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The First-Person Narration and the Novelist's Autobiography
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By placing Charles Dickens's David Copperfield in the context of the
mid-nineteenth century hero-worship, this essay explores the possibilities and
limitations of the representation of the ‘hero’ in the autobiographical narration.
It first overviews the hero-conscious Victorian culture and sees Dickens as one
of the most talented literary heroes of the era who, nonetheless, failed in
representing themselves as heroes in straightforward autobiographical writings.
After analysing some general characteristics of autobiographical narratives and
specific difficulties David faces as an autobiographer, it shows how his
hero-worship of the false father, Steerforth, frustrates his self-representation as
the hero and how he finally manages to close his own ‘life’ by indirectly giving it

up to the original and ultimate hero, the Christian Father.
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Whether | shall turn out to be the hero of my life, or whether that station
will be held by anybody else, these pages must show. 13
Charles Dickens, David Copperfield. London: Penguin, 2004
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.. . When my thoughts go back, now, to that slow agony of my youth, I wonder
how much of the histories | invented for such people hangs like a mist of fancy
over well-remembered facts! When | tread the old ground, | do not wonder that I
seem to see and pity, going on before me, an innocent romantic boy, making his

imaginative world out of such strange experiences and sordid things! (180

)
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I now approach an event in my life, so indelible, so awful, so bound by an infinite
variety of ties to all that has preceded it, in these pages, that, from the
beginning of my narrative, | have seen it growing larger and larger as I
advanced, like a great tower in a plain, and throwing its fore-cast shadow even
on the incidents of my childish days. . .. As plainly as | behold what happened, I
will try to write it down. | do not recall it, but see it done; for it happens again

before me. (790 )
growing

-12 -



retrospect

Retrospect Another Retrospect
Another Retrospect A last

Retrospect

-13-



hero

villain

villain
hero

good angel

-14-



25

O Agnes, O my soul, so may thy face be by me when I close my life indeed; so
may I, when realities are melting from me like the shadows which I now dismiss,

still find thee near me, pointing upward! (882 )
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