure is and who his companion is in each of 
the texts. Ms Mečířová cites Kendrick’s observation that Carter is fascinated with characters 
on the cusp between innocence and experience. Certainly this connects with her use of the 
genre of the fairy tale to explore rites of passage especially for female protagonists, what 
would be useful to discuss at the defence is how this motif in Carter’s work relates to the 
genre of the picaresque. Additionally, one might ask how Carter’s use of magical realism, 
fairy tale and the picaresque (all mentioned in this chapter) can be sifted? Are they distinct? 
And if not, what impact does this have on the argument as a whole? Most important, however, 
is the sense that this chapter sidesteps the crucial issue of the Pícaro as a type, a rogue figure 
or a social outcast and gets entangled with discussions of rites of passage and journey motifs 
that properly belong to the next chapter. Similarly, references to Pícaro as a role-play and 
trickster on p39 would have been much more valuable in this chapter than in the following 
one.  The contours of Carter’s arguably postmodern Pícaro and his/her companion are not 
drawn in clear enough terms here.  In fact the role of the companion seems practically defunct 
in some of the selected texts. Pícaro is traditionally a male figure. As Moll Flanders so 
satirically illustrates, to change the gender of the Pícaro figure has far reaching implications. 
How does Carter advance what Defoe begins, or does she? How does the radically different 
social and historical context affect her approach? 

Chapter three moves on to the motif of the journey and questions of progress. Citing 
Sieber, Ms Mečířová identifies three dimensions to movement in the picaresque narrative: the 
Pícaro’s movement (that may be a retreat from despair or upward mobility), the dynamic of 
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the plot itself as cyclical (here the term episodic is of far more relevance and is more accurate, 
as Ms Mečířová’s own shift to that term later shows), finally the dynamic of the narrative 
situation which is retrospective. However, as regards the final point Ms Mečířová notes that 
Nights at the Circus “does not have the picaresque narrative framework with the protagonist 
coming back [sic] to the past and concluding the narrative in the present, it is the interview 
which provides it for her.” (p. 41) The shared qualities among Carter’s picaresque narratives 
identified in this chapter include the Pícaro’s “desire to find the sense of a home again” (47) 
and “the idea of social critique—mainly the notion that society is easily fooled by those who 
believe in themselves and are able to pull off the trick” (52) Such a conclusion leaves the 
reader asking is that all? This certainly hardly qualifies as social critique and does not seem to 
illuminate any sense of progress beyond, perhaps, a very private one. The chapter closes with 
discussion of Kendrick and Sage’s assertions that in Carter’s narrative episodic structure 
“nothing develops” (55). Does this claim not completely dismantle any idea of progress in 
social terms? More discussion of this at the defence is necessary. 

The final main chapter engages with the “destination” of Carter’s picaresque narratives.  
This returns to the outstanding question of the purposes of the picaresque. As stated earlier, it 
is only logical to suppose that these purposes change across time, but also in the hands of 
different authors. Blackburn suggests Western literature and by implication the work of 
Angela Carter has been “orbiting in the picaresque galaxy” for more than 400 years—
something of an overstatement one suspects, and one that deserves a more critical response 
than is presented here—and that the picaresque periodically reappears as a literary means of 
expressing “the loneliness of an individual within society” (p.56). As Ms Mečířová is obliged 
to acknowledge, such a claim fits Carter’s work like a square peg in a round hole. She avers 
that Carter’s characters need isolation in order to “realize profound truths.” What those 
profound truths might be is now given some attention, but in fact the only conclusion that can 
be drawn, as is done here, is that Carter’s endings are inconclusive, there is no definite 
destination. If the picaresque is rooted in social critique then what specifically is Carter’s 
work critiquing? It is rather bizarre that gender is not explicitly discussed. 

Overall, the project, although quite brief for an MA work (the text is barely 60 pages long) 
covers a good deal of territory but is undermined by its own rather aleatory structure and 
somewhat vague conclusions—rather, one assumes, like the postmodern pastiche of 
picaresque elements it sets out to clarify and evaluate. Subheadings would have helped 
enormously to have mitigated the sense of drifting from one text to another, one example to 
another. The research done for the thesis is within the norm and is deployed efficiently 
throughout, although the repetition of certain quotes across the chapters could have been 
somewhat reduced. Some ideas are investigated and integrated, but little sense of the 
differences among critical viewpoints emerges to spark any sense of debate. Basic language 
errors are surprisingly frequent throughout; errors with some verb tenses, phrasal expressions, 
articles and the confusion of than and then are rather too regular for a work at this level. 
Formatting of the thesis (chapters, bibliography and footnotes) is correct. 
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I recommend the thesis for defence and propose to grade the work “very good”/2 or “good”/3 
depending on the result of the defence. 

 
 

31.8.2012 
 
 

  Clare Wallace, PhD 
 

 
 


