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We dedicate this book to each other as proof,
along with Scrutiny (of which for twenty-one
years we sustained the main burden and the

responsibility), of forty years and more of
daily collaboration in living, university
teaching, discussion of literature and the
social and cultural context from which
hiterature 1s born, and above all, devotion to
the fostering of that true respect for creative
writing, creative minds and, English literature
being in question, the English tradition,
without which literary criticism can
have no validity and no life.



‘I suppose so 1emarkable an author as Dickens hardly
cver hived who carried so hittle of authorship into ordi-
naiy social mntercourse . . Though Dickens bore out-
waidly so lttle of the mmpiess of his wrtings, they
formed the whole of that mnner hfe which essentially
constituted the man.’

FORSTER, Life of Diclens

¢ “It always stiuck me they missed my little point with a
perfection exactly as admirable when they patted me on
the back as when they kicked me in the shins, By my
hittle pomnt I mean ~ what shall I call 1t? ~ the particular
thing T’ve wiitten my books most for. Isn’t there for every
wiiter a particular thing of that sort, the thing that most
makes hum apply himsclf, the thing without the cffort to
achieve which he wouldn’t write at all, the very passion
of his passion, the part of the business in whach, for him,
the flame of a1t burns most intensely? . . The order, the
form, the textuie of my books will perhaps some day
constitute for the imtiated a complete representation oft.
So 1t’s naturally the thing for the critic to look for.”
HENRY JaMmcrs, The Figure w the Carpet

‘I have said that Dickens felt criticism, of whatever
kind, with too sharp a relish for the mdifference he
assumed to 1t; but the secret was that he believed himself
to be en’utlcd to a h1ghe1 tribute than he was always in
the habit of receving ’ ' ’

, FORSTLR, Life of Dickens
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Preface

ITscems well to state clearly and briefly in front of this book
what we offer to do in 1t. We have not undertaken a general
survey of Dickens, believing that all such enterprises arc
merely academic, and unprofitable critically. Our purpose
is to enforce as unanswerably as possible the conviction that
Dickens was one of the greatest of crcative writers; that
with the intelligence inherent in creative genius, he de-
veloped a fully conscious devotion to his art, becoming as a
popular and fecund, but yet profound, serious and wonder-
fully resourceful practising novelist, a master of 1t; and that,
as such, he demands a critical attention he has not had,
We should like to make 1t impossible for any academic
authonity to fecl that, in ‘doing’ assorted ‘Dickens char-
acters’ with histrionic gusto he pays the recogmzed appro-
priate tribute to the creative gift, or for any intellectual —
academic, journalist or both ~ to tell us with the famihar
casy assurance that Dickens of course was a genmus, but that
his hine was enteriainment, so that an account of his art that
implies marked intellectual powers ~ a capacity, for ex-
ample, to rcad and understand Bentham — 15 ohviously
absurd. We wish to make 1t impossible for such critics to
assert, or assume, that any character from the novels of
Dickens’s maturity might have equally appeared in any
other of the novels than the one in which 1t 1n fact functions
as an inseparable part of the whole And we have thought
1t essential to register specific protests against the trend of
American cnticism of Dickens, from Edmund Wilson on-
wards, as being in gencral wrong-headed, ill-informed in
ways we have demonstrated, and essentially ignorant and
misdirecting

In this connection we should perhaps cxplain our prefer-
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DICKINS

ence for Forster’s Life of Dickens as a source over modern,
moic ‘correct’ biograplies, whether British or, still less
acceptlable, American. The fact 1s that Forster, whatever
Ius sins of omission, suppression, or altciation of some letters
or documents to give himself greater impor tance 1n 1¢clation
to Dickens in the eyes of his world, does give the only con-
vincing representation of Dickens as the creator of the novels
for those capable of reading them with critical perception
and disinterestedness — witness the quotations from Forster’s
Lafe 1n our Epigraphs. And Forster, with his intimate per-
sonal knowledge of hus friend (a fricndship which survived
storms), gives us the sense, as no other biographer does or
now can, of being in the same room as Dickens, and cven,
more important, of being 1cally inward with Dickens’s per-
sonality and character, and without being concerned to
make out a case by “interpreting’ his subject. The ineptness
of scholars as hiterary critics is a notoiious fact. Essential
ignorance can consort with a great deal of scholarly indus-
try in assembling hirelevant data, and misrepresentation
with interpreting that so-called ‘factual matter’, owing to a
more or less unconscious bias, and with msinuating, through
critical stupidity, false assumptions about the subject’s art,
character, personality and history: the subject often be-
coming a victim. In these respects the older biographers are
much the safest, and even, sw prisingly, the most useful still,
for they shared and understood the age of which they wrote.
They are also less pictentious as critics, have no modein
PSYChOIOgical Jargon, and were more really knowledgeable
In presenting their subjects, as well as more truly respectful
and essentially more inward with them George Elot’s
widower thus contiives to provide an intimate, indispens-
:.able and unsurpassed portrait of, and understanding of the
inner life of, Miss Evans and G. H. Lewes’s consort, without
Mary Anne- or Marian-ing her in an ineffectual attempt to
achieve familiarity, such as we have met in recent bio-
graphies from which after all no such appreciation or clear
portiait 1s obtainable. Thus for instance Professor Edgar
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PREFACE

Johnson's biography of Dickens cannot claim to have super-
scded or even to rival Forster’s, or Professor Gordon
Haight's to be as illuminating a gmde to George Ehot the
novelist as John Cross’s, while the biographical notices and
memoirs of anyone who knew D. H Lawrence and wrote of
him without malice are undoubtedly to be preferred to
Professor Harry T. Moore’s The untenable position of
those academics and journalists who are determined to
explain away Dickens’s creative euvre as the uncontrolled
product of childhood obsessions or expericnces, or of a
psychological abnormality, or of a consistent lifelong exhi-
bition of manias, is examined in a Note below.

The method we decided on was to take the six great novels
as lending themsclves peculiarly to the purpose when con-
sidered in relation to the development of Dickens’s powers,
and to discuss them each in terms of intrinsic interest but in
chronological order and in reference to cach other. The
book was conceived as a book: the fact that a chapter is
devoted to cach of these novels doesn’t reduce it to a col-
lection of cssays. The purpose is everywhere there as the in-
forming spirit, determming approach and presentation, and
the chronological order belongs to the sustained argument.

The fourth chapter, that on Hard Times, originally ap-
peared in Serutiny as inaugurating this approach to Dickens,
and more generally to the Novel, as early as Spring 1947,
being the imtial essay 1 a series the title of which, ‘The
Novel as Dramatic Poem’, conveyed the idea of the enter-
prise Reccived at the time with ridicule, this title and this
cssay have since been accepted as marking a new approach
both to Dickens (and cffecting a revolution in Dickens
criticism) and to the art of the novel generally. It was re-
printed as something in the naturc of an appendix to The
Great Tradition, where its inclusion testified to the convinced
and emphatic recognition of Dickens’s status. The inclusion
was strongly urged by the other of the collaborating pair;
both 1n fact realized that the complete omission of Dickens
from the book would be ridiculous, and if its inclusion

11



DICKENS

looked odd, 1t was meant as an avowal at any rate of default
in respect of Dickens and of a deferred commitment to
making the default good. The critical sigmificance of the
slowness to recognize Dickens’s pre-eminence among Eng-
lish novelists ~ he may be seen surely as the Shakespeare of
the novel — is touched on explicitly in the beginning of the
first chapter (on Dombey and Son), and 1s implicitly developed
in the book as a whole.

The critique of Dombey and Son, originally written as in-
troducing the book for its inclusion (which was cancelled
later by the publishers on financial grounds) in a series of
Englsh classics, was published only mn an American
quarterly (The Sewanee Review, 1962) — still with the limita-
tions entailed by the original conditions of writing In
Chapter I there 1s the completer treatment of Dombey con-
cerved m relation to the stated plan and purpose of our book.
Some changes of the same kind will be found in Chapter 4

No notes of the kinds exemplified above are called for by
the four chapters mitialled ‘Q.D.L.’. These were all written
ad hoc as constituent parts of the book when it had been con-
cewved as something to be undertaken forthwith, and worked
at m an intenswve and sustained way until completed The
last of the four — it concludes the book — 1s a study of
Dickens’s use of illustrations as accessories of his art 1n con-
veying his meaning to his readers, it has an immediate
relevance io the central critical themes of this book And
since it was m the earher part of lus creative career that
plckens first habitually asserted a positive and authoritative
mterest m the illustrating of his text, the chapter, it seems
to us, adds to the direct discussion of the major work an
appropriate recall of the earlier work out of which the great
novehst emerged It stresses moreover the mmportance for
Dickens of having such a hve tradition of illustration and a
public which understood 1t — of bemng ablc to assume this
and develop it for the purposes of his art,.while showing

that the death of the tradition, owing to the characteristic
and fundamental change 1n the later Victornian ethos, meant
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a serious narrowing of taste which pointed to a correspond-
ing impoverishment of art, poetry and literature generally,
so that Dickens’s death marked the end of his era

As for the mode of collaboration, the collaborators have
in their respective chapters ~ as will no doubt be noted -
heen guided by the spontancities of the personal judgement
and the personal habit of approach, and also by the ex-
perience they both have of the most profitable method of
criticizing Dickens derived from many years’ individual
teaching of university students The authors here started by
knowing that they were in cssential agreement about
Dickens and about the kind of book nceded. The differences
of idiosyncrasy, it seemed to them, could only be an advan-
tage in the execution of the collaboratively conceived pro-
ject, and the upshot, they judge, answers reasonably to their
idea of what was required and what they are prepared to
stand by To repeat the msistence, it asks to be read as a
hook, and not as a collection of essays

There is 2 note to be added under the head of ‘acknow-
ledgments’. As Chichele Lecturer at Oxford m 1964, the
writer of Chapter 5 discussed Lattle Dorril together with —
in a minor way — Hard Tumes — under the title: ‘Dickens,
Art and Social Criticism’. The different emphasis entailed
by the present undertaking necessitated for Chapter 5, not
only an extended, but a re-thought treatment of Luttle Dorrat.
Nevertheless, the given collaborator is very conscious that
the attention he devoted to that great novel in preparing
the Chichele Lectures has told decisively in the critical dis-
cussion offered here, and he would ke to express the grati-
tude he feels to All Souls” College for the opportunity and
intellectual stimulus the appointment as Chichele Lecturer
gave him Parts of Chapter 2, on the relation between
Dickens and Tolstoy, and with regard to the two levels at
which Dickens may be read, were delivered as lectures by the
other collaborator at the universities of Bristol and Aberdeen.

FR.L. QD.L
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NOTE

The Marxizing and other 1deologically-slanted interpre-
tations of Dickens’s achicvement were comparatively harm-
less and arc now a dcad lctter, but the echoes and clabora-
tions of Edmund Wilson’s theory of Dickens’s art — as being
the volcanic explosions of 2 manic-depressive — are still with
us on the air, mn print and in lectures being given in this
centenary year to academic audiences and learned societies.
Allernative accounts are that Dickens’s a1t is evidently the
product of ‘an anal dandy’, that it is based on and condi-
tioned by childhood terrors and fantasies from nurse’s
story-telling, or by the brief spell the boy Dickens endured
i the blacking-factory. The favourite mcthod is to amal
gamate these and others with the assumption that the art
can be explamned away in the hight of such miscellancous
and quite unconnected data (or alleged data) as: the unin-
hibited capers of Dickens’s youth; the outbreaks common to
men of letters against exploitation by their publishers and
the touchiness and irritability almost inevitable in literary
genius, the trials of an unsatisfactory marriage and the
wholly conjectural torments of a possibly unsatisfactory
haison; the physical exhaustion of an overworked, much-
tried and over-convivial editor and journalist who, in the
manner of his day and profession, kept himself going ult-
mately with stimulants, undermining his health; the ner-
vous shock and physical damage due to a railway accident
late in hife, while writing Our Mutual Friend (during which
accident, however, he behaved with admirable self-control);
and finally the greatly exaggerated accounts and implaus-
ible explanations of his dramatic readings from his novels at
the end of his life. No discouraging scepticism has, as far as
one knows, been incurred by these amateur psychologists
of our academic scene, but no trained psychologist seems
to have condoned, much less supported, any of these

assumptions and theories. Besides the evident fact that such
self-indulgent vapourings give no satisfaction to anyone but
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their perpetrators (for they shepherd us away from the texts
‘and can only misdirect for the approach to Dickens’s
creative achievement), they reveal in their authors a refusal,
or an inability, to rcad the novels as literature: for the com-
plex sensibility, in general so marvellously controlled and
directed objectively into a unique form in each of the novels
of Dickens’s maturity, gives the lic to such crude and cheap
attempts to dispose of the created entities.

The theories are also a travesty of the facts that we know
of Dickens’s personality and behaviour. What a weight of
academic capital has been made of that innocent hornpipe
danced by the young man outside that window! — Quilp-
like comparisons have cven been made on the sirength of
that and similar lively capers and pranks in the young man-
hood of poor Charles ~ bearing witness only to the inno-
cence of these academic minds as to normal youth and also
as to the manners, running naturally to high jinks, of that
phase of English social Iife Dickens was reared mn, of the
tone and habits of which he incvitably partook. Dickens’s
was a pre-Victorian England of course, with the uninhibited
licences of the Regency lower-middle-class, plus a tempor-
ary plunge by him into the raffish underworld (as Mr
Micawber’s son) which extended into the society of the
debtor’s prison, and the strcets in which old Mr Weller
boasted that he had provided his son with an essential cdu-
cation when (hke Dickens) Sam was ‘wery young’. If
Dickens was in these respects abnormal, so was practically
everyonc clse m his youth Cruikshank, a much older man
than Dickens and a favourite companion, was a great deal
more ‘eccentric’, wildly unconventional (that is, by later
Victorian standards, which were prim) and more startling
in his antics than Dickens was cver known to be, while a
gentleman like Thackeray could waggle his legs out of his
carriage window in triumph as hc diove past without
atowsing adverse comment. The habitual buffoonery,
amounting to licence, of another gentleman who was also a
cleric and nearly a bishop, Sydney Smith, was welcomed in

15
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the highest society as well as the most intellectual of the day.
Practical jokes of the most unrefined kind and cven savagery,
histrionics and travesty for fun, hoaxes or ‘flams’, unmn-
hibited punning and broad jests, excessive tippling, as well
as a now unknown degree of sentimental susceptibility, were
characterstic of the age Dickens was formed . But what
was characteristic of ium is surcly that he grew or raised him-
self out of its influcnces instcad of being their victim — the
change from the author of Pickwick to the author of Dombey
is as decisive as impressive.

Social historians and literary-critical historians once knew
such facts of life G. M Young in his Victorian England:
Porirart of an Age rightly stresses the characteristic ‘exuber-
ance’ of the eaiher Victorians, as when audiences even at
Bowood sobbed at Tom Moore’s songs, ‘when Ministers
sometimes wept at the Table; when the sight of an infant
school could 1educe a civil servant to a passion of tears . an
age of flashing eyes and curhng hps’, and concludes that
‘out of the horse-play of sentimental Cockneys [came]
Dickens’ Dickens moreover had worked in a law-office, and
the society of Dick Swivellers (are Dick’s capers to be taken
as pathological?) can only have encouraged the normal
adolescent histrionic tendencies which Dickens exploited for
humorous purposes — a conditioning to which purposes was
mevitable at first. Such deliberate playfulness and exagger-
ated whimsicality has been solemnly taken for morbidity,
as m the case of his prolonged dama of frustrated passion
for the young Queen and jealousy of Prince Albert, though
well understood for what 1t was by Forster who mentions
that 1t was a joint jape with two friends of Dickens’s Pro-
fessor Olrver Elton 1n his Survey of English Luterature (1830—
80) had made simlar pomts to G M. Young’s in citing
the (inevitable) Iiterary influences of this period on Dickens
as a young novelist and a man of his ime He mentions as
typical Theodore Hook, ‘farce-maker, journalist, essayist,
novehst, punster, practical jester, impromptu rhymester,
and Bohemian’ whose characters were a source of early

16
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characterization for Dickens, and that Hook actually relates
in his novels some of his own outrageous ‘flams’, adding
that while Hook and Surtees and others of that kind were
‘not exactly literature’, they were ‘ the cause of literature in
others’, for instance, Dickens. Yes, indeed, and deductions
therefore from the contents and tone of the carly batch of
Dickens’s novels must be checked by such considerations
(a precaution ignored by Edmund Wilson) ~ for how, as a
hard-driven young aspiring writer could Dickens fail 1o be
of his ambience, draw on his predecessors, and satisfy such
a public’s tastes? ‘Even allowing for the change of taste,
there is a vulgar callousness about most of them that is not
amusing. The cheaper jokes of Sydney Smith, the sarcasms
of Macaulay, the horse-play in Marryat’s novels, the
manners of old Lady Holland, the illustrations of Cruik-
shank and Douglas Jerrold’s merry and vulgar work — all
belong, if we will, to a more robust age (pre-Victorian at
first)’ says Elton, writing in 1920 as a later Victorian
gentleman Such data show us the matrix in which Dickens
was originally shaped as a writer and a person, and no sup-
positious tracing to childhood impressions is needed to find
the source for Dickens’s usc at first of grotesque, savage and
violent activities and personalities in his fictions, for they
werce the commonplaces of Grub Street and High Society
alike. (One might as well allege a death-wish in the writer
for the frequent deaths of children, babies and wives, but of
course these werc factual in the first half of the 1g9th cen-
tury.) What distinguishes Dickens is that he could make
of a Quilp a study in sadistic malice, showing his critical
detachment from the inheritance of his literary and social
environment, and his own better informed insights, the
insights of a genius and one fortunately informed also,
through his literary tastes, with better influences from a finer
past of English literature — his two greatest assets. We
should not however under-rate the range of possible oz
permitted feeling in this unintubited society, for along with
the ribald jests. the noisy waggishness and the appcarance

17
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more interesting and not so simple a question as is implied
in the claim that Dickens thus killed himself and that his
satisfaction in the readings was the morbid one of sending
his audience into fainting fits. In common with other liter-
ary artists, such as Henry James and T S. Eliot for example,
who launched deliberately into play-writing for the purpose,
Dickens obviously, as hus hold on life began to fail, felt the
need, overpoweringly in his casc as in theirs, for a visible
instcad of an invisible audience, to prove that the public
were still responsive to his powers as an artist; the only
difference in Dickens’s case was that, with his early and
never-satisfied impulse to become a professional actor, he
made himself his own vehicle for the purpose, taxing his
cxhausted physical strength and giving at times (the
accounts vary widely) performances in poor taste with
over-acting, and subsequently expressing excitement at the
audicnces’ violently responsive reactions. We should how-
ever remember such reports of an opposite kind as Annie
Thackeray’s (Lady Ritchie) of ‘the last London rcading

from Dawvid Copperfield’ 10 which she was taken by her friend
Kate Dickens:

It was for all the rest of my hife that I heard his voice . .. The
shight figure stood alone quietly facing the Jong rows of people,
He seemed to be holding the great audience in some mysterious
way from the empty stage. Quite immediatcly the story began,
Copperfield and Steerforth, Yarmouth and the fishermen, and
then the rising storm, all were there before us. It was not acting,
it was not music, nor harmony of sound and colour, and yet I still
have an impression of all these things as I think of that occasion.

Intimate with the Dickens houschold from childhood, her
testimony to Dickens’s personality 1s valuable since she
knew cveryone in art and literature in her time, and she
writes of Dickens as always impressing her by ‘that curious
Ife-giving power of his’ which he exercised on others
‘quietly’, adding: ‘I know not what to call that power by
which he inspired cveryone with spirit and interest ’

19
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Dickens is not a case for the simple-minded or the amateur
psychologist to exercise himself upon; what a crazy struc-
ture even academic ‘Dickens specialists’ have reared on
selected, confidently interpreted, miscellaneous or incom-
patible, *so-called facts! One notes that a distinguished
specialist like Russell Brain, in the book cited in Chapter 6
below, Some Reflections on Genius, though he recognizes in
Swaft a well-known and unfortunate type of case, whose dis-
abilities in life and consequent constricted and damaged
creativeness he understands and can account for, he has no
such impression of Dickens but only, in the essay devoted to
him, admiration for his exceptional range of intuitive

powers and his objective interest in life. It would be wiser
to bear in mind Jung's caution:

The creative aspect of life which finds its clearest expression in
art baffles all attempts at rational formulation. Any reaction to
stimulus may be causally explained; but the creative act, which
is the absolute antithesis of mere reaction, will for ever elude the
human understanding. It can only be desciibed in 1ts manifesta-
tions; 1t can be obscurely sensed but never wholly grasped.

Q.D.L.
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‘ The First Major Novel:
Dombey and Son

I ReMEMBER to have somewhere heard in childhood,
feclingly rendered, the Victorian song that was inspired by
Dombey and Son:

What are the wild waves saying

Sister the whole day long?
I cannot pretend that it struck me as anything but an emi-
nently fit tribute to the book, The book was vividly in my
mind; I had heard it read out, and read admirably, by my
father, for family reading was stll an institution 1n those
days, and Dickens of course was before all others the classic
for such use. He suffered, I think, a consequent disadvantage
in one’s later cxperience ~ a disadvantage not shared, for
instance, by Shakespeare, with whom also onc had a vivid
early acquaintance through much family rcading of him
Shakespeaic, once one could read him at all, onc inevitably
went on reading, and he could never be thought of asa writer
qualified for fullest appreciation in one’s less mature and
sophisticated days.

But that is just how, looking back, one naturally thought
of Dickens. With so much else before one that fad to be read
- so much that there was the nced and the urgent impulsion
to read, one 1emembered Dickens as the classic it was per-
haps on the whole best to leave, piously and affectionatcly,
to the memory and associations of the carly acquaintance.
When one dipped one found very readily the kind of thing
onc had recalled, though divested now, wherc some of the
most cherished manifestations of the Dickensian genius were
concerned, of some of the magic. And one could too casily
light on places where the wonderful vitality clearly ran too
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much to repetitivencss or to the cheapnesses and banalitics
of Victorian popular art. "

Resistances and reluctances, then, in the way of the seriots
1e-reading of many. at any rate, of Dickens’s novels (thatan
exceptional kind of strength, challenging a mature apprecia-
tion, 15 to he found 1n certain of them 1s generally recognized)
have been, T think, a common expericnce. T mvself’ confess to
a very long abstention ffom Dombey and Son, which 1 1emem-
bered vividly and thought 1 remembered fully enough

Dombey and Son marhs a decisive moment in Dickens’s
carcer, he offercd 1t as a providently conceived whole.
presenting a major theme, and it was his first essay in the
claborately plotted Victorian novel There can be no deny-
ing that the theme 1n actuality serves as licence for endless
overworked pathos, for lush unrealities of high moral
insistence, for childish elaborations of sensational plot, and
for all the disqualifying characteristics (a serious theme
bemng proposed) of melodrama ~ Victorian melodiama. On
the other hand, of course, the genial foice of Dickens’s
mexhaustible creativity is also strongly present, in the vigour
of the perception and rendering of hife, the varied comedy,
the vitality of expression as manifested cven in the melodra-
matic high moments and tours de force and in the flights of
rhetorical and sentimental art to which we don’t respond, at
any rate i the massive way proposed to us But there is, to
make Dombey and Son remarkable, something more than this
account suggests There is a kind of stiength that, while itis
profoundly Dickensian, cannot be thought of as characteriz-
ing Dickens’s work m geneial. No one is likely to have
carried a full and fan memory of it from a childhood
acquaintance with Dombey and Son; it is too closely associated
in that elaborately planned novel with the copious other -
the varied and quite different, yet ce tainly not less Dickens-
1an — qualities, and in any case it demands some maturity
of experience 1 the reader for a full recognition

Yet, for anyone starting to re-read, it 15 a strength that
makes its impact immediately, it 1s.there, and very impres-
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THAE FIRST MAJOR NOVEL: DOMBEY AND SON

sively, in the first chapter, which must be as good an open-
ing chapter as Dickens ever wrote. The scene of the death,
with 1ts economy, its precision, and its delicate sureness of
tone and touch, is something that only Dickens could have
done; vet, as the description I have given must suggest, it is
not ordinarily Dickensian: the genius functions with an
unusual intensity and there is a control from an unusual
depth. It is a bold, rapid and highly simplifying art that
evokes and cstablishes Dombey — his brand of pride and
self~importance, and the cold inhumanity of his egotism ~
in so brief a space. Yet, close as it might again and again
seem to caricature, it has none of the limitations that that
description would suggest,

“The house will once again, Mrs Dombey,” said Mr Dombey, ‘be
not only in name but in fact Dombey and Son; Dom-bey and
Son?’

The words had such a softening influcnee, that he appended a
term of endearment to Mrs Dombey’s name (though not without
some hesitation, as being a man but little used to that form of
address) : and said, ‘Mrs Dombey, my ~ my dear.”

A transient flush of faint surprisc overspread the sick lady’s face
as she raised her eyes toward him,

‘He will be christened Paul, my — Mrs Dombey - of course.’

She feebly echoed, “Of course,’ or rather expressed it by the
motion of her lips, and closed her eyes agamn

“His father’s name, Mrs Dombey, and his grandfather’s! T wish
his grandfather were alve this day!’ And again he said ‘Dom-bey
and Son,’ 1 exactly the same tone as before.

We respond as o the fullness of immediately felt life: this
is poignantly ~ the more poignantly because of the pathos
of Mrs Dombey’s past life — a death-chamber. What I have
called the boldness of the art is something that we feel to
be one with the intensity of the realization, sensuous and
imaginative:

“Well, Sir,"s:;id Doctor Parker Peps, in a round deep, sonorous

voice, mufiied for the occasion, like the knocker; “do you find that
your lady is at all roused by your visit?’
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‘Stimulated as it weie?? said the famly practitioncr famtly
bowmg at the same time to the Docto1, as much as to say, ,

¢‘Excuse my putting 1n a word, but thisis a valuablc connexion

Mr Dombey was quite discomfited by the question. He had
thought so little of the patient, that he was not 1n a condition t0
answer 1t He said 1t would be a satisfaction to him 1f Doctor
Paiker Peps would walk upstairs agamn.

Mr Dombey’s sister does think of her sister-in-law*

“Well'® said Mrs Chick with a swect smile, ‘after this I can for-
give Fanny everything!’

It was a declaration mn a Chuistian spit, and Mis Chick fclt that
1t did her good

This element of robust ironic comedy, which figures s0
much 1n the scene, plays 1ts essential part in effects of the
greatest delicacy and actually ministers o the total solemn
pathos Dombey’s mhumanness of persomfied Pride tel{s
so strongly because of the way in which, by Dickens’s
astorushing art, human Iife 1s evoked in 1ts fullness. The self-
important professionality of the two doctors is beautifully
got, but we feel no surprise when (unhke Mr Dombey) they
turn out to be capable of compassion-

There was such a solemn stillness 10und the bed; and the two
medical attendants seemed to look on the impassive form with so
much compassion and so little hope, that Mrs Chick was for the
moment diveirted from her purposc But presently summomng
comage, and what she called piresence of mind, she sat down by
the bedside, and said 1 the low precise tone of one who en-
decavous to waken a sleeper*

‘Fanny‘ Fann_y‘ ? ~ N

There was no sound 1n answer but the loud ticking of Mr Dom-

bey’s watch and Doctor Parker Peps’s watch, which seemed 1n the
silence to be running a race

The close of that illustrates in the most obvious of ways
what I meant above by ‘intensity of sensuous and imagina-
tive realization’. The two watches ‘runmng a race’ — with
\_Nhat a sharp precision that peculiarly and lmpertmently
insistent noise 1s evoked, giving us 1 immediacy the still-

24




THE FIRST MAJOR NOVLL: DOMELY AND SON

ness of the death-chamber, and giving it as the fact and
presence of death. The close of the chapter might scem to be
utterly remote from any conceivable note of ironic comedy,
but 1t comes in perfect consonance:

The race in the ensumng pauvse was fierce and furious. The
watches seemed to jostle, and to trip each other up.

‘Fanny!’ said Louisa, glancing round, with a gathering alarm.
‘Only look at me Only open your eyes to show me that you hear
and understand me, will you? Good Hceaven, gentlemen, what 1s
to be done?’

The two medical attendants exchanged a look across the bed;
and the physician, stooping down, whispered in the child’s car.
Not having undeistood the purport of his whisper, the httle
creature turned her perfectly colourless face, and decp dark eyes
towards him; but without loosening her hold in the least.

The whispcr was repeated.

‘Mamma!'’ said the child

. The Iittle voice, farmhar and dearly loved, awakened some show
of consciousness, even at that ebb. For a moment, the closed eye-
lids trembled, and the nostrils quivered, and the famtest shadow of
a smile was scen

‘Mamma!'’ the child cried, sobbing aloud ‘Oh dear Mamma!
oh dear Mamma!’

The Doctor gently brushed the scattered ringlets of the child
aside from the face and mouth of the mother Alas how calm they
lay there how lhttle breath there was to stir them!

Thus, chnging fast to that shght spar within her arms, the

mother drifted out upon the dark and unknown sea that rolls
round all the world.

What Dickens does later in the book with the potentialitics
of pathos in his theme we know, and it 1s impossible to say
that there 1s not the clearcest continwity of relation hetween
the effect struck in this close to the opening scene and the
later insistent lushness that plays so large a part m Dombey
and Son Yct what we have here in the treatment of Mrs
Dombey’s death 1s all the same an essentially different kind
of effect, The theme as Dickens is possessed by it here is a
very diffcrent thing from whatit becomes For he is possessed
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by it: he is possessed by an intense and penctrating per-
ception of the real - his theme hete #s that, The art thatserves
it does not run to the luxurics of pathos and sensation or to
redundancies. And it is astonishingly scnsitive and flexible.

It is in the second chapter that the theme represented by
Mr Dombey gets its most pregnant poctic and dramatc
definition. There is the problem of keeping the baby alive.
‘Couldn’t something temporary be done with a tea-pot?’
asks Mr Chick The question, put as it is to Mrs Chick, has
the air of being just a random (if apt) snubbability of the
snub-attracting Mr Chick, Dickensian figure of comedy;
but it illustrates fairly the peculiar strength of the humour
in the supreme ranges of Dickens’s art. If 2 solution of the
tea~pot kind could have been found, Mr Dombey would
have been spaied his painful and characteristic inner con-
flict. Actually, of course, the cruel irony of the situation for
Mr Dombey is that, to save the baby’s life, what is needed
is a hiving agent, a woman and a mother, and that, if she can
be found, she will incvitably, in the nature of the case, be
of the lower orders. The necd of a wet-nurse is desperately
urgent, yet Mr Dombey viewed, we are told, ‘with so much
bitterness the thought of being dependent for the very first
step towards the accomplishment of his soul’s desire, on a
hired serving-woman who would be to the child, for a time,
all that even his alliance could have made his own wife,
that in every new rcjection of a candidate he felt a secret
pleasure’,

We see his pride as in essence a stultifying self-contradic-
tion; his egotism, in its inhumanity, as inimical to life and
inevitably self-defeating. The profundity of the effect of
Dickens’s treatment of the theme depends upon the force
and adequacy with which he makes present to us the op-
posite of the pride and the egotism — that which they out-
Tage and frustrate and blight. The focus of the presentation
of ‘life’ as the positive invoked in the iron‘y:L is of course
Polly Toodle the wet-nurse The scene in which Polly is
engaged gives us the truly great Dickens, the clairvoyant
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artist wholly commanded by a profound theme — a Dickens
profoundly serious, that is, as well as genially creative: in-
deed, all that has to do with Polly or what is associated with
her is strong

‘Still,” resumed Miss Tov, *she naturally must be interested in
her young charge, and must consder 1t a privilege to sce a httle
cherub so closely connected with the supcrior classes gradually
unfolding itsclf from day to day at one common fountawm. s it not
s0, Louisa?’

The irony is that M1 Dombey's inner being, his egotism,
vehemently repuchates the community, though his child’s
survival, which this egotism demands with the same pas-
sionate will, depends on it. He doesn’t see why Polly must
be interested in her young charge; he desires her to be no
mor¢ interested than a teca-pot would be. Strong min his
wealth, he 1s confident that this desideratum can be virtually
achieved; money will do 1t. Moncy will induce her to forgo,
for as long as the son and heir of wealth may need her, any
‘interest’ she may have in her own children, and money
will ensure that when no longer needed, she will not, yield-
ing to the ‘natural’ temptation (the naturc of the lower
orders being that in question), use as an exploitable advan-

tage the having inevitably been something other than a
tea-pot.

‘Oh, of course,’ said Mr Dombey. ‘1 desite to make 1t a question
of wages altogcther. Now, Richards, if you nurse my hercaved
child, T wish you to remember this always You will receive a
liberal stipend 1n return for the discharge of cortain duties, 1 the
performance of which I desire you to sec as httle of your family as
possible. When these duties ceasc to be required and rendered, and
the stipend ceases to be paid, there 1s an end of all relations be-
tween us. Do you understand me?’

Mrs Toodle scemed doubtful about 1t, and as to Toodle himself.
he had cvidently no doubt whatever, that he was all abioad. ’

‘You have children of your own,’ said Mr Dombey. ‘It 1s not at
all in this bargan that you need become attached to my child, or
that my cjhxld need become attached to you. I don’t cxpcct’ or

27



DICKENS

desire anything of the kind. Quite the reverse. When you go away
from here, you will have concluded what 1s a mere matter of bar-
gain and sale, hiring and letting; and you will stay away. The

child will cease to remember you, and you will cease, if you please,
to remember the child.’

Mzs Toodle, with a Iittle more colour in her cheeks than she had
had before, said, ‘she hoped she knew her place.’
‘I hope you do, Richards,’ said Mr Dombey.

‘This, with a change of proper names, might have come
from Hard Times, a book eight years or so in the future when
(1846-7) Dickens was writing Dombey and Son. As yet,
however, Coketown and the industrial world had not made
their impact on him; 1t was under the aspect that would
strike an observer for whom the centre was London -
Thackeray’s London — that he knew the hard and hateful
ethos with which both books deal. The stress falls on the
reinforced spirit of class, with its cold, brutal and extreme
repudiation of what Lawrence calls ‘blood-togephemess’.
‘Oh! Exclusion itself!” says Miss Tox, recommending Mrs
Pipchin’s establishment to Mr Dombey Hissecond marriage
allies him with the aristocracy. But the particular spirit of
class he represents depends without disguise on the new
money-power, and openly identifies its power with that.
His is not industrial England, but 1t is an England whose
prevailing ethos 1s that of Hard Times. Dickens, indeed,
explicitly associates Dombey with the utilitarian orthodoxy
and 1ts formulations. ‘Some philosophers’, he remarks, dis-
cussing the nature of Dombey’s devotion to his son, and
Intimating plainly enough that we are to see this representa-
live of the City (* “A pecuniary Duke of York, my love, and
nothing short of 1t!>’ said Miss Tox’) as representative of the
fpmtual world expressing itself in the ‘hard’ philosophy,

tell Us that selfishness 15 at the root of our best loves and
affections °* And Dombey himself, reproving the act of

1. Regarding the egotism of Dombey’s devotion to his son, Dickens has
already recorded ths observatio ) )

n. .
‘For all Tus starched, mpenetrable dignity and composure, he wiped

28




THE FIRST MAJOR NOVEL® DOMBEY AND SON

generosity that entangled Solomon Gills, does so with the
distinctive orthodox sanctimony.

Moncy-pride and money-faith, egotism, the closed heart,
class as ‘exclusion’ — these mn Dombey and Son are aspects
of the same theme. It is presented with subtlety as well
as force. To the life the Dombey ‘pride’ repels, represses,
insults and sacrifices — the generous life that, acting as

foil to it, shows up its mean and lethal inhumanity for

what it is — Dickens has given a figuring presence that is
more inevitable in its representative authority than the
Horse-riding of Hard Times. As the natural motherly woman,
Polly Toodle is perfectly done, But she does not stand alone;
she has her special context in the Toodle family and the
Toodle milicu. Mr Toodle is in his way as remarkable a
triumph as Polly. Brought by Miss Tox and Mrs Chick with
the family on the exhibitionary visit that is to reassure

Mr Dombey, he plays his characteristic and sigmficant part
in the nterrogatory- ‘

‘You have a son, I believe?’ said Mr Dombey.

‘Four on ’em, Sir Four hims and a her, All alive!’

‘Why, 1t’s as much as you can afford to kecp them!’ said Mr
Dombey. -

‘I couldn’t hardly afford but one thing in the world less, Sir.”

‘What is that?’

“To lose ’em, Sir.’

The irony of that repeated ‘afford’, the repetition bring-
ing to one sharp focus the opposed habits of valuation, the
opposed kinds of ‘success’ in life, is pregnant. In the con-
text Toodlc’s reply carries no suggestion of pertness. He is

blinding tears from lus eyes as he did so, and often said, with an emotion
for whach he would not, for the world, have had a witness, *“ Poor httle
fellow!® -

‘It may have been characteristic of Mr Dombey’s pride, that h
himself through the child Not poor me Not pgorlzvxdo’wcr, co(:l}i)gilrclg
by constraint in the wife of an 1gnorant hind who has been working
‘“mostly underground” all lus Iife, and yet at whose door Death never
knocked, and at whose table four sons daily sit — but poor httle fellow!’
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nawve, manncrless and unaggiessively direct — <§mp1f‘ h‘f-
manity (1in a double sense of the noun). That, after the ironk-
cally foreshadowed death of Paul, is his role in the scene

(chapter XX) at the 1allway terminus where, standing by
his engine, he accosts Mr Dombey:

During the bustle of prcparation at the railway Mr Dombey and
the Major walked up and down the platfoim side by side..
Neither of the two obscived that in the course of these walks, they
attracted the attention of a working man who was standing ncaf
the engine, and who touched his hat every time they passed; |
for Mr Dombey habitually looked over the vulgar herd, not at-
them; and the Major was looking, at the time, into the core of Oﬂ‘i
of his storics. At length, however, this man stepped before them 25
they turncd 10und and pulling his hat off, and keeping 1t off,
ducked his head to My Dombey.

H

‘Beg your pardon, Sir,’ said the man, ‘but T hope you're a dom
pretty well, Sir.’ .

He was dressed in a canvas suit abundantly besmeared with
coal-dust and o1l, and had cinders 1n his whiskers, and a smell of
half-slaked ashes all over him He was not a bad-looking fellows
nor even what could be fairly called a dirty-looking fetlow, 1n spit¢
of this, and, m shoit, he was Mr Toodle, professionally clothed

‘I shall have the honour of stokin’ of you down, Sir,’ smd Mr
Toodle. ‘Beg your paidon, St I hope you find yourself' a cormung
round ?’

Mr Dombey looked at him, in 1eturn for this tonc of nterest, as
1fa man Iike that would make his very eyesight dirty.

Scuse the iberty, Sir,” smd Toodle, seemng he was not clearly
remembered, ‘but my wife Polly, as was called Richards 1n your
family -

A change 1n M Dombey’s face, which seemed to expicss 1ecol-
lection of him, and so 1t did, but 1t expiessed in a much strongct
degree an angry sense of humihation, stopped M1 Toodle short.

“Yow wife wants money, I suppose,’ said Mr Dombey, putung

his hand n his pocket, and speaking (but that he always did)
haughtily,

4 ‘No thank’ee, Sir,’ returned Toodle, ‘I can’t say she does. I
on’t’

Mr Dombey was stoppedsho1 t now 1n his turn., and awkwardly
with his hand in his pocket. C
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“No, Sir,” said Toodle, turning lus oilskm cap round and round;
‘we're a doin’ pretty well, Sir; we haven’t no cause to complain in

the worldly way, Sit. We've had four morc since then, Sir, but we
rubs on.’

The whole passage is consummate in its ironic tienchancy
and its natural truth Dombey's imputation of the money-
motive recoils on himself., The stoker, in the simple dccency
of his human feeling, registers nothing to resent - sees no
insult; it hasn’t occurred to him that, in such a <ituation,
there could be any intention to snub. His mention of ‘my
wife Polly as was called Richards in your family” reminds
us of the will expressed in that substitution. the will to pre-
clude as far as possible any but the barest functional rela-
tion between the stoker’s wife and the infant of class
(‘Exclusion’) While ‘Richards’ is functioning as she is
paid to do, her human tics shall (for the duc monctary
consideration} have ceased to exist; when, once more
Polly Toodle. she goes back to her children, ‘Richards’ the
nurse will have ceased to exist, and with her any possilnlity
of human relations there may have been a danger of ha
establishing The name remnds Dombey too, remmnding
him at the same time of the humiliating way in which,
when little Paul was dying, that will had had to confess its
defeat But the truly horrifying aspect of the concentrated
wrony is that this humiliation of outraged pride should so
predominaté in Dombey’s present pang of bereavement. To
be reminded that the stoker ‘ foster-father’ has a redundancy
of children who live — that is bitter enough; but the climax of
bitterness is when Dombey espics the crape on the stoker’s
cap, and realizes that it is worn for the dead Dombey heir.
How dare /i, the stoker, presume 10 flaunt kis sympathy;
how darc he make this implicit and insufferable claim to a
common humanity?

tI’hc painf:ul 1magnative impact, which is shockingly real,
br,mgs to a riew ‘sharp focus our recognition of the truth that
this pride is of its very nature an enemy to life. We renew
our sense of the,central i1ony that it should have been this
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confident spirit that killed Paul Dombey himsclf. For essen-
tially it did, having with righteous deliberateness taken the
risk. Polly’s crime was unforgivable; she had yielded to her
human feelings and gone to see her children. Therefore,
although the proven perfect nurse for the motherless Paul,
she must go:

" ‘Ah, Richards!’ said Mrs Chick, with a sigh, ‘It would have
been more satisfactory to those who wish to think well of their
fellow-creatures, and much more becoming in you, if you had
shown some proper feching, in time, for the little child that is now
going to be prematurely deprived of its natwal nourishment.’

The pride represented by the child and the child’s vital
interests being weighed against each other, there could be
no question which was to be sacrificed. So Paul lost ‘his
second mother — his first, so far as he knew — by a stroke as
sudden as that natural afflicion which had darkened the
beginning of his life’ (and that the ‘natural affliction” was
the work of the same ethos 1s a reflection we make without
further prompting).

The criminal expedition to Staggs’s Gardens (chapter
VI) that led to Polly’s dismissal is a good instance of what
occurs a great deal in Dombey and Son- the characteristically
Dickensian (as it must strike the reader) that has a strength
not characteristically Dickensian till Dombey and Son makes it
so. Polly and Susan Nipper, with Florence and Paul,
visiting the humble, populous and happy home of the
Toodle family — it 1s a highly Dickensian occasion, and it is
done with all the vivacity, force and humour of Dickens’s
genius. But the force goes with economy, there is no over-
doing. The Toodle family and milieu, as we have noted,
stand for that which is repressed and denied by the Dombey
code: human kindness, natural human feeling, thriving
human life. But there is nothing that seems to us sentimental
or as the least inclined to be soft or too facile: it all affects
us as real. -

Dickens for his positives and foil has not, as in Hard Times,
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gone outside the common actualitiecs of every day The
Toodles are, we don’t question, just a working-class family
belonging to the workaday Victorian world. The conditions
that enabled Dickens to use them with a convinced sense
of realism 1n the way he does are given, in very large part at
any rate, in his account of the ‘great earthquake’ that has
rent the Camden Town through which the little party finds
its way to Staggs’s Gardens The description of the driving-
through of the railway that was to have Euston for its
termunus 1s in its vigour, vividness and clear authenticity a
magnificent document of the early Victorian age. It reminds
us of those drawings, paintings and engravings in which the
artists of that time record their sense of the Titanmism and
romantic sublimity of the works of man In a like spirt

Dickens is profoundly impressed by the energy and the
promise: ‘

In short, the yet unfinished and unopened Railroad was in pro-
gress, and, from the very core of all this dire disorder trailed

smoothly away, upon 1ts mighty course of civilization and 1m-
provement -

With much to justify him in the actualities he contem-
plates, he sees the raillway as the triumphant manifestation
of beneficent energy. And, characteristically, the bene-
ficence that he acclaims manifests itself in terms of im-
mediate human betterment It is figured directly and repre-
sentatively in Toodle himself — Toodle and his family.

‘Where have you worked all your hfe?’ Mr Dombey asks
him at that first interview.

~ ‘Mostly underground, Sir, t1ll I got marized I come to the

level then I'm a going on onc of these here railroads when they
comes into full play *

The prospenity and happiness of the Toodle family are
associated with the ‘ coming into full play’ of the railways —
at}d seen as a representative accompaniment When
Dickens comes to write Hard Times, which is to register a
disturbing contact with industrial England, he will not be
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able to use the working-classes in that way as a foil to
Gradgrind, or to associate the Titanism of contemporary
civilization with any beneficent action on humble life.

As I have noted, the ‘hard’ ethos celebrated in Hard Times
figures explicitly enough in Dombey and Son. Where Education
is in question we have it in the episode of the Charitable
Grinders and Mr Dombey’s act of charitable gencrosity.

“The number of her son, I believe,’ sard Mr Dombey, turning to
his sister, and speaking of the child as if he were a famuly coach, ‘1s
one hundred and forty-seven.’

It is remarkable that an a1t so strong, a moral insight and
a grasp of realities so sure, should be associated as they are
in Dombey and Son with things so different. The association
is in many ways close and embarrassing, though the essen-
tial distinctions are easy to make — they make themselves.
The impressive, the truly great, art I have been considering
forms part of an elaborately plotted novel written — and
written with conviction — for the Victorian market. With
conviction: Dickens, 1t is plain, would have told us that the
book had a long-pondered unifying theme and was con-
ceived as a whole. He would have told us this in good faith:
there 1s evidence enough of that. If, however, we are to do
justice to what impresses us most in Dombey and Son we have
to judge that the book is not a whole conceived in any
unified or unifying imagination — and that it1s certainly not,
in its specious totality, the work of that genius which compels
our homage 1n the strong parts. The creative afflatus goes
in other, characteristic and large parts of the book with a
moral élan that favours neither moral perception nor a
grasp of the real.

I speak of ‘creative afflatus’ advisedly. We pass our ad-
verse judgment, but we can’t help perceiving — for all the
evidence we have of the anxious calculating eye he kept upon
the public and the sales-returns — that here too Dickens
writes with the conviction, the triumphant conscious power,
of the inspired artist, In fact, to arrive at a full recognition
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of the nature of his greatness, it is necessary to recognize
how far, as a creative force, he was from being cither a
Romantic genius or a Flaubert. If we look through the
chapters of Forster’s Life covering the period during which
(to take the instance under consideration) Dombey was
written, that truth comes home to us. As, in the summer and
autumn of 1846, he wrote the first two numbers, he felt
that he was doing something superlatively good. Yet, after
agonies of worry and hesitation, he laid the new and pros-
pering work aside in order not to miss producing the annual
Christmas tale this year, The Battle of Life.

It was not a rival creative compulsion, though it was a
characteristic scruple of the actual great creative force
Dickens was, that took him from Dombey. Simply, the Christ-
mas tale had become an institution, and to defeat the
expectation of the public, he felt, would he to damage his
status. But the ‘simply’ must not be taken to suggest that
this last clause portends an altogether simple state of mind
(as we read Forster it is easy enough to understand, but
less easy to analyse). There was certainly profit-and-loss
calculation — Dickens was never a less than eager money-
maker — but equally what we must call a sense of duty
entered . Was it not his status — his genius — to be the public
entertainer ? The public entertainer had as such his obhga-
tions to the public. Of closely related significance (records
of such exchanges forming a constantly recurring element
in the Life) arc the anxious discussions with Forster as to
whether the public will stand ¢his contemplated development
of the now-appearing story, or whether 1t wouldn’t respond
more favourably to this, which could very well be contrived.

To this kind of calculation Dickens commits himself
without uneasiness or any sense of offending against the
artist in him. That artist, in fact, needs, fecls he ought to
need and to have, and actually has, a sense of solidarity
with the nation-wide public for which he writes — we have
here a condition or essential aspect of his peculiar creative
greatness. 'To observe which truth, of course, is not to
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abstain from noting the attendant disadvantages We sce
the disadvantages in Dombey in Dickens’s fatlure to maintain,
and in his offences against — his woist departuies and in-
consistencies amount to that — the strength of the opening.
The spectacle of the great writer at his greatest disturbing,
and then deserting, the creative drive for the <ake of an
uninspired and unnecessary Christmas production may well
strike us as ominous And, actually, when he does, having
incurred fatigue to the point of 1liness, take up Dombey again,
calculations and inspirations that do not belong with the
opening strength turn out to have established their claim to
a major part in the development

We may recall some admonitory modulations into an
art that is disconcertingly Victorian in the pathos of the
dying Paul and of the ncglected Florence’s goodness and
beauty But Dickens’s rendering of Paul’s fate and the cruel
irony of the father’s pride mustn’t be dismissed with such a
reference: nowhere is the poct-novelist’s genius more ap-
parent than there. The irony of the child’s immolation is the
irony of the father’s pride, a pride that, of its nature, de-
troys hfe in painfully thwarting itsclf. And that pnide
(money-pride) is the theme so potently reahized by Dickens
in the strong half of the book, Dombey himself being the
victim of the society that formed him and of which he is the
honoured representative

Lafe, of course, 1n the pages dealing with Paul’s education,
is above all — 15 focally and insistently — the child, the
emergent sentience and awareness, and these pages give us
childhood with the unique Dickensian vividness, delicacy
and truth And we are made to recognize that this power
ofrecall 1s not something apart in Dickens: that it is beneath,
or implicit in, the penetration and strength of his response
in general to human Iife ~ the immediacy and msight with
which he renders it. He has not forgotten,.in achieving the
rare maturity his genius represents he has lost nothing. The
genius 1s an intense concern for the real, and Dickens, when
under its command, isn’t tempted -to “sentimentalize The
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acuteness with which we are made to feel Paul’s ache of

deprivation, his hunger for love; depends on that and our
utter conviction of it.

‘Lattle people should be tired at night, for then they sleep well)’

‘Oh, it’s not at mght, papa,’ returned the child, ‘it’s in the day,
and I lic down in Florence’s lap, and she sings to me At might I
dream about such cu-ri-ous things!’

And he went on warming his hands again, and thinking about
them, like an old man or a young goblin. Mr Dombey was so
astonished, and so uncomfortable, and so perfectly at a loss how
to pursuc the conversation, that he could only sit looking at his
son by the hght of the fire, with his hand 1esting on his back, as if
he were detained there by some magnetic attraction. Once he ad-
vanced his other hand, and turned the contemplatiive face towards
Ius own for 2 moment But it sought the fire agan as soon as he
released 1t, and remained, addressed towards the flickering blaze,
until the nurse appeared, to summon him to bed.

‘I want Florence to come with me,’ said Paul

‘Won’t you come with your poor nurse, Wickam, Master
Paul®’ inquured the attendant, with great pathos

‘No, I won’t,” replicd Paul, composing himself 1n hus armchair
agamn, like the master of the house.

Invoking a blessing upon his mnocence, Mrs Wickam withdrew,
and presently Florence appeared in her stead The child im-
mediately started up wrth sudden readiness and ammation, and
raised towards his father in bidding lum goodnight, a counte-
nance so much brighter, so much younger, and so much morc
childbke altogether, that Mr Dombey, while he felt greatly re-
assured by the change, was quite amazed at 1t. -

After they had left the room altogether, he thought he heard a
soft voice singing, and remembering that Paul had said his sister
sung to him, he had the curiosity to open the door and hsten, and
look after them She was toling up the great, wide, vacant star-
case, with him 1 her arms; she singing all the way, Paul some-
times crooning out a feeble accompamiment. Mr Dombey looked
after them until they reached the top of the staircase — not without
halting 1o rest by the way ~ and passed out of his sight; and then
he sull stood gazing upwards, until the dull rays of the moon,

ghmmering 1n a melancholy manner through the skylhght, sent
him back to his own room
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confident spirit that killed Paul Dombey himself For essen.
tially 1t did, having with rightcous deliberateness taken the
risk. Polly’s crime was unfoigivable; she had yielded to her
human feclings and gone to sce her children, Thercefore,
although the proven perfect nurse for the motherless Paul,
she must go:

‘Al, Richards!® said Mrs Cluck, with a sigh. ‘It would have
been more satisfactory to those who wish to think well of their
fellow-creatures, and much more becoming in you, if you had
shown some proper fcehing, in time, for the hittle child that is now
gomg to be prematurely deprived of its natural nourishment.

The pride 1iepresented by the child and the child’s vital
interests being weighed against cach other, there could be
no question which was to be sacrificed. So Paul lost ‘his
second mother — his first, so far as he knew - by a stroke as
sudden as that natural affliction which had darkened the
beginning of his life” (and that the ‘natmal affliction’ was
the work of the same ethos is a reflection we make without
further prompting).

The criminal expedition to Staggs’s Gardens (chapter
VT) that led to Polly’s dismissal is a good instance of what
occurs a great deal in Dombey and Son: the characteristically
Dickensian (as it must strike the reader) that has a strength
not characteristically Dickensian till Dombey and Son makes it
so. Polly and Susan Nipper, with Floience and Paul,
visiting the humble, populous and happy home of the
Toodle family — it is a highly Dickensian occasion, and it is
done with all the vivacity, force and humour of Dickens’s
genius. But the force goes with economy; there is no over-
doing. The Toodle family and milieu, as we have noted,
stand for that which is repressed and denied by the Dombey
code: human kindness, natural human feeling, thriving
human life. But there is nothing that seems to us sentimental
or as the least inclined to be soft or too facile: it all affects
us as real. . ,

Dickens for his positives and foil has not, as in Hard Times,
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and nced. ‘There is nothing of chance or doubt beforec my
son,” he tells Mrs Pipchin: ‘His way in life was clear and
prepared, and marked out before he existed.’ She on her part
reassures him about the undesirable attachment to Florence:
‘the studies he would have to master would very soon
prove a sufficient alicnation.” Mrs Pipchin (the ‘child-
queller’) in her self~enclosure is incrtly malign, but it’s not
“apprehension she awakens in Paul:

He was not fond of her; he was not afraid of her; but in those old,
old moods of his, she scemed to have a grotesque attraction for
him There he would sit, looking at her, and warming his hands,
and looking at her, until he sometimes quite confounded Mrs Pip-
chin, Ogress as she was Once she asked him, when they were
alone, what he was thinking about.

‘You,” said Paul, without the lcast reserve.

‘And what are you thinking about me?’ asked Mrs Pipchin,

‘I'm thinking how old you must be,” said Paul.

‘You mustn’t say such things as that, young gentleman,’ re-
turned the other. ‘That’ll never do.’

‘Why not?’ asked Paul.

‘Because 1t’s not polite,’ said Mrs Pipchin snappishly,

“Not polite?”’ said Paul.

‘No" -

‘It’s not polite,” said Paul innocently, ‘to eat all the mutton-
chops and toast, Wickam says’

There is no suggestion of archness about the ‘innocently’
here, Paul, ‘quaint’ though he may be, u innocent; the
enfant terrible element in him is the child’s fresh, ‘unsocial’,
directness of vision and judgement — frank because ‘ frank’ 1s
2 word he hasn’t learnt the use of.

‘Berry’s very fond of you, ain’t she?’ Paul once asked Mrs Pip-

chin when they were sitting by the fire with the cat.
‘Yes,” said Mrs Pipchin.
‘Why?? asked Paul.

‘Wh)-/!’ réturned the disconcerted old lady. ‘How can you ask
such things, Sir! why are you fond of your sister Florence?’

*Because she's very good,’ sajd Paul. ‘There is nobody hke
Florence,’ N
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“Well!* retorted Mrs Pipchin shortly, ‘and there’s nobody like
me, I suppose.’

‘Ain’t there 1cally though?* asked Paul, lcaning forwaid in his
chair, and locking at her very hard.

‘No,” said the old lady

‘I’'m glad of that,’ observed Paul, rubbing lus hands thought-
fully ‘That’s a very good thing’

Mrs Pipchin didn’t daic to ask him why, lest she should receive
some perfectly annihulating answer.

The quality and natwie of Mrs Pipchin’s apprehensiveness
have been made manifest to us, it 1s the correlative of
‘mnocence’. For of Dickens’s ‘annihilating’, too, we note
that 1t 1sn’t to be taken as cliché-colloquial Paul, and not
the less because he couldn’t have expressed the judgements
analytically, sees that, while she neither is loved nor wants
to be (an oddity that makes her an object of fascinated con-
templation to him), she relies with utter confidence on de-
voted services that imply love The full conscious perception
is not one she could have lived with (what she wants is
unqualified selfish comfort), and when she is forced by
Paul’s unsocial innocence (which is ‘not polite’) to share it,
she feels her own supreme reality (guaranteed as it is by an
habitual sense of social corroboration) suddenly menaced
with destruction

The enfant terrible disconcertingness derives {from Paul’s
own aching need — the deprivation that has conditioned his
rapid‘quaint’ development,and engendered the ¢ old man’ or
‘goblin’ in him, his precocity That comes out plainly in the
scene (chapter VIII) which begins. ‘Papa! what’s money ?’

The abrupt question had such immediate 1eference to the sub-

Ject of Mr Dombey’s thoughts, that Mr Dombey was qute dis-
concerted

‘What 1s money, Paul?’ he answered ‘Money?’

‘Yes,” said the child, laying his hands upon the elbows of his

Iittle chair, and .turning the old face up towards Mr Dombey’s
‘what 1s money?’

Mr Dombey was in a difficulty He would have liked to give um
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gome esplanation involving the terms circulating medium, cur-
rency, depreciation of currency, paper, bullion, rates of exchange,
value of precious metals in the market, and so forth: but Jooking
down at the hittle chair, and sceing what a long way down it was,
he answered: ‘Gold, and silver, and copper. Guneas, shillings,
halfpence. You know what they are?’

‘Oh yes, I know what they are,’” said Paul. ‘I don’t mean that,
papa I mean what’s money after all?’

‘What 1s money after all!” said Mr Dombey, backing his chair a
little, that he might the better gaze in sheer amazement at the pre-
sumptuous atom that propounded such an inquiry.

‘I mean, papa, what can it do?’ returned Paul, folding his arms
(they were hardly long enough to fold), and looking at the fire,
and up at him, and at the fire, and up at him again.

Mt Dombey drew his chair back to 1ts former place, and patted
him on the head. ‘You’ll know better by and by, my man,’ he said.
‘Money, Paul, can do anything.” He took hold of the little hand,
and beat it softly against one of his own, as he said so.

But Paul got huis hand free as soon as he could; and rubbing it
gently as if his wit were in the palm, and he were sharpening it —
and looking at the fire again, as though the fire had been his ad-
viser and prompter — repeated, after a short pause:

‘Anything, papa®’

*Yes Anything — almost,’ said Mr Dombey.

‘Anything means cverything, don’t 1t, papa?’ asked his son:
not observing, or possibly not understanding, the qualfication.

‘It includes 1t: yes,” said Mr Dombey.

‘Why didn’t money save my mama?’ returned the child, ‘It
isn’t cruel, 15 it??

‘Crucl!’ said Mr Dombey, scttling his neckcloth, and seeming
to resent the idea. “No. A good thing can’t be cruel.’

‘If it’s a good thing, and can do anything,” said the little fellow,
thoughtfully, as he looked back at the fire, ‘I wonder why it didn’t
save me my mama,’

He didn’t ask the question of hus father this time. Perhaps he had

seen, with a chuld’s quickness, that it had already made his father
uncomfortable,

The child’s directness, we see, has for Dombey the same
effect as for Mis Pipchin, it makes him feel that the reality
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in which he has invested his hife 1s threatened with anmhila-
tion. But Dombey has a resource that Mrs Pipchin hasn’t;
he can propose to wean Paul fiom his childishly destructive
irrationality by means that he 1s pecuhiarly 1n a position to
exploit. Seizing on the opportunity offered by Solomon
Gills’s musfortune and Walter Gay’s appeal, he tries to
awaken and foster in Paul a pride that shall exploit his
development into full Dombey adulthood

‘If you had money, now,’ said Mr Dombey, ‘as much money as
young Gay has talked about, what would you do?’

‘Give 1t to his old uncle,” returned Paul.

‘Lend 1t to his old uncle, ¢ch?’ retorited Mr Dombey. ‘Well!
When you are old enough, you know, you will share my money,
and we shall use it together.’

‘Dombey and Son,’ interrupted Paul, who had been tutored
early i the phrase,

‘Dombey and Son,’ repeated his father. ‘Would you like to be
Dombey and Son, now, and lend this money to young Gay's
uncle?’

‘Oh! if you please, papa'’ said Paul. ‘and so would Florence ’

¢ Girls,” said Mr Dombey, ‘have nothmg to do with Dombey and
Son Would you hke 1t?’

‘Yes, papa, yes!’

‘Then you shall do 1t,” returned his father ‘And you see, Paul,’
he added, dropping his voice, ‘how powerful money 1s, and how
anxious people are to get it Young Gay comes all this way to beg
for money, and you, who are so grand and gieat, having got 1t,
are going to let lum have 1, as a great favour and obhgation?

The potentiality 1s there 1n the child, as his immediate re-
sponse shows.

Paul turned up the old face for a moment, in which there was a
sharp understanding of the reference conveyed in these words but
1t was a young and childish face immediately afterwards when he
shpped down from his father’s knee, and ran to tell Florence not

to cry any more, for he was gomg to let young Gay have the
money.

‘Young Gay’ is Florence’s Walter’, and Dombey, a little
later, has the satisfaction, for all the ‘uneasy glances’ he
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bestows on the sister thus distinguished by the Son, of
watching Paul ‘walk about the room with the new-born
dignity of letling young Gay have the money’.

Poignantly felt privation remains, of course, the deter-
mining condition in Paul. It is behind what I have been
referring to as the enfant terrible in him. The phrase, in fact,
is too ghb, with a glibness that slights the dclicacy and
penctration of Dickens’s insight. We can’t help recalizing
that in the acutely affecting scene of Paul’s introduction to
the Blimber academy, when he makes his reply to the Doctor
— the reply that is so heart-piercing in its brevity and finality.
Blimber, unlike Mrs Pipchin, isn’t malign; he 1s merely
stupid, with the confident collective stupidity of the world
to which he belongs:

‘Ha!’ said the Doctor, leaning back in his chair with his hand
in his breast. ‘Now I see my little fizend. [Paul has been Iifted on
to the table.] How do you do, my little friend ?’

The clock 1n the hall wouldn’t subscribe to this alteration in the
form of words, but continued to repeat ‘how,is, my,ht, tle,friend?
how,is, my,lit, tle,friend?’

‘Very well, I thank you, Sir,” returned Paul, answering the
clock quite as much as the Doctor.

‘Ha!’ said Doctor Blimber. ‘Shall we make a man of you?’

‘Do you hear, Paul?’ asked Mr Dombey. Paul being silent

Paul’s intuitive recogmtion that this is a frighteningly
inhuman world, one bent, 1n 1ts blind mechanical cheerful-
ness,2 on annihilating Aim, is conveyed in that ‘answering
the clock quite as much as the Doctor’. There is no sang-

froid in the characteristic directness of his reply, when 1t
comes*

‘Shall we make a man of him ?’ repeated the Doctor.
‘I had rather be a child,’ replied Paul.

The poignancy of this has its dreadful piercingness because
we know so wellythat Paul is doomed; no adult present will

2 ‘As to Mr Feeder B A, Doctor Blimber’s assistant, he was a hind
of human barrel-organ . .
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be pierced, and the righteous personnel of the academy,
unlike Mrs Pipchin, can’t be disconcerted by the menace of
being made to sce itsclf.

‘Indeed!’ said the Doctor, ‘Why??

The child sat on the table looking at him, with a curious ex-
pression of suppressed emotion in his face, and beating one hand
proudly on his knee as if he had the rising tears bencath it, and
crushed them, But his other hand strayed a hittle way the while, 2
hittle farther ~ farther from his yet — until it lighted on the neck of
Florence. “Thus 15 why,’ it secemed to say, and then the steady look
was broken up and gone; the working lip was looscned, and the
tears came streaming forth,

‘Mrs Pipchin,’ said the father, in a querulous manner, ‘I am
really very sorry to sce this.’

‘Come away from him, do, Miss Dombey,” quoth the matron.®

The exploitation of childish tears plays no part in the
heart-rending pathos of Paul’s life and death as Dickens
evokes it. The other occasion on which Paul expresses with
as intense and overt a directness the extremity of his case -
the starvation and the ache — is when he asks Florence,
‘where’s India, where that boy’s friends live?’

¢Oh, it’s a long distance Oﬁ;’ said Florence rasing her €ycs from
] g 2 =]
her work.

‘Weeks off?* asked Paul.

‘Yes, dear. Many weeks’ journey, night and day.’

‘If you were m India, Floy,” said Paul, after being silent for a
minute, ‘I should — what is it that mama did ? I forget.’

‘Loved me,’ answered Florence.

‘No, no. Don’t I love you now, Floy? What 1s it? — Died. If you
were in India, I should die, Floy.’ R

She huriiedly put her work aside, and laid her head down on his
pillow, caressing him, And so would she, she said, 1f he were there.
He would be better soon.

‘Oh! I'm a great deal better now!” he answered. ‘I don’t mean
that. I mean I should die of being so sorry and so lonely, Floy!”

3. ‘ “Never mind,” said the Doctor, blandly noddmg his head, to
Leep Mrs Pipchin back, “Ne-ver mind; we shall substitute new cares

and new impressions, Mr Dombey, very shortly You would stll wish
my little friend to acquire —?*’*
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Dickens doesn’t simplify. And his concern, childhood
being the theme, to present the essential varied and related
expressions of the reality he perccives, and knows, so fully
in imaginative possession, precludes, where his genius is
engaged, all possibility of sentimentalizing. The privation
that makes Paul so hungry for love and so devoted to Flor-
ence manifests itself also in his attachment to Old Glubb.
Love frees and licenses his spontancity — the spontanecity
that is, of its nature, imaginative and creative. To repress
the spontaneity in children as the Blimber academy does is
to thwart and discourage life. Paul is still a living child,
and he sees, among other things of importance to himself
that he doesn’t mention to the academic staff, ‘lions and
tigers climbing up his bedroom walls’ and ‘grim sly faces in
the squares and diamonds of the floor’. The attraction of
Old Glubb is that he represents, for the starved and
thwarted child, the life-fostering indulgence in creative
‘wonder’ (the ‘wonder’ that Gradgrind is to deplore and
ban?) for the lack of which, though knowing he will have the

rationed company of Florence and love at intervals, he
wilts:

‘What a dreadful low name!” said Mrs Blimber. ¢ Unclassical to
a degree! Who is the monster, child?’

‘What monster?’ mquired Paul.

‘Glubb,’ said Mrs Blimber, with a great disrelish.

‘He’s no more a monster than you are,’ returned Paul.

‘What!’ cried the Doctor, in a terrible voice. ‘Aye, aye, aye!
What’s that?’

Paul was dreadfully frightened, but still he made a stand for the
absent Glubb, though he did it trembling.

‘He’s a very nice old man, ma’am,’ he said. ‘He used to draw
my couch, He knows all about the deep sca, and the fish that are
in 1t, and the gicat monsters that come and lie on rocks 1n the sun,
and dive mto the water again when they’re startled, blowing and
splashing so, that they can be heard for miles. There are some

4. Sce page 253 helow (the atutude summed up in: “You arc not to
wonder’), .

45



DICKENS

creatures,’” said Paul, warming with his subject, ‘I don’t know
how many yards long, and I forget their names, but Florence
knows, that pretend to be in great distress, and when a man goes
near them, out of compassion, they open their great jaws, and
attack him But all he has got to do,’ said Paul, boldly tendering
this information to the very Doctor himself, ‘1s to kecp on turning
as he runs away, and then, as they turn slowly, because they
are so long, and can’t bend, he’s sure to beat them. And though
old Glubb don’t know why the sea should make me think of my
mama that’s dead, or what 1t 1s that 1t’s always saying — always
saying! he knows a great deal about 1t. And I wish,’ the child
concluded with a sudden falling of his countenance, and faitling in
his anmimation, as he looked, like one forlorn, upon the thiee
strange faces, ‘that you’d let old Glubb come here to see me, for
I know him very well, and he knows me.’

The significance of old Glubb comes out in the way n
which, though the child starts tremulously, his spontaneity
asserts itself and takes charge as he gets launched on the
theme of his initiation. The legends he retails may be gro-
tesque, but there 1s a terrible pathos in the naive and eager
good faith with which he commuts himself to the flow of the
recital — terrible, because of the ‘three strange faces’, and
because the reception will demonstrate the extremity of his
need and the hopelessness Later he makes a desperate
appeal to Corneha, whom he strains himself to please.

‘Oh, Dombey, Dombey!’ said Miss Bimber, ‘ this 1s very shock-
ing’

‘If you please,” said Paul ‘I think if I might sometimes talk a
hittle to old Glubb, I should be able to do better.’

‘Nonsense, Dombey,’ said Miss Blimber. ‘I couldn’t hear of 1t.
This 15 not the place for Glubbs of any kind.’

5 ‘It was not that Miss Blimber meant to be too hard upon him, or
that Doctor Blimber meant to bear too heavily on the young gentle-
man Corncha merely held the faith i which she had been bred, and
the Doctor, 1 some partial confusion of his 1deas, regarded the young
gentlemen as of they were all Doctors, and were born grown up Com-

forted by the applause of the young gentlemen’s nearest relations, and
urged on by therr bhind vamity ..
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A few pages on we have this correlative observation:

Such spirits as he had in the outset, Paul soon lost of course.
But he retamned all that was strange, and old, and thoughtful in
his character: and under circumstances so favourable to the de-
velopment of those tendencies, became even more strange, and
old, and thoughtful than before.

The only difference was that he kept his character to himself.
He grew more thoughtful and reserved, every day; and had no
such curiosity in any living member of the Doctor’s household, as
he had had in Mrs Pipchin’s. He loved to be alone . ..

The profound, far-reaching and (disturbing to think!)
representative irony of Paul’s fate was conceived by the
major Dickens who, as a conscious and supremely intelli-
gent artist, was aware both of the advance represented by
what he had done and of the difficulty of completing the
books as a realized, total conception at the level of what he
must have known to be the magnificent and marvellously
original first part. He wrote to Forster on the 19 September
1847:

Dombey takes so much time, and 1equires to be so carefully

done, that I really have serious doubts whether it is wise to go on
with the Christmas book.

He did go on with the Christmas book, and it was a tired
Dickens, desperately needing to relax, who came back to
the problem facing him; the problem of a writer who,
committed to holding his immense addicted public in
instalments written rapidly for the printer, was committed
by his new sense of his genius to developing at the same time,
if he could, an exactingly profound and pregnant concep-
tion and remaining creatively possessed by it. What we have
to observe is the demonstration that he couldn’t; the defeat,
in the circumstances, striking as it is by reason of the para-
doxical contrast it involved, can hardly hbe cause for
wogdcr. The decisive turn comes with the development of
the main }hemc that was proposed for Dombey and Son — a
development in perfect keeping, it must have scemed to the
rushed, but resourceful and confidently productive, Dickens.
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The theme, money-pride and moncy-dominance as cnacted
by the representative Mr Dombey, now becomes that of the
Bought Bride This takes Dickens into a realm where he
knows nothing What he takes for knowledge is wholly ex-
ternal and conventional, determined, thercfore, unresist-
mgly by all the theatrical clichés and sentimental banalities
of the high-life novelette and the cquivalent drama It
lends itself congenially to the claborations of the plot to
which he 15 commtted ~ villainies of the flashing-toothed
villain, coincidences, sensations, reversals and melodramatic
dénouement We have the quality of his essential imaginative
engagement in the pairing of Edith with a beauty in low hfe,
a natural cousin who has a mercenary Mrs Brown for a
mother to match Mrs Skewton, and who, for further hnk
with Edith, has herself had a place 1n the hfe of the wicked
Carker Dickens means this ingemously revealed pattern
to have a serious moral significance 1n relation to his theme.
It enables him, while observing all the Victorian proprictics,
to throw the lurid light of the word ‘prostitution’, which
he doesn’t bring 1n exphcitly, on Edith’s marriage-contract
with Mr Dombey.

Alice, she also beautiful, belongs unequivocally to low
hfe — she has just returned from some years of exile as a
transported felon, but she not only maintains towaids her
mercenary mother the proud accusing attitude of Edith
towards Mrs Skewton; she holds forth on her own position
and history with a fimished rhetorical eloquence indistin-
guishable from Edith’s. It 1s an eloquence that bears no
relation to anything real, and that Alice, the returned con-
vict, should speak 1t, and speak 1t (one gathers) with an
educated accent, is no more absurd than that the well-born
lady should. The whole business of Edith’s ‘proud’ attitude
to Dombey is unreal — as unreal as Dombey’s use of Carker
for intermediary in order to humiliate her. It 1s impossible
to make moral sense of her attitude towards her marriage,
and only in the world of melodramatic rhetoric could there
be any illusion to the contrary. That Dickens, yielding in
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response to protests, should have changed his mind and
saved her ‘virtue’ at the expense of the sensationally
thwarted villain adds nothing essential — it couldn’t— to the
unreality. But we are’to take it as a moment of high moral
significance, the emotional poignancy depending on that,
when, in the final meeting with Florence, Edith 1s able to
declare herself “‘innocent’.
That Dickens changed his mind about Walter Gay and,
mstead of letting him go to the bad, brought him back to
marry Florence, also made no difference that mattered The
art of this Dickens runs'no less, and more acceptably, to the
unrealities of the happy ending (as of course to the frustra-
tion of the villain). Its spirit proclaims itself frankly here: ‘A
wandering princess and a good monster in a story-book
might have sat by the fireside, and talked as Captain Cuttle
and poor Florence talked — and not have looked very much
unlike them * This is only speciously an unequivocal placing
note: Carker’s villainy — though /e, ostensibly, repfesents the
real world of Dombey and Son’s counting-house — belongs
to the same ethos of unreality, along with the drama of his
frustration And so much of the play of Dickens’s humorous
and comic abundance, even when it issues in the sinister-
grotesque, serves the ends of implicit reassurance: reassur-
ance that works by implicitly discounting the seriousness of
the drama — by mtimating that what we have to do with
does not, at bottom, make any claim to be the world where
the sanctions, conditions and inexorabilities of real life hold
without remission Personally, I find Captain Cuttle ~ and
not only Captain Cuttle — boring But there 15 an immense
deal of Dickens’s comic creation that, in its genial and self-
justifying liveliness and force, gives us what we acclaim as the
expression of his genius, and yet, in the respect referred to,
belongs with Captain Cuttle — with Captain Cuttle rather
than with the Toodles. The Toodles represent what we have
1 the strongest part of Dombey and Son, and it is this strength
that I have been intent on distinguishing The Toodles have
their essential part — and 1t is performed with what might
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strike us as an un-Dickensian economy — in an art that offers
an astringent and wholly serious ‘criticism of hfe’.

But I must not appear to be suggesting that, on the side
of humorous creation, what goes decidedly with the su-
preme strength of Dombey and Son rather than with Captain
Cuttle is confined to the Toodle family. The case is of
course far otherwise. The book contains Susan Nipper, Mr
Toots, Mrs MacStinger, Cousin Feenix ~ a quartet whom, in
their variety, I permit myself to specify as a reminder of the
actual wealth. This Dickens, compelling observer and
recorder of life, there 1s very obvious point in describing as
Shakespearian (consider the witahty ~ the surprisingness
combined with felicity, dramatic and poetic — of the speech
in which he so largely renders these characters).

It is a commonplace that Captain Cuttle represents, in
his Victorian way, the influence of Smollett, but some of
Dickens’s strongest artreveals an essential kind of indebted-
ness to his education 1n the eighteenth-century masters that
is an utterly different thing. This is an episode from the visit
to Warwick Castle (chapter XXVII):

‘Ah, ma’am!’ cried Carker, stopping short; ‘but 1if you speak of
pictures, there’s a composition! What gallery in the world can
produce the counterpart of that?’

As the smiling gentleman thus spake, he pointed through a
doorway to where Mr Dombey and Edith were standing alone mn
the centre of another room.,

They were not interchanging a word or a look. Standing to-
gether, arm in arm, they had the appearance of bemg more
divided than if seas had rolled between them ... So unmatched
were they, and opposcd, so forced and Linked together by a chain
which adverse hazard and mischance had forged: that fancy
might have, imagined the pictures on the walls aiound them,
startled by the unnatural conjunction, and observant of it in their
scveral expressions Grim knights and warriors looked\scowling on
them A churchman, with his hand upraised, denounced the

mockery of such a couple coming to God’s altar. Quiet waters 1
landscapes, with the sun rcflected in their depths, asked, 1f better
means of escape were not at hand, was there no diowning left?”
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Ruuns cried, ‘Look here, and sce what We are, wedded to uncon-
genial Time!’ Animals, opposed by nature, worried one another,
as a2 moral to them. Loves and Cupids took to flight afraid, and
Martyrdom had no such torment 1n 1ts printed history of suffering.

Agam and agam in Dombey we meet with this manner, a
thetoric where the moral and pictorial have been trans-
muted by a truly poetic imagination While the passage
quoted reminds us forcibly of the Virginia Woolf of To the
Lighthouse (as do so many others of the same kind in this
book), and though it consorts naturally with what1s most 1m-
pressive in Dombey and Son, and even, in its strong way,
strikes us as characteristically Dickensian, yet the rclation
to Hogarth is plain We arc reminded how radically pre-
Victorian Dickens was in his upbringing, education and
temperament, in other matters besides his cighteenth-
century tastes mn art and hterature But here it is a crucial
indebtedness to the eighteenth-century artist that we have
to note: the indebtedness to Hogarth that 1s beyond ques-
tion a mayor, if not generally 1ecogmzed, fact of Dickens’s
development

That Dickens had an intense admiration for, and real
understanding of, Hogarth is on record: Forster quotes a
tribute at some length in the Lyfe What still, oddly cnough,
has to be insisted on 1s the significance of the admiration.
We hear a good deal of the influence on Dickens of Smollett,
but that is a small affair, and the influence even of Fielding
doesn’t amount to much compared with that of Hogarth.
We can sce that Dickens’s moral and creative imagination
was deeply affected by Hogarth’s work, and that, striving to
achieve the expression of his own vision and sensibility in an
art that should convey his profoundest sense of life, he drew
habitually on Hogarth; he responded intensely to him and
used him creatively Only a great origimal writer, a great
poet, could have done with Hogarth what Dickens did; but
to say that he did it with Hogarth — that i such a passage as
that quoted ahove we have a creative adaptation of Hogarth
— s plamly justifiable And there 1s more m the way of
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Hogarthian influence to be seen in Dombey than this point-
ing — a proper emphasis — to passages of magnificent
Dickensian prose might convey: it is surely more than a
guess that the idea of Dombey’s second marriage came to
him from Marriage ¢ la Mode. In any case, Hogarth was onc
of the sources of life and shaping inspiration from the Eng-
lish past that gave Dickens, as a novelist in the Enghsh
tradition, such immense advantage over any French con-
temporary.
But as Dombey and Son exemplifies very copiously, he was
— inevitably — Victorian. He was Victorian, pre-Victorian,
and, at his greatest, a genius of a kind one doesn’t label with
any adjective that — with limiting intention or not — em-
phasizes period characteristics He was, in fact, in his own
way, very complex. What I have been insisting on is that his
way was that of a great genius, and that there is a much
greater Dickens than the traditional cult has tended to recog-
nize. Can we immagine conditions under which we might have
had more of him, or had him 1n a ‘purer’ form ? The actual
Dickens, it is true, was ‘uneducated’, in the sense that he
had had no such education as might have given him a
maturity of critical consciousness in respect of the new art
his genius was developing. But, after all, there is little point
in such a speculation; for when one asks oneself what such
an education could have been there 1s no answer. His dis-
tinctive genius was the ability to respond freely and expan-
sively to the inspirations of popular taste, popular tradition
and the market, and, 1n doing so, to evolve for himself (and
for the world) a high intellectual art. The evolving, in all
conscience, was rapid — rapid and superlatively ntelligent.
Contemplating the diverse and disparate elements
brought together into a specious unity in Dombey and Son
(specious, because to be just to Dickens one must msist that
the strength represented by the early treatment of the theme
of money-pride and the conventional nullity of the treat-
ment of pride and scruple in Edith remain at odds), one
asks how the confident show of unity is achieved, and 1s
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perhaps inclined to reply that it is done through the domi-
nant resonance on the moral side of the sentimental and
melodramatic — with which so much of the humour and
comedy consort quite happily. An answer fairer to Dickens’s
genius would be to point to the poetic conception of his art
that this first elaborate novel of his gives proof of, and to the
snexhaustibly wonderful poetic life of his prose. One may
not feel the faintest velleity of serious response to such effects
as that in which the refrain ‘Let him remember it in this
room in years to come!’ figures; yet they have their place in
the wonderfully varied and flexible play of what, considering
the use of language, and the use of imagery and symbolism
and dramatic enactment, one has 1o call poetic means. For
the characteristic higher use of poctic means, consider this:

The passive desolation of disuse was everywhere silently mani-
fest about it. Within doors, curtains, drooping heavily, lost their
old folds and shapes, and hung like cumbrous palls. Hecatombs of
furniture, still prled and covered up, shrunk like imprisoned and
forgotten men, and changed msensibly. Mirrors were dim as with
the breath of years. Patterns of carpets faded and became per-
plexed and fant, hike the memory of those years’ trifling incsdents.
Boards, starting at unwonted footsteps, creaked and shook. Keys
rusted in the locks of doors, Damp started on the walls, and as the
stains came out, the pictures seemed to go in and secrete them-
sclves, Mialdew and mould began to lurk m closets. Fungus irees
grew m corners of the cellars Dust accumulated, nobody knew
whence nor how; spiders, moths, and grubs were heard of every
day. An cxploratory black-bectle now and then was found mm-
movable upon the stairs, or in an upper room, as wondering how
he got there. Rats hegan to squeak and scuffle in the mght time,
through dark galleries they mined behind the panclling.

The dreary magmficence of the state rooms, seen imperfectly by
the doubtful hight admutted ¢ ough closed shutters, would have
answered well enough for an enchanted abode. Such as the tarn-
1shed paws of gilded lions, stealthily put out from beneath their
wrappers; the marble hincaments of busts on pedestals, fearfully
revealing themselves through veils; the clocks that never told the
tme, or, i wound up by any chance, told 1t wrong, and struck un-
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earthly numbers, which are not upon the dial; the accidental
tinklings among the pendant lustres, more starthing than alarm-
bells; the softened sounds and laggard air that made their way
among these objects, and a phantom crowd of others, shrouded
and hooded, and made spectral of shape But, besides, there was
the great staircase, where the lord of the place so rarely set hus foot,
and by which hss httle child had gone up to Heaven

The evocations of the Dombey house — cvocations of
varied dramatic mood and tone —are very impressive in their
characteristic Dickensian power: the Hogarthian passages
sort well with other kinds that are also in their different
ways strong. See, for instance, i chapter IX the account of
the second-hand shop ending:

Of motionless clocks that never stirred a finger, and secmed as
incapable of bemng successfully wound up, as the pecuniary affairs
of their former owners, there was always gieat choice in Mr Brog-
ley’s shop; and various looking-glasses, accidentally placed at
compound mterest of reflection and refraction, presented to the
eye an eternal perspective of bankruptcy and ruin.

Mr Brogley humself was a most-eyed, pink-complexioned, crisp-
haired man, of a bulky figure and an easy tempei — for that class of
Caius Marius who sits upon the rumns of other people’s Caithages,
can keep up his spirits well enough.

Everywhere, 1n description and narrative and dramatic
presentation and speech, we have exemplified that vitality
of language which mvites us to enforce from Dickens the
truth of the proposition that in the Victorian age the poetic
strength of the English language goes into the novel, and
that the great novelists are the successors of Shakespeare. In
fact, 1t is hard not to see a significance in the habitual way
(the habit 1s very marked m Dombey and Son) in which
Dickens quotes from Shakespeare and alludes to him — in
the familiarity with Shakespeare he assumes 1n the reader
and in the evidence he gives of the active presence of
Shakespeare in his own creative mind That he developed an
art so different from anything he could have learnt from
Smollett or Fielding — or Ben Jonson, in whom he was also
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interested, or the theatre of his own time — was of course a
manufestation of his genius; but that his genius was fostered
on the side of its characteristic strength by the potent fact
of Shakespcare, not only in his own hife, but in the Iife of the
English people for whom he wrote (a fact making itself felt at
the level of popular entertamnment), is very much a point
to be made. When it was that Shakespeare ceased to be a
popular mstitution I do not know; he was certainly that in
Dickens’s formative period. Looking at the characteristics of
form and method of the novel as Dickens was aspiring to
create it in Dombey and Son, we can see that the mfluence of
the sentimental and melodramatic theatre was not the only
dramatic influence that counted, or the most profound.

One cannot, then, rest happily on the formula that
Dickens’s gentus was that of a great popular entertainer:
the account 1s not unequivocal enough Exalting the ‘great
French novelists’ in general, and Balzac 1n particular, over
‘their fellows here,” a well-known Sunday-paper critic not
very long ago wrote-

George Elot, “dccply nfluenced by the French, was the first
English writer, I beheve, to think of fiction as a major art. ..
Thackeray, Dickens and Trollope, Iike their eighteenth-century

predecessors, were satisfied to offer entertainment, often weighted
with moralizing.

It is an 1gnorant and unintelligent pariz pris, the Franco-
phul convention of  Bloomsbury’, that comes out, amusingly,
mn that ‘deeply influenced by the French’. But what imme-
diately concerns us 1s the bracketing of Dickens with Thack-
eray and Trollope — an absurdity that Dombey and Son is
enough to dispose of Dickens was in the fullest sense a great
national artist. His genius responded with inexhaustible
vitality to the new, the unprecedented conditions of a
rapidly developing civilization. In catering for the tastes
and needs of a nation-wide public he found congenial em-
ployment for his powers — he found what his powers were
and he found the inspiration he himself needed. Fis art was
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wonderfully original, and no great writer was ever more
remote from being troubled or limited or guided by scruples
that could in any sense be called academic. Yet, as we have
scen, Dickens’s uninhibited freedom of practice as a great
popular artist did not prevent him from having lus cssential
creative relations with the classical past of English literature
and English art. And if we are to say that he saw himself asa
popular entertainer, it must not be with any suggestion
that he did not think of himsell, and with justice, as having,
qua artist, a penetrating insight into contemporary civiliza-
tion, its ethos, 1ts realities and its drives, that it concerned
him to immpart. And if we are to talk of fiction as a ‘major
art’, then, faced with explaining what we mean and how the
‘art’ established its right to be considered in that way, we
have to recognize that Dickens had a very important — a
major — part 1n the history. He may, in the habit and con-
ditions of his work, have been very unlike Flaubert, but he
nevertheless thought of himself with the conscious pride of
responsibility as an artist, and with a developing earnest-
ness pondered the claims of his art. His euvre, in fact, presents
the critic of ‘fiction as a major art’ with a central, delicate
and testing challenge.

APPENDIX
Dickens and Smollett

Dickens was an enthusiastic reader of Smollett in his
boyhood ¢ and paid tribute to hum not only explicitly, as in
maling Roderick Random, Peregrine Pickle and Hum-
phrey Clhinker the imaginative sustenance of David Copper-
field in his boyhood — along with such authentic immortals
as Don Quixote, Tom Jones, the Vicar of Wakefield and
Robinson Crusoe - but, as has been frequently pointed out,

6 ‘Supposing one wrote an essay on Ficlding, fornstance, and
another on Smollett, and another on Sterne, recaling how one read
them as a child (no one read them younger than I, I think) and how
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by including, in his earlier novels at least, a line of cruder
comic characters in the Smollett image of such, with themr
external humours and coarse knockabout. However, after
Pickwick Papers such obtrusive borrowings can be scen to
have been transmuted into the Dickensian art: they have
an hcrent psychological inferest in themselves (like
Dennis the hangman in Barnaby Rudge) and arc absorbed
into the totality of the novel in which they occur, and this
scems not as yet recognized by hiterary criticism, though it
should be part of the larger tribute paid to Dickens which
he himself felt owing to him and deplored his never receiv-
ing Even in an carly novel like The Old Curiosity Shop, Dick
Swiveller and Clodlin and Short, for instance, are very differ-
ent from similar types in Smollett and not merely in having
been made acceptable to a more refined age. It is 1n the
first great Dickens novel, Dombey, that what Dickens made of
his Smollett origmals may be most profitably stuched. In
Captain Cuttle, ‘a very salt-looking man indecd’, with ‘a
hook instead of a hand’, a nose all over knobs hike his stick,
a farcical hard glazed hat and ‘such .a very large coarse
shitt-collar, that it looked like a small sail’, we have a
character visibly close to Smollett’s rough sca-dogs, a charac-
ter who would not have been there at all but for the Smollett
originals, who has the customaiy cccentricities of speech
and manners of such Smollett types and who gets mvolved
n the customary comic humours (with the vixen Mrs
MacStinger, the sull more Smollcttan Captain Bunsby,
the artful Rob the Grinder. etc.). But Captain Cuttle 1s not
‘entimentalized in order to make such a type tolerable to a
Victorian reading public wlich would not have boinc
Smallett’s brutal humour, though the Captain’s having
heen endowed with qualities of fechng such as chivalry and
some delicacy, as well as with a vein of shiewdness that may
e e Y
one gradually grew up mte a different Frowledpe of them, ond <o forth -

¢ ould 1t not be intcresting o i prople?” < Letta, quoted by Porster,
I september 1837,
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seem incompatible with such worldly simplicity as he
manifests habitually, may make him dubiously plausible.
We are obliged by the quality of Dickens’s art in Dombey
(and there are three chapters before the Captain appcar.s)'
to reflect that human nature is more complex even In
the apparently simplest and least cultivated of us, than is
recogmzed 1n Fielding’s and Smollett’s novels, and tl.lat
Dackens is the superior of his predecessors if only in asserting
this and consistently providing for it. ‘Moreover, Captam
Cauttle is not a mere grotesque who could be as well in one
novel as another, a peripheral figure of fun or a cog in .thc
plotting as in a picaresque novel, but falls within the styliza-
tion of the whole theme of the unique work of art in which
he plays an essential pait. )
For example, he is the necessary complement to Sol Gills
for the nurturing of Walter Gay, in contrast to Mr Dom-
bey’s, Mrs Pipchin’s and the Blimbers® of little Paul: even
more an orphan than Paul, and in addition poor, Walter 1s
shown to receive from his foster-parents the love and
imagiative food for lack of which the rich man’s son pines
and dies; and that Captain Cuttle is a sailor with, it 1s shown,
the reverence for the mysteries of life ingraned in him by
the experiences of seafaring, associates him with Old Glubb
in the meaning of the book, as well as with the nautical in-
strument-maker Sol Gills, these standing in contrast to Dom-
bey himself, Carker, Major Bagstock, the Blimbers and the
other land-sharks preying on little Paul and Florence, who
ignore the sea and 1ts voices. Another aspect in which Cag-
tain Cuttle relates to the whole meaning of the book 1s in his
faith in the amount of capital represented by his silver tea-
Spoons, sugar-tongs and watch, not by any means merely
the occasion for a trivial kind of humour. His belief n the
value of these objects, his ‘property’, is either ridiculous or
touching, as you care to take it, and Dickens allows for
both reactions, making 1t plain that he sees Cuttle’s belief
is preposterous to Mr Dombey and likely to be found absurd
by the sophisticated reader; yet Dickens thus intimates to
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us that, to the hard-working pilot and skipper, such a pitiful
accumulation, plus an annuity of a hundred pounds a year,
15 the reward for a life of honest service to the Dombey
socicty (Dombey makes his money by trading overseas). It
is also a proof that the Captain’s life has been passed among
those to whom his little heap of silver objects and the con-
tents of his tin canister of savings represents wealth, so that
his confidence 1n its impressivencss when he goces with Walter
to negotiate a loan for Sol Gills in chapter X is natural. And
we are perforce touched by the Captain’s willingness to give
his all, his annuity as well as his pathetic little heap of
property laid out on the table before us, to save his friend
from bankruptcy, when we are shown in contrast Mr Dom-
bey’s mean prudence m correcting Paul’s mstinctive ‘give
it to his old uncle’ to ‘lend 1t to his old uncle’ — mean, secing
that ‘he’ is Walter who has donc the whole Dombey family
a service in rescuing Florence and that the required sum
1s nothing to Mr Dombey. As part of the theme of the novel
Dickens is showing that the poor man can put forth such
flowers of the spimnt as generosity and a delicacy of feeling
not known to the successful merchant, a delicacy which is
not the product of education or contacts with social superiors,

We meet this again m Hard Tumes in the contrast between
the horse-riding people and the Gradgrind-Boundeiby
class in their attitudes to Sissy’s loss of her father Captain
Cut‘tlc is thus seen to be a neccssary element in the novel,

casting an ironic light on that Victorian 1dea of Property as

a valuc“: and its acquisition an end in itsclf which is later to

be satirized both by Dickens in Wemmck’s assertion of
cveryone’s obligation to acquire Portable Property and by
Tennyson’s insight into the effects of this assumption (that
1t superseded all real human valucs) in his brilliant poem

The Northern Farmer, New Style’. Without going into the

subject exhaustively, we can sec 1n the case of Captain

Cuttle that a Smollett type of character has been by Dicken’s

profounder genius turned to uses iconceivable to Smollett
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Dickens and Tolstoy:
The Case for a Serious View of
David Copperfield

I

Davip COoPPERFIELD is a long novel, uneven in quality
and more complicated than it may scem; snap judgements
-on 1t are certan to be not merely inadequate but falsifying.
Therefore there seems to me an intercsting point which
must be rased before anyone can begin to discuss it at all:
What novel 1s 1t? For evidently, for Tolstoy 1t was a very
different novel from what it was for its Enghsh contempora-
neous admurers or equally from what (quite other) it is for
its latter-day denigrators — I note that in the opinion of the
more recent trans-Atlantic thesis-writers (theie is always 2
smart Dickens book m vogue with the academics and liter-
ary journalists, and those favoured at the moment seem tO
be Garis? and Dabney?) the valuation of David Copperfield
should be low indeed. The view of 1t held from the moment
of its publication 1n 1850 and t1ll modern Dickens criticism
ousted that, was shown in ifs being bracketed mvariably in
esteem with Pickwick Papers, the pair being accepted as the
high-water mark of Dickens’s achievement (with The Chrisi-
mas Carol often thrown ) — David Copperfield was ‘scC_OHd
only to Puwkwick in immediate and lasting popularity’s
wrote Forster, Dickens’s biographer and business confidant.
This was the valuation not only of the average uncritical

1 R Gars, The Dickens Theatre A Reassessment of the Novels (Oxford,
1965)

2 Ross H Dabney, Love and Property i the Novels of Dichens (Chatto &
Windus, 1967)
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member of Dickens’s reading-public but also of the most
intellectual men of the age, who thus made it clear that they
saw Dickens only as a writer to relax with ‘I was told by
Lord Morley’, wrote Harold Lask: in his Introduction to
Mill’s Autobiography, ‘that few people enjoyed more, or
read more often, Pickwick Papers and David Copperfield’® than —
John Stuart Mill Lord Acton, I note, wrote in 1880 in a
letter: ‘It is beginning at the wrong end to read David
Copperfield first, but he [Dickens] is worth anything to busy
men, because his fun is so hearty and so easy, and he rouses
the emotions by such direct and simple methods. I am
ashamed to think how much more often I return to Dickens
than to George Eliot.” Perhaps comment 1s unnecessary, but
my deduction that he thought Dickens, at what Acton took
to be his best, could serve only for the relaxation of serious
citizens, and rather shamingly at that, is borne out by
another statement in his letters: ‘Dickens is far below
Thackeray in his characters’, and it appears that he didn’t
think much of Thackeray either.?
Quite logically, from this reading of and valuation of
Copperfield, Forster saw Dickens’s subsequent novels as a
stcady falling-off, increasingly less amusing and more
‘unpleasant’ (for instance, he complains that Skimpole is a
very disagreeable successor to Micawber), while the only
drawback to Copperfield’s perfection he finds 1s the insertion
of the unnecessarily “unpleasant’ Rosa Dartle An accept-
ance of this reading of Copperfield 1s mmplied in Henry
.I ames’s low opinion of Dickens gencrally, as in this comment
in his non-fictional book English Hours. ‘You go on liking
David Copperfield — 1 don’t say you go on reading it, which 1s
a very different matter — because it is Dickens.” Supporting
this view of Dickens we have James’s statement in his essay
on Turgeniev 1n 1884 expressing surprise that ‘Turgemev
should have rated Dickens so high’ and explaining that 1t

3. T quote from letters printed in Lord Acton and hus Times by Dawvid
Mathew.
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must have been *merely that Dickens diverted him, as well
he might’.

Tolstoy on the contrary did go on reading it, havingsingled
out David Copperfield from his first encountering the Russian
translation® and then grappling with it in English with the
aid of a dictionary in order to do 1t justice.’ We know from
numerous mdependent sources of Tolstoy's conversation
throughout his long Iife, as well as from lis own written
tributes, that David Copperfield was a serious and indeed
fundamental mfluence on his work as a novelist. In 1905

4. When he was 24, not, as he alleged in 1896, before he was 20 -
though his putting the influence of David Copperfield back in memory to
his adolescence, the most formative period, 1s significant.

5 Dickens was highly esteemed by the Russian intelhgentsa and
early translated, Davd Copperfield appearing m Russian translation n
both “The Contemporary’ and ‘The Muscovite’ m 1851. Tolstoy refers
10 1t first 1n his diary for 2 September 1852, where he wrote “Read Dand
Copperfield - a dehight’, and in December 1853 wrote to s brother. ‘Buy
me Dickens’s David Copperfield in English, and send me Sadler’s English
Dictionary, which 1s among my books’ — I quote from an essay, ‘Tolstoy
and Dickens’ m Famuly Views of Tolstoy, ed Aylmer Maude, to which I
was referred by Dr Theodore Redpath, on consulting him with respect
to my mterest in Dickens’s influence on Tolstoy There N Apostolov
says that Dickens’s translations in Russian magazines ‘crowded out’ all
other English and French writers, Dickens’s popularnity iz Russia bemng
at 1ts height in the 1840s and 1850s; Russian critics approved of Dos-
toevski’s imitating Dickens, for esample While Apostolov stresses a
general debt of Tolstoy to Dickens, he does not specify anything more
than Tolstoy’s finding congenial Dickens’s ‘humorous treatment of his
themes® and “the socio-ethical bearing of his novels® generally. Dickens
himself was soon made acquamted with this success in Russia, 2 Russian
man of letters sent lum a translation of Dombey into Russian ‘informung
him that his works, which before had only been translated 1n the journals,
and with certamn omissions, had now been translated m their entiré
form by hss correspondent’, ending: ‘For the last cleven years your name
has enjoyed a wide celebnity in Russia .. Your Dombey continues to
tspire with enthusiasm the whole of the literary Russia,” Thus seems to

have been m 1849 (v Forster, Book VI, § v) but Dickens’s work was
widely known m Russia by 1844 It was as well that Tolstoy struggled
with Dawd Copperfield m Enghsh, for Russian translators made free with

Dif:kcns’s text, and the translator of Dawd Copperfield has been found
guilty of many hundreds of ad ibbings.
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he told Makovitsky: ‘How good Dickens is! I should have
liked to write about him.” Though he seems never to have
done so directly, I think by examining his novels we can
sce what he would have written about Dickens if he had
been able, from the use he makes of Dickens and the under-
standing of Dickens’s themes and intentions that he shows in
War and Peace and Anna Karenina. Recalling in conversation
with friends in 1905 the influence Dickens had on him when
he began writing he said that it was second only to Stend-
hal’s; but in general he placed Dickens above all other
novelists and Copperfield above all his other novels: his
family quoted him as saying: ‘If you sift the world’s prose
literature, Dickens will remam; sift Dickens, David Copper-
Jield will remamn.’ He also said: ‘Dickens was a genius such
as ismet with but once in a century’ and ‘on me he had a
great influence’, Between this admiration for Dickens in his
youth and his old age there are also similar references to his
frequenting Dickens’s novels—e.g. in 1886 ‘ Dickens interests
me more and more’, and he used to read Dickens to his
visitors, While to us it may on reflection seem surprising
that a young Russian aristocrat with a wild youth and an
army officer’s experiences, living as a privileged member of
an archaic society which had an autocrat at one end of the
social scale and serfs at the other, accustomed to only a
monastic form of Christianity and gencrally being as
femote as a European can be imagined from industrialized
Victorian England — that such a member of such a society
shopld be so excited and stimulated by the wholly alien
fictions of a selfmade member of a Protestant English
lower-middle-class — yet it is only because of an overall
likeness to Dickens’s of Tolstoy’s two great novels that we
do not register as improbable this surcly remarkable state of
affairs, Would Tolstoy's novels have been as they are and
what they are but for their author’s having encountered the
translation of David Copperficld at the formative phasc of his
writing 1ife? Even Tolstoy’s autobiography Childhood,
Boyhood and Youth has been found by Russian critics to
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contain ‘ evident traces of David Gopperfield’ in * the character-
istics of conduct and even the grouping of characters and
the selection of facts’, It was in fact this novel that Tolstoy
again and again specified as for him the mostimportant work
of the greatest of novelists And not only as a novel: when in
1896 he drew up a hist of the books which had made a strong
impression on him in his youth, in the highest category he
placed Copperfield (along with Rousseau and the Gospel of
St Matthew); at the age of 80 he told his doctor that the
Enghsh book he thought the highest of was David Copper-
Jield.

This surely gives us something to think about. It is not
lessened but made clearer by the remark I notice Gorky
recorded that Tolstoy made to him 1n his old age, that ‘On
the whole Dickens was a sentimental, loquacious and not
very clever writer, but he knew how to construct a novel a
no one else did’ (Remniscences of Tolstoy by Maxim Gorky).
Tolstoy was evidently not a blind worshipper of-Dickens,
he saw his faults and weaknesses just as Henry James did,
but to Tolstoy these seemed negligible (and ‘clever’ may
well convey a contempt for novelistic arts as such) — negh-
gible compared with what Dickens had to offer him as a
great genius whose insights and preoccupations inspired his
own and who was a master of the art of composition, for
this 15 what he must have meant by constructing a novel And
as we now, unlike Henry James, see that Tolstoy himself
was the creator of miracles of construction and meaningfu
complexity, a master of the art of the novel whose opimion
of a novelist’s achievement must be respected, we must take
it that Tolstoy’s consistently high valuation of David Copper-
Jield must mean that Dickens’s intentions and achievements
there, in some fundamental-way (below the superficial level
of the social, linguistic, economuc, religious and historical
differences in the two novelists’ habitats), were perceived
by Tolstoy to have an immediate relevance to his own crea-
tive problems, in helping him to formulate what he, through
Dickens’s eyes, saw as the essential dufficulties of living that
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pressed on him.® Now if Dickens in Coppierfield were merely
providing the kind of entertaining fiction his contemporarics,
asvie've seen, saw it as being, indeed, if Dickens were merely
{or at all} the kind of novelist assumed by H. House? or
were Garis's Dickens (the compulsively theatrical and
factitious entertainerj or Dabncy’s victim of the Victorian
relation between Love and Property, then he could not
have been of use to Tolstoy at all, still less held by Tolstoy
for over half a century in the highest estecem Nor if Edmund
V&"ﬂson’s view of his novel was just: Copper feld is not one of
Dickens’s deepest bools; it is something in the nature of a
holiday” (The 1Wound and the Bow).

Yet what a novelist thinks of another novelist is best
deduced not from what he says critically but from what he
says creatively, in the use he makes of the other’s art, and it
Is in War and Peace and Anna Karenina that we must look for
the proofs of what Davtd Copperfield meant to Tolstoy.

Tolstoy, who, as we’ve seen, actually translated his pre-
adx.ﬂt experiences into the forms of David Copperfield’s in
writing his own autobiography, must have therefore felt
the power and essential truth of its representative selection
of experience as a child’s, boy’s and youth’s in 1gth-century
society, or in the parts of that common to Dickens’s Eng-
land and Tolstoy’s Russia. Forster, who was by no means so

6. R. F. Christian, the Tolstoy scholar and critic, has two generaliza-
tons of interest in this connexion He writes of Tolstoy: “There 13 no
doubt that he scized avidly at any confirmation of his ideas 1n other
peopic’s work and even horrowed their examples” and ‘A study of the
drafts of Tolstoy’s novels confirms the suspicion that problems of struc-
furc and composition were often in the forefront of his thoughts” (Zolstey’s

War and Peaze® : 4 Study, Oxford, 1962).

7 H. House, The Dickens World, ignoring the surcly essential and
obvious fact that Dickens was a creative artist, treats his novels as
accurate or inaccurate sources of facts, implying in Dickens ignorance
or dishonesty 1n the latter case; in addstion to this crass and dangerous
approach to the vorks of Dickens he constantly insinuates musleading
valuations or fatuous generalizations, € g that Pip’s history is ‘a snob’s
Progress’, that Dickens habitually and characteristically ‘flattered the
public’s moral fechings’, and so on. g
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clever and sensitive man who finds he has fallen in love with
and married a silly trivial creature; she is however a loving
child, who has enough fecling to sense that her relation with
her hushand has gone wrong and to complain that his present
indifference (to her unaccountable) is cruel. He then tells
his friend Pierre that he has nothing to accuse his wife of
except that he is disappointed with marriage, even though
he had chosen as wife a girl who is the type approyed by his
society. He has decided to solve lus matrimonial difficulties
by leaving his wife to bear their child at his father’s country
home and going off to the war, in the likelihood of being
killed. He takes her there and his sister Mary, a tender-
hearted and spiritually-minded girl, trics to make the best of
what she sees as a wrong to poor little Lasa, by persuading
her brother to look at his wife in a more compassionate hight.

‘She was so tired that she has fallen asleep on the sofa i my
room. Oh, Andrew! What a treasure of a wife you have,’ said she,
seating hersclf on the sofa opposite her brother. ‘She is quite a
child. such a dear, merry child 1 have grown so fond of her!?

Prince Andrew was silent, but the princess noticed the 1ronical
and contemptuous look that showed 1tself on his face.

‘One should be indulgent to hittle weaknesses; who 15 without
them, Andrew? Don’t forget that she was educated and brought
up in society. Besides, her position now is not a rosy one. We should
enter mto every once’s situanon. Tout comprendre, c'est tout fardonner,
Think what 1t means to her, poor thing, after what she has heen
used to, ta be parted from her husband and to remain alone in the
country, in her condition! It 1s very hard.’

Prince Andrew smiled as he looked at tus sister, as we smule at
those we think we thoroughly understand,

As his sister tells him, “You are good n every way, Andrew
>

but there is a kind of intellectual pride in you, and that is 2
great sin’,

She tries again:

*As T was saying to you, Andrew, be kind and gener
0
always were, Don’t judge Lisa harshly,’ she bcgan.g s as you

‘Shess

. s s . 0 swee
so kind, and her position now is a very rying one. b
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‘I do not think I have blamed my wife to you, Masha. or com-
plained of her. Why do you say all this to me?’

Red patches appeared on Piincess Mary’s face and she was
silent, as if she felt gwmlty ...

‘Know this, Masha: that there is nothing I can reproach my wife
with, I have not reproached and never shall reproach her, and I
cannot reproach myself with anything in 1egard to her. .. Butif
you want to know the truth, if you want to know whether I am
happy? No! Whether she 15? No! But why tlus is so. I don’t know.’

But his father, the eccentric Prince Nicholas, says to him,
by way of showing his sympathy:

‘It’s a bad look-out, eh?’

“What is, father?’

“The wife!” said the old prince, shortly and significantly.

‘I don't understand !’ said Prince Andrew.

“Yes, 1t can’t be helped, lad,” said the prince. ‘They’re all alike-
one can’t unmarry. Don’t be afraid! I’l tell no onc. but you know
it yourself.’

Thesonsighed, thusadmitting that hus father had understood him.

Neither father nor son seems to see any other attitude to
Lisa as possible, but the son is to learn more about himself
when, seriously wounded on the battlefield, he has some kind
of mystical experience that softens what his sister has called
his ‘intellectual pride’. He now realizes ‘the unimportance
of everything I understand and the greatness of something
incomprehensible but most important’, so that he returns
able to feel sorry for his wife as well as himself, and contrite
towards her. We return in advance of him to the houschold
where false news of Andrew’s death has been received just
as Lisa is expecting the birth, but though when he-comes
home at last he is anxious to show her he has had a change of
heart towards her (* “My darling!”’ he said — a word he had
never used to her before ““God is merciful ..” ’) sheis too
far gone in labour ever to recognize him before she dies.

She lay dead in the same position he had seen her in five minutes
before, and despite the fixity of the eyes and the pallor of the
cheels, the same expiession was on her charming, childlike face.
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‘I love you all, and never did any one any harm; and what have
you done to me?’ — said her lovely pathetic dead face... And
there 1n the coffin was the same face, though with closed cyes.
‘Ah, what have you done to me?” 1t still scemed to say, and Prince
Andrew felt that something gave way in his soul; that he was guilty
of a sin he could neither remedy nor forget. He could not weep.

Later he puts up a white marble statue of an angel over his
wife’s tomb and the angel’s short upper lip seems raised n
the childlike smile that characterized his wife; in conse-
quence he feels the angel’s expression is one of mild reproach
hike that he saw on her dying and then her dead face: ‘Oh,
why have you done this to me?’ Of course this expresses his
sensc of guilt towards her, now inexpugnable.

Yet in spite of the brilliant and moving delineation of a
typical situation, which is of course that of David and Dora
in Copperfield translated mto Russian- terms, with Princess
Mary as Agnes, it has no before or after in War and Peace; it
merely fixes a subject that Tolstoy, it scems to me, had been
struck with in making the acquaintance of a Dickens master-
picce, It has no apparent bearing on Andrew’s subsequent
second love for Natasha, though I suppose it may be seen as
a trailer for the many-stranded subject of love and marriage
and the achicvement of happiness that determines the
‘Peace’ section of the novel and which is also the subject-
matter and theme of David Copperfield. But it inevitably raiscs
questions in the reader’s mind that Tolstoy has not provided
for, such as: How comcs it that so intelligent and sophisti-
cated a man as Andrew should accept a Lisa, who is merely
the incarnation of a frivolous socicty’s ideal, as suitable 1o
pass his life with, since ke despises the drawing-room world
that i her only existence? Neither hus father nor hus sister
both of whom he loves and respects, has any 'dx[ﬁculty in
seeing \x;hat Llsfa 15 We can’t on Tolstoy’s showing accept
Andrew’s mariiage as plausible,? though the detaihing of his

8, “Why did he marry Lisa?" ashs R T Chrystian, “We are not told ?

Thus Mr Christian expreases a natural curprise at such an mmprobabl
moiiage P e
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disenchantment and unhappiness is; and the indications of
Andrew’s moral growth and the creation in him of a sense of
guilt, though minimal, are remarkable imaginative feats,
proofs of Tolstoy’s genius for the novel. We can’t but wonder
whether, in these circumstances if Lisa had survived,
Andrew’s remorse would have withstood the trials of her
social habits and her conversation for long and whether his
ncw-found spirituality would have been able to survive pro-
longed contact with her triviality and cgotism. While we
arc bound to feel that Tolstoy’s handling of Dickens’s subject
1s wholly serious and so really painful, we also perceive, 1
hope, that Tolstoy has not such an unquestionablc advantage
over Dickens as critics generally assume (¢ g. “‘Dickens was
not a Tolstoy: 1t was quite beyond lus range to show in
fiction a great man’s struggles towards new moralforms’ -
H Housc, The Dickens World). There is something to bc said,
surely, for Dickens’s lighter hand which with humour reliev-
ing, and at the same time heightening, the dilemma, allows
shades of feechng and complexities of meaning and subtleties
of attitude that have no equivalent in the tragic affair of
Prince Andrew’s marriage, where the situation is quite
barely stated mstcad of, as in Copperfield, comprehended in
its whole social and psychological context and implications
Yor Dickens does not leave us rebellious because of un-
answered or rather unanswerable questions, like Tolstoy
his rendering of the same theme, questions which we can’t
help positing We don’t need to know that Dickens wrote
during the composition of Copperfield- ‘I feel the story to its
minutest pomt ’ Thus is evident from the start, not only 1n
the imagimative understanding of How a child feels® and
9 Tolstoy has been greatly admired for his understanding of children
and sympathctic msight 1 his novels into a clnld’s and boy’s modes of
feeling, but has 1t been noticed how much these msights owed to Dickens’s
m David Copperfield® Not only 1s his rendering of children’s feehngs and
behaviour Dickens’s, but scenes are of a sumiar land David’s lesson$
with his step-father seem to have made such an impression that they are

reflected 1n both Tolstoy’s great novels — m Princess Mary’s misery at
her mathematics lessons from her bullying father, and Serezha’s lessons .
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thinks and acquires ideas — for instance, in David’s confused
feelings about his unknown father outside in his grave
shown in his immediate fear, on being told he has a new
father, that the dead man has come out of it, or his wonder-
ing whether the sundial misses the sun — and of the next stage
when he has left behind the infant’s egocentric universe
and become self-conscious in his awareness of the com-
mumity he is part of] so that he incvitably imagines how he
appears to others in his (genuine) grief for his mother’s
death and how it affects his status.2® No, it 1s most evident in
the construction which required Dickens, as he had realized,
to start before David’s birth with establishing the nature of
his parents’ relation to each other in a typical Victorian
marriage, and where the presence of Miss Trotwood is
necessary not, as it 1s now fashionable to assert, as the bad
farry at the christening, but in order that she may provide
the astringent comment of an unromantic adult wisdom on
those aspects of the Copperfield parents’ marriage which

need such exposure, since they are to form the unborn
child’s attitudes in important matters.

Iz

The masterly construction of Copperfield is the more surpris-
ing when one reflects that its only predecessor as an in-
tegrally conccived novel was Dombey, and that that broke
down, changing direction and mode, with the death of hitle

and unhappy relations with his father Karenn (who like Mg Trotwood
bas the pecuhanty of being unable, though apparently a hard, cold
character, to bear the sight of tears). Screzha instinctively hates V’ronsk,
for coming between him and his mother even vhile Vronsky 1s not gpem‘/
Anna’s 1m:cr, }':s Dawnd w:;s hostile t}? Mr Murdstone before he knew hi
was courting hus mother, fecling a threat to nm

ing his mozﬁcr‘s hand. 8 selffrom the man touch-

10 Not, as Cockshut asserts (The Imagination of Charles Duckens
mtending a sneer, that it shows he is an actor, but 10 mako e 1961)
that David’s consciousness 15 now outward-directed AJ] n us aware
teachers wall recogruze this feature of the now self-consco parents and
Dawvid as normal and typical. us schoolboy
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Paul, losing its previous steady focus on the theme. Cofper-
field 15 only a year Jater but what an advance it shows in
planning, complexity of conception and consistency from
the first chapter right thiough to the schematic cndimng!
(leaving out the last chapter, which provides a pantomime
transformation scene ~ a concession to the readmg-public
which Dickens ncver agamn makes. Theie are no happy
cndings after Copperfield). 2t /
Unlike Tolstoy in 1¥ar and Peace Dichens has pondered his
theme so as to provide an answer for the question raised by
the why of Princc Andrew's marriage, and which Tolstoy
avoids by opening with it as a faif accomplr. David is not a
Prince Andiéw who should have known better. He is an
innocent, by the circumstances of his childhood and up-
bringing, simply passive 1 being imprinted with the age's
‘best® 1dcals of love, mariiage, conduct of life and what 1
desirable in a woman. He is dcliberately chosen to be repic-
sentative, m order to examine curient ideas; we should
note that he is otherwise colourless, and 1mpossible to visual-
ize physically m any respect — sceing how gifted Dickens
is at communicating personal characteristics and how
naturally this comes to him, only concentration on this con-
ception of his protagonist could have stopped Dickens fiom
providing David with a full, vivid individuality (the same 1S
true of Pip in Greai Eapectations, for the same reason). It
follows that David’s relation to Dickens is nothing like

11 Dickens was peifectly well aware of the advances he made both as
an artist and in educating a reading-public, as these two excerpts from
letters show ‘I hope David Copperfield will do for your correspondent
The world would not take another Pickwick from me now, but we can
be cheerful and merry, I hope, notwithstanding, and with a Iittle more
purpose in us’ (to Costello, April 1849); ‘T am glad to say that there
seems to be a bright unanmumity about Copperfield. 1 am very much
mterested in 1t and pleased with myself I have carefully planned out
the story, for some time past, to the ecnd, and am malung out my purposes
with great care. I should like to know what you see from that tower of
yours I have little doubt you see the real objects mn the prospect’ (to
the Rev. James Whate, July 1850).
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what it has generally been alleged to be.?? T have already
quoted Forster’s witness to the universality of Copperficld in
his age, and the passage in his life of Dickens that ends
thus should have been enough to warn critics off confusing

a novel written in autobiographical form with an auto-

biography or, as Mr Cockshut calls it, a fake autobiography.
Forster wrote:

‘Too much has been assumed, from those revelations [of facts of
Dickens’s expenience] of a full identity of Dickens with his hero,
and of a supposed intention that his own character as well as parts
of his career should be expressed in the narrative. It is rnight to
warn the reader as to this . . . it would be the greatest mistake 1o
imagine anything like a complete 1dentity of the fictitious novelist
with the real one, beyond the Hungerford scenes; or to supposc
that the youth, who then receved hus first harsh schooling 1n life,
came out of 1t as hittle harmed or hardened as David did ... The
character of the hero of the novel finds mdeed hus night place in
the story he is supposed to tell, rather by unlikcness than by like-

ness to Dickens, cven where intentional resemblances might seem
to be prominent.

Forster 1s correct, but the key to all this has escaped his
notice, since he was deaf and blind 1o Dickens’s art,18

12 Too much has been made of the possible psychological mmphications
of the fact that the novel’s hero and the novehst have the same nitals
m reverse and of Dickens’s being unaware of this or startled when
Forster pointed st out to him Dickens’s first two choices of namc for the
hero had been ‘David Mag’ and “Thomas Mag’, and 1t was the novc]
Dauid Copperfield, not its hero, that Dickens called his “favourste child’,

13. The most stnking mstance is that of his wellantentioned but
revealingly stupid objection to the masterly “History of a Self-Tormen-
tor’ chapter in Little Dornit, which he thought should have been part of
the narrative Dickens uscd his better yjudgement, but the leiter Dickens
wrote Justifymg himself and expressing despair at not he

ng underst
1s important to an appreciation of the difficulties under w $ ood

hich
‘In Miss Wade T had an idea, which T thought a new 011(;(: he worked
2

the ntroduced story so fit into surroundings mmpossible of ;f Tilakxng
from the main story, as to make the blood of the hook cxrculateriilmnon
both. But I can only suppose, from what you say, that 1 have not rough
succceded m this” This did not prevent Forster’s blap d e’f‘%‘:ﬂ}’
“assertion, n the Lyfe, of the shortcomungs, as he saw h ¥ confident

em, of Lufe
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though invaluablc in the insights he gives us into Dickens
the man. We ought to reflect that D. C. could not possibly
have written C. D.’s novels, even if some of Charles Dickens’s
experiences were made use of — in the usual manner of
writers ~ in the history of his hero, though apart from the
episode in boyhood in the wine-business and London low
life, David Copperficld does not get mixed up in Dickens’s
own history. The other parts of Dickens’s feehings and ad-
ventures drawn on are there, deliberately chosen, because
they are typical, such as his adolescent love-affair with Maria
Beadnell. Whoever David is, he isn’t his author, and very
obviously less so cven than Levin is Tolstoy. David incarnates
the kind of youth the age demanded ~ sensitive, modest,
upright, affectionate, but also resourcefully industrious and
successful 1n rising in the world. Now whatever Dickens was
he was not a Daisy, and his habit of referring to himself as
“The Inimitable’ does not sound at all like David either.
While Dickens was a colourful personality David is colour-
less and intentionally uninteresting in himself — only a type.
I doubt if Dickens admired David as unreservedly as his

Dornii+ “the want of coherence among the figures of the story, and of 2
central interest i the plan of 1t . . . some of the most deeply considered
things that occur in 1t have really little to do with the tale itself, The
surface-painting of both Miss Wade and Tattycoram, to take an mstance,
is anything but attractive, yet there 1s under 1t a rare force of ikeness . . .
and they must both have had, as well as Mr Gowan himself, a strihing
effect m the novel, if they had been made to contribute in a more essen~
t1al way to 1ts 1nterest or development ' He adds, with mcredible fatuity:
“The failure nevertheless had not been for want of care or study, as
well as of his own design as of models by masters in his art’ [the classical
and 18th century picaresque novelists, who all use the autobiography of
a character inserted mto the narrative for variety and other purposes,
for instance; he thinks Dickens failed to emulate them m Miss Wade’s
Iustory] and he goes on to cite the letter from Dickens I have quoted
above. We may also observe there his criterion of tattractive’ in opera-
tion, that of his age This Dickens was comageous_cnough to 1gnore,
and to stand by his own lights, as he implies m anather letter of self-
defence when he wrote: ‘Wrong o1 right, this was all design, and seemed
to me to be in the fitness of things’ X
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public did, or endorsed him fully as writers cven now assume
- David 15 necessarily sensitive and lacking in guile, the
evidence for this exists in the text of the novel itself, but T
will return to this later — just as Pip is later explicitly con-
structed to be ‘morally timid and very sensitive’, both being
shown to be the product of childhood conditioning and
therefore, for the purposes of each novel, typically signifi-
cant, As also is Lattle Dorrit’s Arthur Clennam, though a
fully human and characterized cxponent of a Victorian
discase, however, being in a novel of a different kind from
Ohwer Twist, David Copperfield or Great Expectations. We can
therefore dismiss the kind of charge of dishonesty now
brought against Dickens, represented characteristically
by Cockshut’s assertion that Dickens wrotc David Gopperfield
n order to present his past and himsellin a favourable light
~‘the self-criticism has no sting’ Not only 1s David’s life not
Dickens’s past, but even though, as Forster noted, the
young male reader of lus time naturally identified himself
with David, there 15 no compulsion to identify with him
uncritically as there is, for instance, for the reader of Jane
Eyre to do so with the heroine In fact, those eritics who do
identify C. D. with D. C. and complain that Dickens didn’t
realize that David was stupid not to sec through Dora, or
reprehensible not to blame himself, merely expose ther
mability to rcad what Dickens has offered them. Dickens
had started to write his autobiography, it is true, and
abandoned the project when he decided to write the novel
mnstead; but this must have been because he did want to
exarmne 2mpersonally the cxperience of growing up m the
first half of the 1gth century, with the problems that a young
man of that generation incurred, an examiation needing
the kind of objectivity that inheres in the novelist’s art but
still one best exposed through the autobiographical Iaorm
[David Copperfield was his first novel in this form and it is
interesting that in his next novel, Bleak House, he decided to
combine the advantages of the fictional autobxography with
the freer possibilitics available 10 the writer of narrative,
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accompanying illustiation {and we know Dickens kept 2
tight hand on his illustrators, often specifying the illustration
or criticizing the diawing to get it 1ight) shows a worne
looking Clara suckling the infant with David epening the
parlour door; on his face is a curious mixture of s‘urpﬂSC an

perplenity, over the head of the nutsing mother is a portrait
of her as the girlish mother of his carlicst mcmomcs,‘ﬂfm";r
by two Biblical pictutes chosen in the Hogarth tradition O-t
the symbolic nature of their content: they are the infan
Maoses being taken from the bulrushes, and the Pr.odxgal 5;“
being embiaced by his father agam. The lovely idyll of t 'c
evening David then spends, enciicled in the love of the tw0
Claras, is completed when he returns next tmce from schoo
to his mother's functal and hears Peggotty’s account of ke
*sweet girl’s” pining and death-bed; it has the cffect }0
wiping out the inteivening period for David, and establish-
ing forever their old 1elation of being all in all to cach other
and of Clara as cternally girlish, for Peggotty had mother¢

them both, and this I conclude is why Dickens forbore 10
have a direct death-bed scene, witnessed by David:

From the moment of my knowledge of the death of my mothcri
the 1dea of her as she had been of late vanished from me remen
bered her, from that instant, only as thec young mother of le
carlicst imp essions, who had been used to wind her bright cur’s
round and round her finger, and to dance with me at twihight 1
the parlour. What Peggotty had told me now, was 50O far from
bringing me back to the later period, that 1t rooted the carher
image mn my mind. It may be curious, but it 1s true. In her deat
she winged her way back to her calm untroubled youth, and can-
celled all the rest.

The mother who lay in her grave, was the mother of my 11
fancy; the lLittle creature in her arms was myself; as 1 had once
been, hushed for ever on her bosom.

There is nothing finer in Tolstoy’s novels, and it 1s “Tol-
stoyan® before Tolstoy. The whole conception and treat-
ment is perfectly free from sentimentality. It is a supreme
example of Dickens’s ‘fecling the story in its minutest

8o ’
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point’, as he truly said, for4t is an insight which can owe
nothing to Dickens’s personal experience. It is the under-
standing of the way we deal with the deepest human
feclings wiuch only a great genius could arrive at, and it is
made the basis and starting-point of a typical male history
in that age. Dickens was as far as possible from having a
Preudian attachment to his mother. But ~a proof of genius ~
he had observed that the other was the more usual condition
of man, and had pondered, and worked out, its implications.
This passage presages David’s escape from a second phace
of misery 1n order to find a substitute home and mother,
which he does at Dover with his great-aunt, where he is
reborn as Trotwood, goes to school all over again, 1slaunched
into the world of London on his own a second time, where
he - in a dreamlike or Alice-in-Wonderland world ~ strays
into the previous dimension inhabited by the figures of his
previous state — Steerforth, Micawber, Traddles, the boat
houschold at Yarmouth, and mects the double of his
mother, Dora. Dora is naturally to repcat his mother’s
history, in fading away for the same reason. Dickens’s
original 1dea seems to have been to keep Dora alive, but it
was a sound 1nstinct that made him, however rcluctantly,
(and only deciding at the last possible instalment) kill off
Dora (as he put it) ~ not, as has been alleged by those who
do not grasp the theme and structure of the novel, hecause
he wanted the spurious pathos of 2 death-bed scene

That David’s love of his mother is the love of Woman, and
that he is always looking for her image, a pettish, wilful,
childish, loving playmate, is shown as the pattern of his
cmotional life, He has first encountered in childhood Little
ET{“Y, whom he was thrown with both at the time of first
being scparated from his mother and again when he is
desolate after her funcral. These two episodes give promi-
nence to this part of the theme and indicate its nature very
delicately. David 15 impressed by Emily’s being loving,
tender-hearted, spoiled, pretty and gay, she ecven has the
necessary curls (characterized as running over her uncle’s
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hand like water) so that David goes to sleep p1 aying thathe
“might grow up to marry little Em’ly’. Emily also prefigures
Dora (and echocs his mother whose manner he had recog-
nized — but only after her remarriage - as * pettish and \yﬂ-
ful’) in her response to David’s juvenile courtship, calling
him “a silly boy® as she ‘laughed so charmingly’, in fact she
has all the marks by which he recognizes the femmne
character. He then thinks of their marriage as onc where
they would ‘never grow older, never grow wiser, [be]
children ever’ etc. Growing older and wiser is associated
with the Murdstones’ programme of educating Clara wh}Ch
was to denature her. When David meets Agnes he notices
at once that what characterizes /er is that though a child she
is her father’s housekeeper with the household keys at her
side. The charge of the housekeeping keys was an 155UC
between David’s mother and Miss Murdstone, marking
the victory of the latter This therefore becomes 2 symbol
for David, and is picked up in Dora’s case when her re-
sponse to David’s request to her to take charge of the house~
hold is to ‘ tie the key-basket to her slender waist’ but use the
keys only ‘as a plaything for Jip. She was quite satisfied
that a good deal was effected by this mode of make-bell
of housekeeping’. David identifies Agnes with her dea
mother’s portrait, as Agnes’s father does — she is to poth of
them not a child but a little woman. Agnes isn’t g2y an
girlish but calm, staid and responsible, so David realizes
that: I love little Em’ly, and I don’t love Agnes — 1o, not
at all in that way’, so she can be only loved as 2 sister.
Maturity in a woman 1s chilling to him.

Of course this was a typical Victorian dilemma, and at
the centre of Dickens’s theme as he understands it. Idealiz-
ing immaturity stabilized it and inhibited maturity n
women, but this was not the product of a morbid or irra-
tional desire in the man smce the qualities that Dickens
shows as being associated with feminine immaturity of the
Clara-Em’ly-Dora kind represcnted a real emotional need
for men living in the world that the 1g9th century became.
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(George Eliot’s observation, that the serious, intcllecgufil
Dorothea Brooke was unnattractive to the average man in
her social sphere, who recognized the ‘infantile fairness’ of
Rosamund Vincy as being the right idea in a woman, con-
veys the contempt of a superior woman for the weakness of
the male of her time.) Of course the dilemma was that the
qualities needed in a satisfactory wife (as efficient houschold
manager and mother) were of a conflicting kind with the
- other nced. Dickens made two attempts to resolve this
dilemma, in his creative experiments, The first was with Mrs
Peerybingle in The Cricket on the Hearth (1845), the gay young
wife of a much older and very staid man, her name is Mary
but her hushand calls her Dot, she has a baby and is
represented as the goddess of the hearth, where the chirping
- cricket typifies the spirit of Home, but she combines the
housewife’s virtues with girlish disclaimers of efficiency,
calling herself ‘little woman’ and ‘your foolish little wife’
like Dora, and ultimatcly explaining to her husband: ‘And
when 1 speak of people bcing middle-aged, and steady,
John, and pretend that we aie a humdrum couple, going on
in a jog-trot sort of way, it’s only because I’m such a silly
little thing, John, that I like, sometimes, to act a kind of
Play with Baby, and all that: and make believe.” In short,
maturity is only tolerable if disgwised as a children’s game.
The other attempt came at the end of Dickens’s work, show-
ing that he never got much beyond this point in his thinking.
Bella Wilfer, the heroine of Our Mutual Friend, his last com-
pleted novel, is a resolute effort on the novehst’s part to take
a winning type of girl into womanhood by the disciplines of
misfor tune, good fortune, a sacrifice of her prospects by a
matrnage to a poor man, and motherhood. Bella, for all her
curls, coquettry, follies and charms, has capabilities beyond
those of a ‘httle woman’, and indced aspires to be some-
thing more TIn her own words, *I want to be something so
much worthier than the doll in the doll’s house ’ This is
promnsing, but once married she is described in exactly
those terms, playing at housckeeping 1n a fascinating way
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and, when she has a baby, ‘acting a Lind of Play with
Baby’ just like Dot Peerybingle, having rchearsed for it with
her father beforchand; afterwairds, so that we shall be under
no musconception, her fatha ‘justly remarked to her hus-
band that the baby scemed to make her younger than be-
forc, reminding him of the days when she had a pet doll
and uscd to talk to it as she carried it about’. Bella (a namein
the Clara-Dora tradition of cowmsce) 1s <hown using the baby
Bella as a toy and as an instrument for {flitting with her
husband m an embarrassing way. By this time Dickens had
had ten childien and must have known that a baby 1» no
joke The obstinate unieality of his image of a charming
wife, from Dot and Dora to Bella, would of itself suggest
that he would be unhhely to achieve mantal happiness
in the form of hushand to the mother of many cinld-
1en.

A historical example of how the dilemma could be made
tolerable 1 practice is available in the case of Disiacli’s
marriage He was remarkably intelligent in knowing that
he (also a novelist) needed the same qualities as David
Copperfield for his domestic happincess and in being prepared
to put up with the concomitants. He wrotc to his future
wife that he nceded to be suriounded with love, it was
tenderness and sympathy at home that made his political
life possible. Though much his senior in age and previously
a widow, Mrs Disrach was juvenile in manner, gay, over-
flowing with affection, and adored her husband, so that she
made him happy mn spite of being generally considered by
his socicty a silly woman, ‘foolish and at times even ridicu-
lous’, noted Lady Batteisca. Disracli minded this not at all,
and seems not to have repined at her accompanying child-
lessness either, he seems positively to have enjoyed her
‘not knowing who camc first, the Greeks or thc Romans’,
and the similar examples of her Dora-like conversation. She
was 1n fact widcly loved, though Disiacli was commiscrated
for having a wife whosc conversational follics made her a
joke, and respected for his stoicism in ignoring this. He

x
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snubbed a friend who questioned his indifference to his
wife’s shortcomings by saying that unlike other men he
could feel gratitude (he did not mean for his wife’s very
moderate private income). Mrs Disraceli however was unlike
Dora in being, or being able to afford, a good housckeeper,
and also in being unselfishly devoted to her husband; she
did not merecly hold his pens but corrected his proofs (or
thought she did). Dizzy's undoubtedly sincere love for
his wife lasted into her old age and her death left him
desolate. X

It is inevitable, then, that at the next phase of a man’s
life, as adolescent, David meets his mother’s 1mage again,
in Dora Spenlow. (Dickens himself had fallen seriously in
love at 17 with Maria Beadnell who provided Jip as well as
typical features of Dora and David’s courtship, though Dora
seems to have assimilated as well — very naturally since the
point of Dora is her typicality — relevant qualities of
Catherme Hogarth’s, whom Dickens subsequently married
since Maria was denied him.) Dickens is in firm control of his
theme here as throughout the novel, beautifully indicating
Dawid’s conditioned helplessness by his becoming a captive’
at first sight of the curls etc. A less predictable factor s
David’s complete lack of surprise at finding Miss Murd-
stone in command of the household, as she was his mother’s
jatler 1t 15 natural she should be Dora’s and he reveals his
unconscious train of thought by regarding Miss Murdstone ~
not as Dora’s protector but more like a hife-protector which
is ‘a weapon of assault’. Her presence, together with her
subsequently forcing a breach between David and the object
of his love, made the parallel between Clara Copperfield
and Dora Spenlow inescapable for the original readers, who
might well have forgotten the earliest instalments of the
novel by now. ‘Phiz’ the illustrator helped bring out
Dickens’s idea (as so often) by showing Clara-like portraits
of Dora over the mantelpiece in every interior Dora figures
in, This girlish portrait of Dora appcars finally in the central
position of the sitting-room where David and Agnes sit
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surrounded by their children, pointing the contrast with the
matronly Agnes

As Dora on further acquaintance shows herself an exact
replica of Clara, David's heart is satisfied in spite of the
occasional misgivings of his intelligence, so that when
Traddles tells him about his useful, Agnes-like fiancée
Sophie, and Dawvid says, ‘I compared her in my mind with
Dora, with considerable inward satisfaction’ — our rritation
at his fatuity is tempered by our having been put in com-
mand of the reasons why he can’t help it. A dazzling piece
of supplementary insight into the situation is shown by
providing Dora with Jip as a pet’s pet and playmate, who
1s more 1mportant than David to her and whose death coin~
cides with hers not merely on the planc of sentimental
effectiveness, and about whom David can be more explicit
— he has to tolerate Jip though Jip is an insufferable nuisance,
irrational, and cannot be trained, like his mistress, and
parodies Dora in using the cookery-book as a plaything;
after their marriage he lives in a doll’s-house 1n the form of a
pagoda which 1s always in the way.}? Dora is rightly felt to
be pathetic - as a pet is, of its very nature — as well as exas-
perating, and Dickens has been so successful in showing that
her charm for David is potent in spite of her folly and
rejection of reality, that not only in the Victorian Age but
even in our own sophisticated hiterary world Dora has found
masculine defenders on both sides of the Atlantic, who see
her through Dawid’s eyes instead of through Dickens’s or an
intelligent reader’s Alternatively, some ungallant (English)
critics reproach David for his stupidity in not recognizing
Dora for what she was, repeating Miss Trotwood’s refrain of
‘Blind, blind, blind!’ as though Dickens himself had not
taken so much trouble to provide for this by the earhier part
of his history.

That Dickens put an immense amount of work and

17 Lafe obhgingly provided Dickens with a perfect piece of symbolism
when, on taking lus wife to call on his old flame, he was able to observe

mn the hall the origmal Jip, dead and stuffed.
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thought into the theme of this novel is scen in the numerous
tendrils of associations between the Clara and Dora sections.
Another line of association is that between David and his
mother and father; he is shown to have inherited from the
former ‘her affectionate nature’ and from his father the
‘blind’ trustfulness that gets him into so many disasters
{both are of course characteristic Victorian features and
values). That his case-history is a repetition of his father’s
is brought out for us by Miss Trotwood’s description of
David Copperficld senior as one ‘who was always running
after wax dolls from his cradle’, a ‘wax doll’ being her con-
temptuous comment on the masculine weakness for a woman
as a pet and plaything. She also says of the boy: ¢ “He’s as
like his father as 1t’s possible to be if he wasn’t so like his
mother too” ’, the likeness to his father being stressed by
therr having 1dentical names?8 and by Mr Dick’s repeatedly
calling him ‘David’s son David’. Behind this of course is the
new scientific interest in heredity characteristic of Victorian
literature and a corresponding new interest in what
determines conduct, which superseded the previous such
intcrest that was based on the teachings of theology.1?
Foister writes, very appositely: ‘ The question of hereditary
transmission had a curious attraction for him, and considera~
tions connected with it were frequently present to his mind.
Of a youth who had fallen into a father’s weaknesses with-
out the possihility of having himscl{ observed them for
imitation, he thus wrotc on one occasion: “It suggests the
sttangest consideration as to which of our faihings we are
really responsible, and as to which of them we cannot
quite 1cazonably hold ourselves to be so. What A. evidently
derives from lus father cannot in his case be derived from

18 Diclens presecved this feature through all the changes hus titles
for thi, novel pared through - * Thomas Mag the Younger’, ‘David Mag
the Younger’, *I>avid Copperficld the Younger', ‘David Copperfield,
Juniort we

19 Wathenpg Heghts is another esample of thus iterest . my e5say
i Lectires s Ameriea (UL IR, & QL D, Leavis),
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. association and observation, but must be in the very prin-
ciples of his individuality as a living creature” ’ (Life, Bk.
VIII, § I1, footnote). 7

The problem represented by the marriages of the two
David Copperfields is both more profound and more repre-
sentative than seems commonly realized, and Dickens
mvestigates 1t with concern since 1t was a problem that neces-
sarily involved himself as an insoluble one. David the elder
is 1eported by his widow as having tried to train her, but
the demands the nuddle-aged man had made on his young
wife are represented by her only as a pedantic msistence on
accuracy, though he had eventually recognized that ‘a loving
heart was better and stronger than wisdom and that he was
a happy man in hers’. We are told this by Clara when she
is justifying herself on her death-bed against the killing
demands to change her character that her second husband
has made on her, and we are therefore to take it very sertous-
ly. David the second comes to the same conclusion in due
course as his father had done, but David’s demands on
Dora were not pedantic or mhuman: he wanted to share his
thoughts and interests with her and find support in his
troubles, a natural claim. Her refusal to accept responsibility
for managing the household 1s only a symptom of what he
has to complain of, and not the main complaint he makes to
himself, as Dabney and others allege.

Yet David repeats his father’s experience 1 deciding that
tenderness is, in the marital relation, better than a wife’s
being ‘wise’ or sensible even, though the terms in which
Dawvid describes his decision are revealingly different from
the confident expression of a truism that his mother had
offered us. David explains: ‘I could not endure my own
solitary wisdom. I could not reconcile 1t with her former
appeal to me as my child-wife.” Yet we can’t help question-
g — are obhged to question, by the novelst’s art — the
quality of this freely available affectionateness in a wife
which is seen not only as making up for the absence of al-
most everything else but also as justifying an .obstinate
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selfishness. Both Clara and Dora justify themselves thus,
Clara repeating:

“Whatever I am, I am affectionate. I know I am affectionate. I

wouldn’t say it, 1f T wasn’t certain that I am. Ask Peggotty. T am
sure she’ll tell you I’m affectionate.’

—which Dickens has put in such a form that it sounds more
like an obsession than a testimonial. We therefore 1m-
mediately reflect that it is ‘affectionateness’ without
‘wisdom’ — without enough affection for David to consider
her child’s welfare? — which had made her sacrifice him
by a re-marniage that ignored Peggotty’s warnings against
Mr Murdstone. David himself notices her ‘wilful, pettish
manner’ after his disillusionment following the marriage.
And Dora’s ‘loving’ nature is repeatedly seen to be im-
mune to David’s appeals to her alleged affection. ¢ “I am
sure I am very affectionate” > Dora asserts in response to
David’s asking her to behave more considerately.?! At an
almost surface level therefore Dickens was making it evident
to the reader that there are awkward questions involved in
his age’s easy assumptions as to the superiority and adequacy
of ‘a loving heart’, suggesting that it may be a cloak for a
selfish will, for Dora’s callousness and Clara’s cowardice (in
leaving David to suffer for her mistake and not interfering
to protect him against his stepfather). Miss Trotwood, whose
insights are never deflected by sentimental considerations,
significantly characterises Clara’s ‘affcctionateness’ as the

best part of her weakness® when accusing Mr Murdstone of
having played on it.

20 That Diclens intended us to make this reflection 15 shown by Mass
Trotwood’s making this very pomnt when she asks Mr Murdstone if
Clara had made no scttiement upon her boy when she remarried, and it
then appears that David’s father was equally guilty having lcft hig
young wif¢ ‘the what's-its-name Rookery without any rooks 1n i’ yg.
conditionally To underhine this point, there 1s a Biblical picture on Myss
Trotwood’s draving-room v.all i this scene, called “Jacob’s Garment’

21. Dickens’s notes for the chapter *Our Housclecping® contain this;

otle, underhned as mmportant: ‘Carry through mcapacity of Dora - bus
affectionate.’
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Yet theie is no doubt Dickens had arrived at a really
important truth — important most of all to him — n spite
of the perplexities it involved. David, who is a novelist, even
if not a very impressive one, is shown to need, as Dickens
himself supremely did — and recognized that it was a morc
than personal nced - gaicty, and tenderness, and com-
panionship 1 the fantasies of nonscnse, that were the soil
from which his creativeness sprang [In hic Dickens himself
seems to have got them not from his wife (who was not, or
soon ccased to be, a Dora) but from his children and circle
of friends, and no doubt that is why he was such a splendid
father to hus children when they were small but lost interest
in them when they were growing up 22] Dora the child-wife
is these things and nothing else, to appeal to her reason is to
alarm her and msult her - “I didn’t marry to be reasoned
with” ’she sobs; she expects to be talked nonsense to and
refuses to live by the rules of common sense, balancing the
wholly rational Miss Trotwood in the scheme of things
Dawvid’s recognition of the supreme value to him of such a
personality made even more poignant the mnsoluble problem
of how to reconcile this need with the other need of a house-
keeping, child-becaring and burden-sharing wife, though all
these functions except that of actual child-bearing could be
delegated. And it seems that Dickens had intended to keep
Dora alive, probably supplementing her by Agnes as the

22 Forster’s Life 15 a mune of interesting documentation here The
incredible number of letters dashed off to hus friends with which Dickens,
as it were compulsively, filled the chinks of his editorial duties and novel-
writing and social activities, 1s explicable only as the result of this need —
they overflow wath high-spirited fun and nonsense that it scemed he
must share with someone He was a wonderful conjuror, a giver of
outstanding children’s parties, and brought all his children mto lus
theatrical activities 1n the home, as part of thus need, His insight mto the
necessity of play-activities and mmagmative fostering for the child’s
psychic health 1s gencerally recogmized, smce 1t 1s exphet in most 1if not

all of his novels, but this 15 part only of hus general theory, as a creative
artist, of the adult’s need also for love and art, which 1s basic to~Hard

Tames, and 1 Davd Copperfield produced this charactenistic inquiry mnto
the nature of happiness in marriage '
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Peggotty of this next generation — Agnes having been des-
cribed as ¢ the real heroine’  Dickens’s notes for Number V.-
Forster quotes a letter aslate as 7 May 1850 (the novel having
been first discussed early in 1849, and possibly conceived in
the previous year) where Dickens, then writing Number
X1V, says: ‘Stll undecided about Dora but MUST decide
today’ — and he decided only reluctantly to “kill® her. But
her premature death makes the parallel with Clara com-
plete. the Little Blossom withers away in the unsuccessful
attempt to become a mother — an excellent piece of symbolic
thought. [The deep impression made on Dickens in July 1848
by the death-bed of his sister Fanny, resigned to her ‘early
decay’, as he wrote, was heightened by the death soon after
of her little child, whose pining away and other character-
istics had been embodiced in little Paul Dombey. Fanny had
played an important part in Dickens’s childhood (even as
Florence did tolittle Paul) and her death contributed to the
genuine fechng conveyed in the death of David’s mother.]
That Dora’s death fiom pregnancy was felt to represent a
psychological truth is imphed by George Eliot’s endorsement
in using the same situation and image (even if an uncon-
scious borrowing) in her tale * Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ (1856)
where her childlike tiny heroine “Tina” comes 1o a similar
end: ‘the prospect of her becoming a mother was a new
ground for hoping the best But the delicate plant had been
too deeply bruised, and 1n the struggle to put forth a blossom
1t died.’

The detatling of David’s difficulties with Dora after their
marziage has been anticipated by his uncasiness during their
cngagement, when he had found his first attempts to enter
on a moic satisfactory relation with her invariably frus-
trated. He could not risk losing her, so postponed facing the
problem until after the honeymoon, when it at once sur-
faces in his realization of what the rrresponsibility of ro-
mantic cour tship had landed him 1n: after “the romance of
our engagement’ now, he finds, they have ‘no one to please
but enc another — one another to please for hie’, where the
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possibility of happiness has cvidently turncd into the real-
ization that it is in fact a sentence of imprisonment for life,
Marriage after all was a most serious matter when divorce
was mmpossible and separation not respectable; but neither
of such alternatives would have touched the trouble here.
David’s problem is eternal. David is helpless in the face of
Dora’s refusal to listen to reason, and his paticnt cflorts to
make her meet him on other than playmate terms are really
touching though secn with humour which precludes any
sentimental stressing. e trics to share his thoughts and
interests with her and ‘to “form her mind’’ *; Miss Trot-
wood when appealed to makes him sce that she cannot con-
sent to take the part Miss Murdstone did m his mother’s
sccond marriage, and that he is in danger of repeating that
situation. He then tries alternative tactics in the hope of
getting Dora to grow up; thesc are in the line of those
adopted by his father in his mother’s first marriage. Even-
tually it dawns on him that Dora is immutable, and he must,
as his aunt had pointed out, enjoy the qualities she has, for
which he fell in love with her, and put up with their draw-
backs. Realizing that he risks losing cverything that made
her precious to him by frightening her, he gives up, seeing
that he would otherwise be in the position of ‘always playing
spider to Dora’s fly’. ‘I had been unhappy in trying it; I
could not endure my own solitary wisdom; I could not
reconcile 1t with her former appeal to me as my child-wife.’
He has learned the folly of ‘trying to be wise’, for after all,
Iike Disraels, 1t was not ‘wisdom? that he ultimately needed
from a wife but the relief and the stimulus of relaxing from
‘wisdom’, and 1t is this instinctive wisdom that Doia has,
always characterizing herself as ‘stupid’, foolish’, ‘silly’, ‘a
poor little thing’ and so on, and taking it as a compliment
and a testtmonial when her husband calls her a Mouse,
which is a tiny, helpless, timid, scampering, amusing little
creature [Dickens used this as a term of endearment in his
Jown courtship of his wife. It was a traditional Englhsh
term of endearment in love-play — cf. Hamlet’s instructing
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his mother not to let his uncle call her his mouse ~ and still
current in the carly 1gth century. but Dickens undoubtcdl‘y
reactivated its implications that made Dora insist on identi-
fying herelf with it in her character of being a creature for
love-play only. In a <imilar context it recurs in Qur Autual
Friend when Bella's father <ays to her, in loving praisc on her
wedding-day, when she behaves “as if she had never grown
up’: “What a silly little Mouse it is.”] And Dora thercfore
fecls that she must be a failure when he is ‘cruel” enough to
reason with her. David is then convincing when he says:
‘Ttold her I feared. . . the fault was mine. Which T sincerely
felt, and which indced 1t was.” The whole detailed investiga-
tion of David’s courtship and marricd life strikes me as a
marvel of delicate insight and moreover as exhibiting the
impersonality of true genius. The case is completed by
David's attempt to imagine a scl{ who had ot known Dora
and what she represents: ‘Sometimes the speculation came
into my thoughts, What might have happened, 1f Dora and I
had never known cach other? But she was so incorporated
with my existence, that it was the idlest of all fancics, and
would soon rise out of my reach and sight, like gossamer
floating in the air.” We sce that this is associated with the
fact, of which he is vaguely aware, that Dora’s identification
with his mother is what makes her ‘incorporated with his
existence’ We remember that duting David’s ordeal in his
journey, the flight from the warchouse-Micawber-Murd-
stone phase of his life to start afresh at Dover, he understood
the source of his dogged persistence in trying to reach a
home and happiness: ‘T <cemed to be sustained’, he noted,
‘and led on by my fanciful pictuie of my mother in her
youth, before I came into the world. It always kept me
company.” Sutely this is a remarkable aspect of the theme
o imaginatively created for us here
It is in consonance with these perceptions that Miss
Trotwood was created, to play the complex and incvitably
ridiculous part of Reason or systematic rationality; but she
15 not left as a Blakean idea, Dickens worked very hard on
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ately takes in the vagabond David when he breaks ‘do\‘.n’ in
tears though she has started, characteristically, by mak%ng
a chop in the air with her knife’® at him and declaring
““No boys here!”? This is taken up to show, after lar{r
gradual humanizing, her complete yidding to natural <ensi-
bility when, on learning of David's engegement to Agnes
that she had long desired, ‘she immediately went into hys-
terics, for the first and only time’; she has previously been
reconciled to Peggotty, her very appésite, and 15 last wen
sharing with Peggotty the nurse’s role for David’s children
and, having got the long-desired namesake, ‘spoiling’
cr.

When David is mtroduced into the Dover houschold he
finds there the deranged Mr Dick, through whom Miss
Betsey demonstrates her refusal to admit that final defeat of
reason, madness: constantly ‘triumphant’ when she has
clicited dubious proofs of his having sense (¢ That man
mad!”? ctc.) Similarly she refuses to admut the fact of
sexual attraction instead of accepting it as incvitable, em-
ploying maids ‘expressly to educate (them) in 2 renounce-
ment of mankind, and who gencrally completed their
abjuration by marrying the baker’, having herself con-
sistently protested agamnst the conditions of marriage by
reverting to the status and mode of hving of a spinster,26

which would not turn her out of her home with the loss to him of the

baby 15 s first tentative cffort towards a moral rebirth It s thwarted,
unlike Miss Trotwood’s, and he dries up.

24 Dickens cannot be said to have meant this as a symbolic threat of

. murder or castration at a conscious level, but 1t 1s undoubtedly the right
gesture to express the attitude Miss Trotwood has talen up, just as the
Doll’s Dressraker charatenstically makes two pricks m the ajr with her
needle when angered, symbolically blinding -

y those she dishhes To use —
or invent — charactenistic gestures for his personac 1s one of

novelist has to convince the reader of hus insight, of course antéli)!lr;;.zzns N
peculiarly gifted 1n bemng able to uncover such authcnn:: cxpresst . lSf
2 umque mner Iife, . ons o
25 Her humanization towards the end of the novel 1s shown by b
acceptance of woman’s fate —~ ‘aiding and abettin y e

g’ her last maid’s
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We are made to wince at her harshness in relegating pcople
into categories — Clara is always and from the first sight a
Baby to her, and the most she can do 1n sympathy for her
after her death is to prefixit with ‘poor’ or poordear’; Doia
she classifies as something subhuman as ‘Little Blossom’.
Yet she had recognized that reason alone is inadequate to
live by; as she later admits rather pathetically to David:
£ “It was a gleam of light upon me, Trot, when I formed
the resolution of being godmother to your sister Betsey Trot-
wood,” * for her yearning for a human link was defcated-
¢ “Where was this cluld’s sister, Betsey Trotwood ® Not forth-
coming. Don't tell me!” * It was after this, we learn, that
she took Mr Dick into her care, as a substitute. The short-
comings of rationality in furnishing self-knowledge aie
beautifully implied in the dialogue with Mr Dick (where, as
so often 1 Dawnd Copperfield, humour not merely reinforces
serious insights but is 2 mode of presenting them effectively) :

‘Ah! his sister, Betsey Trotwood, never would have run away.’
My aunt shook her head firmly, confident 1n the chaiacter and
behaviour of the girl who never was born.,

‘Oh! you think she wouldn’t have 1un away?’ said Mr Dick.

His innocent question undermines for the reader in advance
the assurance of her over-emphatic answer to the seeds of
doubt thus sown in her own mund as well as ours,

Dickens also allows for the real usefulness of sharp unsenti-
mental good sense, as 1n her enlightened treatment of Mr
Dick, her understanding of what the Mudstones are, her
upbringing of David, her immediate ‘placing’ of the Old
Soldier and Mrs Crupp, — but undoubtedly another and
important function is to show, in her devastating comments

marrying a tavern-kecper and ‘crowning the marriage-ceremony with
her presence’, as well as 1n spoiling her god-daughter when she gets one.
The half-way stage is marhed by hei declaring to David her refusal to
try to help lum improve Dora’s character ‘I want our pet to hke me,
and be as gay as a butterfly.” Dora 1s now ‘our’ pet, i cffect an accep-
tance of the adea. . .
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which do not allow for the feclings of others,?® and the
unanswerable conclusions she draws in opposition to the
facts of experience, that there is something to be said for
the illogical, irrational, tender-hearted female accepted
then as the norm As 1s the mode of David Copperfield, she
s offered, 1t seems, playfully and apparently for our enter-
tainment, but this should not disguise the serious uses
Dickens makes of her, and the importance of her contribution
to the meaning of the novel, as one of its conflicting possi-
bilities We must surely recognize the inventiveness and
spontancous ingenuity with which Dickens brings this about.
I must say that I used personally to resent his apparently
unworthy tactic of saddling Miss Betsey with what I took to
be a gratuitous trait of agressive mania ~ the donkeys whose
intrusion on to the green which she claims to own, that
she spends so much time in resenting, and her banging the
donkey-boys™ heads against the wall, as rather too suggestive
of the vulgar Victorian idea of a strong-minded woman, as
though Dickens felt obliged to make a concession to vulgar
prejudice But on second thoughts one sces 1t 15 psychologi-
cally right. the aggressiveness belongs to her condition and
the touch of mama against the opposite sex sees the donkey-
drivers as suitable objects for her animus agamst mankind,
just as she saw 1 the helpless and victimized child-man, Mr
Dick, a suitable object for her protection and sympathy.

Again we see Dickens combining the roles” of entertainer
and serious novelist.

26 A contrast m the same novel to Miss Trotwood’s faliacious use of
logic 1s provided by Miss Dartle’s bolliantly vatty usc of logic 1o cxpose
the fallacies of the Steerforth assumptions, based on class conterapt for
the Jower orders, when 1 reply to James Stecrforth’s canventional
dismussal of thewr right to consideration as not bemn
she retorts: “Really! Well, T don’t know, now, when 1 have been bett
pleased than to hear that It’s so consohng! It’s such z delight to k "
that, when they suffer, they don’t fed?? i now

g sensitive hike ‘us?,
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III

At this point T will return to the comparison with Tolstoy.
We have seen that Dickens has rooted the David-Dora
marriage into the psychological as well as the sociological
context of his age, as Tolstoy has not — what evidently
struck Tolstoy in reading David Copperfield was mainly the
fact of such a marriage and its bearings on a man’s happi-
ness. So Tolstoy, unlike Dickens, leaves us rebellious against
his fait accomplr. Did Prince Andrew’s courtship give him
no doubts about the wisdom of his choice of a wife, we ask,
especially since he is not shown as having such need for child-
like gaiety as David Copperfield had? And we note that
nevertheless Dickens does show, with the greatest delicacy,
that 1n David’s prolonged courtship he has misgivings in
the many causes for uncasiness which he registers more or
less consciously, particularly in the way Dora takes the
news of his loss of Miss Trotwood’s fortune and her response
to his consequent demands on her for support and co-opera-
tion. He does try to cope with her, but he is very young,
and inexperienced, and as he cannot do without her his
doubts have to be suppressed: we see that he can only allow
himself to admit the truth about Dora in his dreams — Dick-
ens’s intelligent interest in the underlying factors of con-
sciousness make dreams and delirious states an important
means of exploring experience in his novels. For instance,
David dreams he is at ‘an imaginary party where the people
were dancing the hours away, and I heard the music
incessantly playing one tune, and saw Dora incessantly
dancing one dance, without taking the least notice of me.’
And again, his waking self had bravely seen his future in
this sanctioned form: ‘What I had to do, was, to take my
woodman’s axe in my hand, and clear my own way through
the forest of difficulty, by cutting down the trees unul I
came to Dora’ (the suggestion of a fary-tale hero implies
a consciousness of this activity’s being unrealistic in his
very different circumstances, also that he sees that his Dora
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belongs to a fairy-tale world). Yet when dozing over the
fire this recurs in a hopeless recognition of the actuahty as
‘thinking how I could best make my way with a guitar-
case through the forest of difficulty, until T used to fancy
my head was turning quite grey’. .

Tolstoy’s very rationality and his consistently logical use
of language secem to put him at a disadvantage compared to
Dickens in such a complex matter Thus Andrew’s guilt is for
having deserted his wife and been dead to her appeals for
affection, but that does not prevent his forming a satisfactory
attachment later to Natasha, who though undisciplined,
spoilt and girlish is shown to be capable of maturing through
her love for him. Andrew’s penitence after his experience of
suffering (virtually death) on the battlefield, had no basis
m genuine feehing for Lisa, it is only a new consciousness of
the moral claims of others instead of the hard superiority,
the egoism, of his father. Yet Tolstoy in giving his own ver-
sion of Dickens’s theme in War and Peace does take it to a
more satisfactory issue We all feel — though the Victorian
public didn’t for the most part — that the schematic marriage
to Agnes, theoretically the right wife, 1s hollow and uncon-
vincing, that all the reality is in David’s feelings for Dora.
Of course Dickens had no experience of a satisfactory mar-
riage and his sister-in-law Georgina, who carried out so
successfully the bousckeeping and child-rearing functions
m his home, did not arouse feelings of love or romantic
tenderncss m him: this kind of woman seems to have evoked
in him only gratitude plus some irritation (he wished she
would marry though he knew he could hardly spare her).
Agnes is only a willed concession to the Victorian 1deal ~
scen always as the angel on ‘thc hearth, n the hght from a
ftamcd glass :.vmdow, ‘pointing upward’, or with her

patient smile’ Moreover, she has been established ag in
essence a sister~figure to David, and there is an unpleasant
suggestion in the Sister-and-wife combination correspondin

to the ‘O my father and my hushand®

. of the Strongs’
marnage, ncither of which Dickens at hottom found ag;_
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pealing, we can sec, for he can’t make them either attractive
or plausible.

But what about Dickens’s other models for a happy mar-
riage — are they any more satisfactory? He has tried hard
with the Traddleses, and with some success. Sophie, ‘the
dearest girl in the world’, is a convincing presence; for one
thing, she isn’t envisaged as forever static with a holy smile
on her face hke Agnes, and she has the playfulness and
vivacity that for Dickens was the essential feminine allure
without having also Dora’s or Clara’s folly and selfishness.
But she also is essentially schematic, and too much of her
consists of turning Dora upside down without sacrificing
Dora’s desirable qualitics. Sophie, says Traddles, ‘is quite
as much a mother fo her mother, as she is to the other nine
[sisters]’; she is older than Traddles and used to narrow
means, so altogether she can take the burden of marriage to
a struggling professional man and train herself to be a help-
meet. Dora can only hold the pens for her overworked hus-
band in, as usual, a make-believe of wifely duty (actually
this makes her a hindrance to David’s writing but he ac-
quiesces in the fiction, having enough imagination to real-
ize, Dickens shows, that she needs to believe that the mar-
riage is thus put on a more equal footing — David was nof a
Prince Andrew). But Sophie really uses the pens herself to
serve Traddles as the necessary copying-clerk he can’t
afford, and disciplines herself to write a stiff masculine law-
hand Yet Sophie is also a source of unfailing gaiety and
youthful feelings — to establish this we are shown her
romping with ‘the girls’ in Traddles’s legal chambers, sing-
ing innumerable children’s songs from memory, and so forth;
so she is satisfactory on every score Yet is the Traddles
marriage any more than a daydream? We can’t help noting
that their private life is that of grown-up children, and the
novel ends with further illustrations of this fact though
Traddles has somehow, very improbably, developed legal
maturity to the degree required for becoming a Judge.??

27. Scott, who like Dickens was greatly interested in the psychology of
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There is a similar absence of realism in the Micawber
marriage, where, though the attachment of husband and
wife to cach other is in itself convincing enough, yet in Mrs
Micawber’s theme-song, that she will never desert Mr
Micawber, and in his, about the comfort of mutual
confidence, Dickens seems to be using the couple as a means
of making fun of the clichés of the Victorian marriage theory,?®
and almost to make 1t impossible to take seriously the mutual
explanations of the Strongs in chapter XLV, which the
Micawbers unconsciously burlesque subsequently in their
comic scene in chapter LII.

For the other couple Dickens has worked hard to produce
as a model is a very surprising one indeed, almost shockingly
perverse, and calls for some investigation. Their symbolic
name of Strong suggests that it has Dickens’s full endorse-
ment - but at what level ? Annie, we learn, was only 17 when
she was persuaded into marriage with the learned classical
scholar and headmaster aged 6o who had been her father’s
old friend and her own teacher from childhood, and whom
she has continued to think of as a father-figure, He provides
all the wisdom while she contributes girlish gaiety, singing,
and relaxation for him; she is always seen symbolically
knecling at his feet, first buttoning up his gaiters and later
in reverence towards him, or else contentedly but uncom-
prehendingly listening to him reading from his projected
dictionary. In spite of Dickens’s efforts in making the Doctor
chivalrous and kind-hearted, it has an inescapable grisly
likeness to that later marriage of the kind, Dorothea
Casaubon’s, and Dickens throws in, perhaps involuntarily,
some features that support this view (e g. the marriage is
childless, the Doctor’s hifc’s work is represented as rather

the legal profession besides being a lawyer himself, showed in Gy
Mannering an eminent lawyer enjoying himself i an atmosphere of hy ﬂ
yinks, but 1n the sanctioned smolang-room tradition of masculine rela B
tion, which is very different from Traddles’s childhke diversions o
28, Dickens had previously made a joke about hys ,
John Browdie, 1 fn Nuckleby, via
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ridiculous pedantry and unreal, not being even remotely
possible of completion n his lifetime, and so on). Worse
still, the marriage has to us inevitably a really unpleasant
morbid aspect which Dickens seems to reveal in spite of his
conscious intentions, as i Annie’s ‘O my father and my
husband’ speeches and attitudes — 1sn’t there something
very wrong 1n her contentedness with this situation? we
ask Dr Strong, ‘the old scholar’, needs youth and gaiety and
tenderness, oo, — in Dickens’s eyes they are, as we saw, in-
dispensable to a man’s happiness; but we can’t be satisfied
seeing the price Annie has to pay that he may enjoy them,
and note with disapproval Dickens’s determination to
believe that Annie is really fulfilled 1n such a marriage
Here I think we must not impute dishonesty to Dickens but
recognize the Balaam prophetic vein at work that is a part
of every true artist’s endowment and that must surface at
the right time In fact, the Sirongs are so presented that
they posit these doubts inevitably. The technmique here is
that which characterizes David Copperfield — not ambi-
guity but a novel that can be read at two levels, a popular
one (humorous, sentimental and moralistic) and that of
art, complex, serious, poignant, subtly suggestive, though
devious in presentation and its argument subterranean.

As a pendant to Dickens’s attempt to cover the matri-
monial possibilities 1n his age, he gives us Miss Trotwood
who, having made an unhappy choice and finding herself
deceived in her husband’s character, follows the voicc of
Reason in separating herself from her husband and quite

29. A better freatment of the unequal marriage had already appeared
m The Cricket on the Heath (1845) where the gay young wife 1s thought by
her sober and older husband to have a lover, after some saddened self-
reproach he decides to separate from his wife without allowing blame
to attach to her since he ought not to have tied a young girl to muddle
age He finds however, 1n the general dénouement, that his wife truly loves
and honours him and enjoys the disparity as an excuse for a game of
make-behieve Dichens can carry this off with a ight hand in a Christmas
fairy-story, and the couple’s having a baby and a convincingly realistic
working-man’s home makes the marriage more agteptable, . -
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logically reverting to spinster status But a rational
solution to the problem of an unhappy marriage, a lcgal
separation, can't make happiness. She 1s shown hving a
rigidly monotonous existence in which her tending of Mr
Dick is (t:1ll David enters her life) her substitute for husband
and child and the natural instincts for intimatc human
relations — she has to vindicate her own judgement against
society’s But by giving her a ‘thoroughly bad man for a
hushand Dickens has spoilt his argument, for 1t was necessary
to show that it was her inflexibility 1n the face of the process
of readjustment and mutual concession that marriage
demands, that caused the breakdown of her marriage. T
mmagme this was his original intention, since 1t fits the part
Miss Trotwood enacts 1 the schematic novel, but that
getting fond of Miss Trotwood as a person, as the novel
progressed, he could not bring himsclf to trcat her after-
wards with the impartiality required. Otherwise we mght
have had a parallel to the Murdstone marriage with the
sexes reversed, which would have completed the schematic
argument.

‘We must admit therefore that Dickens in David Copperfield
is not able to provide an adequate answer to the question of
Victorian man’s happiness that he set out to tackle He has,
however, shown us very fully, delicately and seriously what
is mvolved 1n that question, and has refused to simphfy
the 1ssues. We may recollect that Chekhov defended Anng
Karenina against critics by saying that we must not demand
that a novelist solves our problems for us, that all we are
cntitled to require of him is that he should state the problems
correctly. This Dickens has certainly done, to the best of
his ability, in Dand Copperfield, and we need not, I suggest,
think less of his novel if we compare 1t wath the comparable
art of Tolstoy’s work that he inspired However we must
note that Tolstoy was in fact able to take further steps to-
wards suggesting helpful answers to the problems Dickens
first raised and that Tolstoy in his turn undertook to drama-
tize in his first large-scale novel Dickens makes David,
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after the long enchanted courtship, during which, through
no fault of his own, he has failed to make of Dora anything
but a pet, feel alarm once the marriage has taken place and
he must live with her in the everyday world. Dickens
shows him, in one masterly phrase, rcalizing that the court-
ship has turned into a prison sentence: they have now,
David reflects, ‘no one to please but one another — one
another to please for life’. And their married Iife continues
to the end unchanged, in the chapters called ¢Our House-
keeping’ and ‘Domestic’, which explore the marriage
between the lines, as it were, as a hopeless dilemma, while
maintaining a sufficient appearance, in its humorous
tone, of being the stock joke about a young couple’s house-
keeping troubles and little quarrels, that Dickens’s reading
public would not find disturbing. Tolstoy was able to
show through his Natasha the growth into maturity of
the delightful girlish creature who has revived in the des-
pondent Prince Andrew a desire for life and happiness.
Unlike his dead child-wife Lisa, Natasha is potentially a
woman. In the proposal scene we learn that both of the
lovers realise that they are now responsible for each other:

Prince Andrew held her hands, looked into her eyes, and did not
find 1n hus heart his former love for her. Something 1n him had
suddenly changed, there was no longer the former poetic and
mystic charm of longing, but there was pity for her womanly and
childish weakness, fear in face of her devotion and trustfulness, and
an oppressive yet joyful sense of the duty that now bound him
to her for ever. The actual feeling, though 1t was not so bright and
poetic as the former, was stronger and more serious.

“Is 1t possible that I — the chit of a girl, as everybody called me ’
thought Natasha, ‘15 it possible that I am now to be the wife, the
equal of this strange, dear clever man, whom even my father re-
spects? Can it be true® Can it be true that I ¢an no longer play
with life, that now I am grown up, that on me now lies a responsi-
bility for every word and deed of mine?’

And after this and its development we see¢ Natasha pass
through a successton of painful experiences (which include
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nursing Andrew to his death) and finding happiness i.n a
marriage with Picrre, who has progressed to that marriage
by his own self-discoveries which started with the disastrous
mistake of leting himself be seduced into marrying a
vicious society beauty. Pierre and Natasha’s happiness is
shown to he founded on domestic tastes and mutual
respect, so that Natasha is able to discard her girlish person-
ality altogether without risking losing her husband’s love:

Natasha did not follow that golden rule, advocated by clever
folk, especially the French, which says that a girl . . . must be more
careful of her appcarance, and must fascinate her hushand as
much as she did before he became her hushand. Natasha, on the
contrary, at once abandoned all her witchery . .. She gave it up
Just because 1t was so powerfully seductive .. She ‘felt that the
allurements mstinct had taught her formerly to use would now be
merely ridiculous in the eyes of her husband, to whom she had
from the first given herself entirely ~ that 15, with her whole soul,
leaving no corner of it hidden from him She felt that her unity
with her husband was not maintamned by the poctic feelings that
had attracted him to her, but by something clse — something 1n-
dcfimte, but as firm as the bond between her own body and soul,
To fluff out her curls, put on fashionable dresses, and sing roman-
tic songs, to fascinate her husband, would have secemed as strange
to her as to adorn herself to attract herself

Dickens does not write and could not write such things, but
we cannot but recogmze that they are implied in hus analyses
of what was wrong with the society that formed David’s
1deal for lum and that formed Dora.

At the same time, while Tolstoy was able to formulate
and dramatize convincing positives of Dickens’s negatives,
and successes to correct Dickens’s fatlures, we note that he
is 1 Dickens’s debt for the idea of the good marriage It
may have struck some of Tolstoy’s other readers, as 1t has
always done me, that the Victorian bourgeois ideal of
marriage 1s uncxpected, almost disconcertingly so, in 1ts
context 1 War and Peace and {from the pen of a Russian
anstocrat. The marnage of Nicholas Rostov with Princess
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Mary, the alternative happy marriage to Pierre’s and its
complement, 1s a realistic version of David’s second mar-
riage, and Nicholas Rostov’s feelings for his wife — also an
angel-wife ~ are those of David for his Agnes

‘This is what had attracted Nicholas Rostov to Princess
Mary originally: g

Nicholas was struck by the peculiar beauty he observed in her at
this time. That pale, sad, refined face, that radiant look, those
gentle graceful gestures, and especially that deep and tender sor-
row expressed by all her features, agitated him and evoked his
sympathy. In men Rostov hated to sece an expression of lofty
spirituality (that was why he did not like Prince Andrew) and he
spoke of 1t contemptuously as philosophy and dreaminess, but in
Princess Mary, just in that sorrow which revealed the depth of a
whole spiritual world foreign to him, he felt an irresistible attrac-
tion. ‘She must be a wonderful woman! A real angel!’ he said to
himself.

Tolstoy’s society and Dickens’s are evidently similar in a
need to localize in woman-as-wife the spiritual values which
the man cannot afford to accept in his own life of manly
aggressiveness and struggle — even though Tolstoy’s had a
powerful aristocracy and court and only an nsignificant
bourgeoisie. Tolstoy as novelist incarnates the Victorian ideal
of Woman, the Victorian ideal of marriage, and in his
novels as in our own Victorian novels a culture based on
the family, the countryside, the farm and the great house
still counts for more than the city; there is no question as
yet of the emancipation of woman either from domesticity
or from male dominance. But Agnes is seen pictorially and
her inside never examined, she has no life of her own like
Princess Mary, in consequence Agnes’s spiritual attributes
are hittle more than uplift. But even though this is not so
with his Mary, Tolstoy does not, like Dickens, accept the
1dealisation as sound. He makes the pomnt quite clearly that
an average man like Nicholas Rostov sequestrated spiritual-
ity, which he knew he lacked but needed, as a right and
desirable quality in Woman, feeling that these same quali-
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ties were in practice a weakness in a man because incom-
patible with his own duties as provider for a family:

... this untiring mental effort, of which the aim was the
children’s moral welfare, delighted him. If Nicholas could have
analysed his feelings he would have discovered that hus steady proud
love for hus wife was founded on wonder at her spirituality and at
the lofty moral world almost beyond his reach — in which she had
her being .. Countess Mary’s soul always strove towards the infi-
nite, the eternal, and the absolute, and therefore could never be at
peace. A stern expression of secret lofty suffering, of a soul burdened
by the body, appeared on her face. Nicholas glanced at her. ‘Oh

God! What will become of us 1f she dies, as I always fear when her
face is ike that?* he thought.

It is because Tolstoy rejected the position of the man’s
placing the responsibility for moral goodness on his wife
that he ends his novel with the state of mind of ‘little
Nicholas’, Prince Andrew’s son and Nicholas Rostov’s
nephew. The boy turns away with dislike from his practi-
cally minded uncle and takes as his hero Pierre who was his
dead father’s friend and whom he identifies in his dreams
with his father, the two together being the inspiration for
the boy’s idealism ; he determines to do something gloriousin
life that they would approve of. For Pierre, we are shown, the
source of values is not a Victorian idealization of Woman
but for him it exists in the disinterested life of the spirit,
shown m the artist’s, scientist’s and philosopher’s spheres
of mind and vocation. And it is for this, we are told, that
Natasha respects as well as loves him. Here Tolstoy has
made it very clear that he sces a better alternative than
Dickens’s 1dea for David Copperfield of a satisfactory ideal
of marriage, where Agnes 15 described by her husband as
‘the source of every worthy aspiration I had ever had; the
centre of myself, the circle of my Lfe’, though Tolstoy’s
ideal of married life is equally founded in the

life of hearth
and home. And yet we note also that Tolstoy in Nata;ha

has provided a thoroughly Victorian conception of the
right and proper relation of wife t0 husband, one that s
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ncither aristocratic nor enhghtened but decidedly hourgeois,
Natasha cannot compichend or share, is often srritated by
and cven jealous of, Pierre’s preoccupation with what i
outside the scope of her wholly demestic life yet <he Lhnows
he must have this life in the outside world of the mind and
spirit to make him the man she canlook up to [Katty, Levin's
wife mn dnna Karenina, is placed in caactly the same relation
to her hushand, showing that this was a pat of Toldoy's
beliefs that he sasw no reason to abandon on second thoughts.]
We may well feel that Tolstoy took over from Dickens
everything m this respeet and changed nothing in es<entials,
Theire is nothing in these fundamental attitudes about men
and women’s 1clations in marnage that he has in common
with Stendhal or Balzac. his other extra-Russian novelist
influences.

L v

If part of Dickens’s theme in David Cofiperficld is an enquiry
into the Victorian assumption that in a woman a loving
heart is better than wisdom. another 1s an investigation into
the other Romantic-Victorian beliefl the value of innocence
— that is, moral simplicity and ignorance of what pcople
are really like. It is David’s “innocence’ that makes him a
victim of the idea of love that has been inculcated along with
other idealisms. The romantic tradition has given him to
understand that love at first sight is right and proper, and
accordingly his relations with Dora are conducted entirely
in the conventional idiom of romantic courtship which 1s
seen as ridiculous, and this point made inescapable by Miss
Malls’s soulful version of 1t, which brings out 1ts essential
absurdity by caricaturing it (not, as Cockshut asserts, to
make David look sensible in comparison with Miss Mills -
Dickens was not a thimble-rigger but an artist and he is not
mamipulating the reader here but directing Inm to what he
himself feels to be the right position for sceing adolescent 10~
mantic passion justly). The dilemma of.1anocence 1s cven

»
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more agonizing to Dickens than the question of affectionate-
ness as an ultimate, since the idealization of innocence repre-
sented a menace to childhood; yet Innocence is what the
heirs of the Romantic poets felt to be the true characteristic
of the child. The child David’s innocent trustfulness 1s
constantly being taken advantage of, the paradigm being
when he is made at the very beginning to drink ‘Confusion
to Brooks of Shefficld!’ (himself) by the heartless plotters
against his mother and himself. A later ¢pisode, in chapter
V, with the waiter at the inn, is more involved and more
painful showing not only the manifold meanness of the waiter
(whose idea of humour consists of jeering at the unprotected
little boy whom he has cheated and duped by exploiting his
innocence) but also the stupidity and hatcfulness of a variety
of adults who take part agamst the child automatically.
Dickens’s comment, through the medium of grown-up David

as he looks back at this episode in his moral history, brings
out snterestingly the dilemma 1 mean.

If I had any doubt of lum {the waiter], I suppose this half
awakened 1t; but I am inchined to believe that with the simple
confidence of a child, and the natural rehiance of a child upon
supertor years (qualities I am very sorry any children should

prematurely change for worldly wisdom), I had no serious mis-
trust of um on the whole, even then.

Ideally, Victorian adults were to be thought of as parents,
natural protcctors, and trustfully accepted as guides; and
cven if the actuality often failed to match the theory, children
were still to be taught that it is true, cven though this left
them to be exploited, hurt and morally bewildered 20 Yet
at some point or other in growing up they must learn the

g0 Cf Olizer Twist: the real horror at the corruption of snnocence
there 35 epitomized in Fagin, whom Olwver thinks a kind old gentleman
fond of cluldren, but v ho s really turning them into thieves criminals
and prostitutes, he tcaches Ohver a game which Ohiver later

1 4 : ater realizes 3s
pid ing pochets, thus using the child’s natural instinct for play to ruin
Tum

-~
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no longer simply very young but very young for lus age,** that
he 1sin danger of growing up to be what Miss Trotwood had
described his mother as being, in summing up her disastrous
second marriage: ‘a most unworldly, most unfortunate
baby’. We often enough have rcason to echo his aunt’s
‘Bind! blind! hlind!’ and are clearly meant to.?> We are
also meant to reflect that his sheltered life and idealistic
education at Dr Strong’s have put him in blinkers, for the
period when his life was nof sheltered, at the warehouse,
occurred too early to do more for him than make him
wretched and did not last long enough to turn him into an
Artful Dodger. Here, in a variety of scenes and situations
deliberately created for the purpose, Dickens must be recog-

31. David humself fecls at this time that he was ‘aware, indeed, of
being younger than I could have wished’ — and Phiz, dchberately
instructed thereto no doubt, makes this excessive immaturity inescapable
visually, by stressing David’s extremely unformed and innocent appear-
ance, v. c¢.g. Phiz’s picture of his introduction to Dora, and the sllustra-
tion entitled: ‘Mr Micawber Delivers Some Valedictory Remarks’, In-
the picture ‘The Friendly Waiter and I’ David’s smallness and mnno-
cence are even cxaggerated, and the waiter’s grossness made appro-
priately evident The illustration entitled ‘I make the acquaintance of
Miss Mowcher’, quite the best 1n the novel, brings out most intelligently
all aspects of Dickens’s theme as to the disabilities of mnocence in 2
corrupt world. David’s and Steerforth’s contrasted faces deserve studying
under a magnifying glass for subtlety of expression On the wall among
other suitable picturcs we see one showing Mephistopheles looking on
at the meeting of Faust and Marguerite, and another of Gulliver as a
smurking and subservicnt manthin amusing the hideous society of
Brobdignag, David’s role here 1n relation to Steerforth and Muss Mow-
cher,

32 In this light, there 1s no ground for Cockshut’s objection that
Steerforth’s obvious failings ‘make David’s hero-worship seem much
Iess touching than 1t 1s supposed to be’. It 1s only Mrs Steerforth who
thinks 1t touching, and Agnes’s disregarded warning agamst Steerforth
is onc further proof that Dickens meant us to be exasperated with David’s
simple-minded credulity, and to realize that his need for affection and
for an object to lavish affection and hero-worship on (accounted for b
his history), are dangerous At the beginning of chapter XXXI1 Davlg
explams that even when he has been disillusioned a

bout Steerf;
could not have reproached him1f brought face to face and sty cl?;;t‘ih}é:
the old relation with him.

Irz






DAVID COPPERFIELD

have felt that this was so and that it was not an advantage.
This is Dickens’s point too, though he himself certainly
didn’t suffer like Clough from this Victorian disability.33
Trollope, another writer formed hefore Victorian idealism
was current orthodoxy, sensed likewise that something had
gone wrong, though his contribution was confined to show-
ing the dangers of innocence and the sheltered life to young
ladies, In one of his novels (Mr Scarborough’s Family), he
tells us that his heroine ‘attempted to live by grand rules’ —
‘Nor did she know it’, and he goes on to make the interesting

general point that reproduces Dickens’s carlier inquiry in
David Copperfield:

Unselfishness may hecome want of character; generosity essen-
tially unjust; confidence may he weakness, and purity msipid.

He actually devoted a whole, though short, novel (S Harry
Hotspur of Humblethwaite) to dramatizing this msight, show-
ing a famly tragically rumed and their only child, a
daughter, literally killed by these Victorian idealisms, the
disaster entircly due to her insistence on putting into prac-

33 Dickens was a great deal more knowing at this age. The hint we
are given of the difference David felt between lumself, who had shared
the hife of the disrcputable Micawbers, and the boys from unsullied
homcs, when he first went to Dr Strong’s school, 1s one of the more
deeply-felt insights 1n the novel (chapter XVI) ~ ¢ g. “How would it
affcet them, who were innocent of London hife and the London streets,?
he wondered, ‘to discover how knowing T was (and was ashamed to be,)
in some of the meancst phases of both ?* Dawid’s remembrance of things
past was buricd by his rebirth as Miss Trotwood’s Trotwood and his
re-education in the honour system of Dr Strong’s school; this was not
the case of Charles Dickens —~ at 15 he was a clerk in a lawyer’s office
acquinng the cynical view of the law and lawyers ewident in his writmg;
from Puchwich Papers onwards, where he sponsored Sam Wellep’s Lnow-
ingness aganst Mr Pichwick’s greenness Pickwick’s innocence 15 con-
sidered Jovable but shown to be dangerous, Charactcnsuc:xlly Dicl
goes deeper into the subject by showmg the ridiculous inm;ccnc i
some respects of ‘hnowing’ characters such as old Tony Weller andc ll.n
circle, when obliged to go outside their own purlien ~ that is, that t }1)15
shaip is not to be wise, Marh Twain uses the same tcch;xi o he
Huckleberry Tinn to make the same pont, e with
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young girl’s wedding (and she’s done a many, but has never scen
one) ; patient; sowt out by all that has any trouble. That’s Em’ly!’

One would ke to be able to believe that Dickens here is
satirizing the unco’ guid by holding up in caricature the
doom of the fallen woman, and there does scem to mec at
bottom a trace of such a state of mind Yet it scems inescap-
able that he was apparently endorsing the prejudices of his
reading-public at this point, for though so humane a man
could not at heart endorse.such an attitude, and we know
that in fact he did not, he isscarcely challenging it effectively.
Here writing at two levels at once has muddled the message.
But the artist — the truthteller, the psychological realist -
is visible without any possibility of demal or conjecture in
another aspect of the Emuly episode — in the morbidity
Dickens shows as powering the intense affection Daniel
Peggotty has for his niece — another critical comment on
what could pass as ‘affection’ and thus as admirable —
though that might be acceptable to the Victorian rcader as
the touching- devotion of one who stoad 1n the relation of
adopted father to Little Em’ly. But while Mr Peggotty
seems at first sight to offer the pattern of disinterested
devotion to the winning child he had fostered, what emerges
15 a horribly possessive love that is expressed characteristi-
cally in heat, violence and fantasies, impressing us as
maniacal, And Dickens doesn’t attempt to disguise this;
on the contrary, it 1s hammered home. Mr Peggotty had no
objection to his mece’s marrying her cousin Ham, whom
she doesn’t love as much as her uncle and who, while not
being a rival in her affections, willkeep her in the family; but
her clopement with Steerforth, even though marriage is
what she intended, makes him aware of what he cannot face
that she loves Steerforth enough to leave home and unclé
for him. Daniel Peggotty 1s shown driven by uncontrollable
passion through Furope on foot to search for Emily, though
without any clue as to her whereabouts, determined to
find Enmly and bring her home, ignoring the very relevant
fact that she had preferred to give up that home m order to
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share Steerforth’s life because she can do without her uncle
The Victorian reader understood that he was acting in the
interests of Morality in rescuing Emily from a lifc of shame,
but Dickens’s attention 1s elsewhete, on putting into Daniel
Peggotty’s mouth words of a truly astonishing impot t:

‘I'm a-gomg to scck my nicce thiough the wureld. I'm a-gomng
to find my poor nicce in her shame and bung her back. ... ’'ma-
going to scek her, fur and wide. . . . I began to think within my own
self “What shall I do when I sce her?*’ I never doubted her. On’y
let her sce my face — on’y let her heer my voice ~ on’y let my
stanning aforc her bung to her thoughts the home she had fled
away fiom, and the child she had been — and 1f she had growed to
be a 10yal lady. she’d have fell down at my feet, I know’d 1t well!
Many a time m my sleep had I heerd her aiy out, “ Uncle!” and
scen her fall like death afore me. Many a time 1n my sleep had 1
1a1sed her up and whispered to her “Em’ly, my dear, I am come
fur to bring forgiveness, and to take you home!”” He was nowt
1o me now, Em’ly was all. T bought a country dress to put upon
her, and I know’d that, once found, she would walk beside me
over them stony roads, go wheer I would, and ncver, never, leave
me morc’

It is this genus, which cannot stop at the moralistic and
sentimental but which burrows down below the superficial
to find an unélcrlying psychological veracity, that is charac-
teristic of Dickens’s development as a novelist We may ask,
How does Dickens know these truths ? The awful conviction,
the ternfying possessive passion Damel Peggotty’s words re-
veal, could hardly have becn expected to pass even with
" unsophisticated readers as natuial feelings creditable to a
worthy uncle Dickens’s mterest i morbid states and the
strange sclf-deceptions of human nature, shown here in
the compulsive fantasying, can never before have been so
nakedly displayed And Daniel Peggotty’s dream is actually
realized — the artist has caught the spirit of the episode 1n
the 1llustration called, like the chapter, ‘Mr Peggotty’s
dream comes true’ — and after this Daniel Peggotty tells
Dawid of the aftermath. © “All mght long we have been to-
gether, Em’ly and me All mght long, her arms has been
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about my neck; and her head has laid heer; and we knows
full well, as we can put our trust in one another ever more.”
There is no need to say: Perhaps Dickens did not see the
purport of all this, for there is not merely the remarkable
consistency to point to, but in the same novel he has deliber-
ately embarked on, though not in the end done more than
outline, another morbid father-love, in Mr Wickfield’s
substitution of his daughter Agnes for the beloved wife who
died soon aficr Agnes’s birth. ¢ “My love for my dear
child,”’ said Mr Wickfield to David, at the end, ‘“was a
discased love, but my mind was all unhealthy then.”’ The
fear that his Agnes would tire of him or leave him drove
him to drink and professional ruin: this, like Mr Peggotty’s
rclation to Emily and Miss Dartle’s to Steerforth and Uriah
Heep’s lust to possess Agnes against her will (not only
order to keep her father in his power, for he has trapped the
father 1 order to be able to blackmail Agnes into marrying
him) are some of the more sombre undercurrents in the
novel that has been described by Mr Edmund Wilson as
Dickens’s “holiday’. The scenc where Uriah Hecp, compen-
sating himself for compulsory *umbleness in his youth,
parades hus power over Mr Wickficld, who is degraded into
his puppet, is more unpleasant than his plots against Agnes,
which the reader doesn™t mind as much as David does be-
causc Agnes is too good to be true.
The submerged drama of Steerforth and Rosa Dartle is
more mteresting and we may well complain that Dickens
has not given it more prominence and fuller attention. Its
positive phase 1s already over when we first sce them together,
when we learn that there had been some kind of love rela-
tion between them that had been so stormy that he had
flung a hammer at her, rumning her looks for bife and her
prospects of marriage - the sinister implications arc 1ecog-
mzable in spitc of the devious symbolism imposed on a
Victorian novehst. [We mect a comparable instance in
Aliddlemarch in the superh prolonged and involved met
composed to register Dorothea’s moralshock

, 11y
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on her honeymoon the unimagined spectacle of the concrete
history of Rome and 1ts ahien civilizations, a projection of her
shock at finding out what marriage is, and marriage to a
Casaubon.]

Early on we hear the ambiguous statement Steerforth
makes m reply to ‘Daisy’s’ mnocent question about his
relation to the alarming Miss Dartle:

‘And I have no doubt she loves you like a brother?’ said 1.
‘Humph!’ 1ctorted Steciforth, looking at the firc ‘Some
biothers aie not loved over much; and some love -’

We must finish the sentence for ourselves, but cven the
implications of ‘looking at the fire’ move us in the right
direction. Rosa’s version to David later is that Steerforth’s
mterest m her proved to be df a kind she could not
tolerate: ¢ “I descended into a doll”’ for him, she says,
and therefore broke with him without herself ccasing to
love him 1esentfully The refusal to be his ‘doll’ puts her in
opposion to the Clara~-Dora-Emily ‘wax doll’ notion of
the role of woman in love that the David Copperfields and
Steerforths equally look for or impose on women,3¢ but
Dickens didn’t develop this interesting 1dea. Rosa Dartle is
not, except in connection with Emily, melodramatic like
Edith Dombey and shows an immense advance on such a
characterization. Rosa’s personalty and behaviour are
exceptionally mteresting 1 a Victorian novel The total
situation between them surfaces 1n the remarkable scene de-
tailed 1 chapter XXIX, where we are shown Steerforth wi%h
cruel perversity (‘with a curious smile’ 1s all that David
notices) placating and charming her against her will in
order to subdue her He seduces her into playing the harp

36 Dawid and Steerforth, representing the mnocently good and ﬂ}e
selfishly vicious forms of young manhood of the age, combine to cover
the possibilities here, and are m this 1espect 1dentical, hence the import-
ance of Rosa Dartle’s testimony, that she ‘descended nto a doll’ for
him — and hence we see why Dickens did not take the trouble to fill in
Rosa and Steerforth’s joint past all Dickens needed was to establish
this fact from 1t

»
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she had long laid aside and singing him a love-song to
1ts accompaninent:

She stood beside 1t for some little while, in a curious way, going
through the motion of playing it with her right hand, but not
sounding it, At length she sat down and drew it to her with one
sudden action, and played and sang. )

1 don’t know what it was, 1n her touch or voice, that made that
song the most unearthly I have ever heard in my Ife, or can
magme There was something fearful i the reality of it, It was
as 1if it had never been written, or set to music, but sprung out of
the passion within her, which found imperfect utterance in the
low sounds of her voice, and crouchcd agam when all was still, I
was dumb when she leaned heside the harp again, playing i, but
not sounding it, with her right hand.

Steerforth makes a laughing gesture of affection by way of
thanking her, ‘And she had struck him, and thrown him off
with the fury of a wild cat’.

Reahzing he 15 only playing with her and that she has
again ‘descended into a doll’ for him in spite of her will
not to, she strikes him (such a violent action, i a drawing-
room, and from a lady, would be excessively shocking to the
reader of the day). The painfulness of the scene 1s enhanced
by heing conveyed to us through the medium of the bhnd
and stupidly innocent David who thinks that Rosa is
‘jaundiced and perverse’ for struggling —as he notes she does
—against Steerforth’s ‘delightful art’ and ‘delightful nature’.

Now this is not melodrama, nor, though it 1s distinctly en-
acted, is 1t at all theatrical. It 1s memorable because it hag
the stamp of comprehended truth, hike Rosa’s habit of
undermiming people by ironical questioning which allows
. her, a dependant, the relief of expressing her contempt for

“them mdirectly This and the other passages of arms between
Stecrforth and Rosa cannot be dismissed or relegated as
theatrical and rhetorical. if such scenes, thus written, had
appeared in a tale by D H Lawrence, who would have
failed to recognize them as in the genuine mode and st

e . le
of Lawrence, and as exhibiting his characteristic msight iXto
121

)



DICKLNS

the relations between a man and a woman in such a case?
1t is Dickens who is the pioneer here ~ himself accompanicd
in such insights and their uses by Charlotte and Emily
Bronte — and it is he who is to be scen in so much of Dombey
and Copperfield taking the novel in conception and idiom out
of melodrama and’the language of stage rhetoric, just as in
thesc two novels he takes the novel constructively out of the
two inherited trachtions of composing it (the picarcsque and
the sentimental moralistic), takes it n fact into the realm of
psychological truth in depth that was demanded by
Charlotte Brontc in a letter to her publisher, where she
1ejects the novel of Jane Austen, saying:

The passions arc perfectly unknown to her; she rejects even a
speaking acquamntance with that stormy sistethood . . . What secs
keenly, speaks aptly, moses fleably, it suits her to study; but what
throbs fast and full, though hidden, shat the blood rushes through,
what 15 the unseen scat of life and the sentient target of death — this
Miss Austen ignores. She no mote, with her mind’s eye, beholds
the heait of her race, than cach man. with bodily vision. sces the
heart in lus heaving breast.

As this was iviitten in 1850, and David Copperfield was
published in parts fiom 1849~50, she is 1ccognizing a change
in the conception of the novclist’s function and the possibih-
ties of the novel that had aleady taken placc and bcgn
actualized by Dickens as well as by herself and her sister in
writing Fane Eyre and Wuthering Heights. .
Steerforth himself though not sufficiently explored is
potentially more interesting than any other specimen of
his class in Dickens until we get to Eugenc in Our Mutual
Friend. Steerforth’s momentary regrets for not having
David’s clear conscience and his awareness that if David
understood him he would lose David’s admiring affection,
feelings which are yet not sufficient to prevent him mdulg-
ing his passing fancy for a little Em’ly, — and his scnse of
gult about ruining Rosa Dartle’s looks and her chances of
marriage, seem to require the fuller trecatment that '.Folstoy
gives to his similar types, such as Anatole Kuragin and
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Dolokhov. But Taine’s complaint, that in the seduction of
Emily we are shown only the consequences and not the
passion, 13 hardly relevant, since Steerforth’s feelings, such
as they are in this respect, arc of no interest, while Emily’s
can be deduced and to enlarge on them would be to expose
her folly and lose our sympathy for her (as George Eliot does
for her seduced maiden by showing us the inside of Hetty
Sorrel’s feather head). As it is, we get the henefit of sharing
David’s shock on lcarning of the clopement The scene in
chapter XXIX showing Steerforth’s irresistible effect on
Miss Dartle, being set immediately preceding the clopement
with little Em’ly (and, as we then reflect, the imminent
triumph over the one woman being the stimulus and prompt-
ing for Steerforth’s ‘ curious’ impulse to prove he retains his
seductive powers over a previous victim 1oo), this makes
any demonstration by Dickens of Steerforth’s similar effect
on the altogether inferior Little Em’ly quite unnccessary.
Dickens had actually cut out of his proofs a picce he had
originally written to show Steerforth beguiling Mis Gum-
midge into checrfulness in spite of herself, but this was
incvitably a poor thing and Dickens showed his judgement
m excising 1t.97
Thus from such stiikingly forceful and absolutely onginal
episodes in Copyperfield alone as I have been examining here,
and those comparable in the case of Dombey (such as Mr
Carker’s unister relations with Edith Dombey, as well as
wholly other aspects of the onginality there which are given
eritical exposition mn the essay devoted to Dombey above), we
can sce that to Dichens it was the meanings of his mature
novels which were important 10 him and the reason for his
* 27. The assumphion made by John Bute that Didd ens cut 1t out only
breauee be had over-witien the Numbcer, gong with the claim that the
prvogevasaoucee s andats saenfice a paty, 1gnores the fact that Dickens
could have restored it when republihing in hook farm Dicl s

. .. nught
be given credit for gond taste here asin exdving the reftrence 1o the rong
Re a Dartle singgs m chapter XNIX  luch was augmally pren o ;

- s “The
T wt Rote ol Snnrper’, & here, as Bntt adies he had not ove r-untten fp
Johin Bute'Dend Cof 2 »field* Vrom Manurcnps to Print, RIS | 1950)

ne
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undertakings. The force of the language and the originality
of conception and execution of such parts (in characteriza-
tion, action and technique) prove that they were infinitely
more the concern of the creative writer than the parts of
these novels emanating from his concern (genuine though it
was) for social welfare and ordinary morality. And Copperfield
in addztion discovers and explores psychological truths which
are to bear fruit in Lutle Dornt and Great Expectations. We
have Agnes as victimized daughter shown mothering her
consciously disgraced father who is morally dependent on
her, and mutely aware that reproach or criticism would
make her services in sustaining him uscless — the first
sketch for the function of the Little Dorrit who in the mas-
terly scene in Book the First, chapter XIX is shown as not
merely the embodiment of Christian virtue but as compre-
hending instinctively the psychological truth hehind its
conception, in the silent delicacy and forbearance which she
brings to bear on the painful situation her father places her
in, making 1t possible, while defending her own integrity, for
him to hold up his head and survive in the only role open to
him (‘Father of the Marshalsea”). This is what we under-
stand by the term ‘ Tolstoyan’, while the episodes of Daniel
Peggotty in his relation with his niece, and Steerforth’s with
Rosa Dartle, make the transference from the ‘Tolstoyan’
core of Copperfield to the Dostoievskian Bleak House compre-
hensible, just as the history of Paul and Florence Dombey’s
childhood, though embedded in Hogarthian satiric scenes
as to the adult world, took us out of the Hogarthian mode
into the Tolstoyan conception of the whole novel Copperfield.
This makes my pomnt, that cannot too strongly be insisted
on, that Dickens was writing about real life in the sense that
‘real’ means essential experience, what Charlotte Bronte
called ‘the unseen seat of life and the sentient target of
death’, ‘what the blood rushes through’. Dickens above all
. in Copperfield gives proof of his understanding that Love as a
reality, not a Victorian convention, did inevitably exist;
- and that it could not be ignored, suppressed or channelled
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into the decorous forms the age conventionally conside{“ed
acceptable, without peril to the psyche, thus fulfilling
the challenge, not in Charlotte Bronte’s opinion met by Jane
Austen or Tielding, to understand ‘the heart of her race’.
Miss Mowcher is disappointing. The specimen of /er in
action (chapter XXII) is superb in its suggestions and
undertones of a depravity shared with Stecrforth from which
David the Daisy is excluded, in which his being an amuse-
ment to both meanwhile, and still more an additional source
of secret amusement to Steerforth since he is using David to
mislead Miss Mowcher about which of them is after Emily,
plays its part. But Dickens had made too free with the
recognizable characteristics of a real woman in endowing
Miss Mowcher with a suitable physical deformity; to avoid
threatened trouble from the indignant original he had to
turn Mowcher suddenly into a ‘good’ character, thus
depriving her of further usefulness in any serious sense.
A less forgivable thing, is to have kept the reader on edge
throughout most of the novel by intimations that Annie is
gomng to clope with, or will be found to have been seduced
by, her cousin Jack Maldon, mcrely as a means of retaining
the rcadership, the Strong marriage being evidently so
unsuitable that an expectation of Annic’s *fall” is plausible,
It was cvidently very difficult for Dickens, with so disparate
a rcading-public, to manage to hold it — or believe he
could — without some such interest (hence his care to know
the sales of each number — and David Copperfield’s were dis-
appointing comparcd with Dombey’s at first). Tolstoy could
write for an audience of peers, thatis, for himsclf. But Dickens
was already in David Copperfield discovering tactics for
saymngwhat he meant or felt indirectly or beneath a surface
less likely to arouse hostility in a readership of Meagleses,
Podsnaps, Chillips and Agneses.®® A successful picce of

38, The novel shows Dawvid somewhat embarrassed at finding Mr
Chullip and Mr Omer arc admrers of his books - he scems uncomfortable

at having to face the fact that lus readership 1s made up of such as these,
that js
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such delicacy is represented by the scenes in chapter XVI,
reported by the schoolboy David who, as was mevitable,
could not interpret them The appcarance is that Annie is
distraught and faints either maeiely at the departure of her
cousin (loss of her old playmate) or because she is inlove with
him; the deduction, made not by David but the 1eader, that
Maldon may have already become her lover, is supported
by the loss David reports of one of the cherry-colouted
ribbons from her white gown (the symbolism is stressed)
which her mother officiously makes public, and which the
artist has confirmed by showing her afterwards at the
Doctor’s feet with a face full of remorse and shame and her
dress, only described by David as ‘disordered from the loss
of the bow’, open, showing her breasts The reality, which
we can deduce when the éelaircissement comes, 1s that Jack
Maldon had snatched the bow when making his dishenour-
able intentions clear to his cousin, obviously in a physical
assault, that though resisted by her fillad her with horror and
humiliation. What could only ¥ cn melodramatic if
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somehow he is a major contributor to the meaning of the
hook. Whenever he is prescnt, even in prison or miscrably
in debt in mean lodgings, there 1s life, joy, and a defiance of
the rules of Victorian good citizenship When, as in the hittle
party in David’s rooms at Mrs Crupp's, he is for once
deflated, 1t is not by his real troubles but by the cthos
surrounding the ‘respectable’ Littimer who makes everyone
uncomfortable by his high standards of behaviour and ulti-
mately turns out, ironicalily, to be a villainous hypocrite,
thus making plain the kind of meanming Dickens had 1n
mind We know that once David’s boyhood got mixed up
temporanly with Dickens’s, through the warchousc phase
of 1, Mr Micawber had to be there, for Micawber 1s
Dickens’s tribute to the life-style of his father. no doubt
Dickens was aware that he had mhented some of the Micaw-
ber qualities himself and was grateful for it [Another sct
of John Dickens’s characteristics contributed a good deal
later to William Dornt, and Dickens took another — a disen-
chanted — look at cven some of the Micawber features in
his next novel, in Mr Skimpolc.] But Dickens created
Micawber to register the recasons for his affection for Ius
father rather than his grievances, which time had softened
in his memory as Dickens, as he wrote, grew to value -
creasingly his father’s disposition and to appreciate, as a
comic artist himself, John Dickens’s high-handed trcatment
of reality.®® It is therefore irrelevant to complain, as an
undergraduate pupil of mine did, that Dickens ought to have
shown realistically the misery of a family with such an 1m-
provident father and husband, as Dostoievsky does with the
Marmaladov houschold. Dickéns was not writing Crime and
Punishment or a tract or even a naturalistic novel. The signi-
ficance of Micawber is his Micawberism — he represents an
cssential truth of experience and one that a creative artist
in such a socicty as mid-1gth century England neceded to
39. Dickens went on noting his father’s Micawberisms 1n his lc{tcrs

until John Dickens’s death, having started to doso long before Micaw-
ber was concewed, Forster tells us.
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point to and maintain. Had Dickens made Micawber a
writer or artist he would not only have been completely
plausible but even recognizable as an archetype: Joyce, for
instance, had the swagger, the shameless assurance in
diawing on the resources of others, and the eternal impecu-
niosity, as well as the gift for language,® and Oliver Gold-
smith was another of the Micawber tiibe. Contempt for
the morrow, faith in the future and enjoyment of the
present are essential attributes of the creative mind.

By an association we can casily make out, Mr Micawber
beats witness to a pre-Victorian enjoyment of living that
Dickens indignantly saw being destroyed by the Murdstones
and Littimers (No onc hates Micawber, not even his credi-
tors,i! as in fact no onc scems to have objected to being
bled by James Joyce, and everyone but Boswell loved Gold-
smith.) Most of the responsible Victorian novelists {not just
the irresponsible like Wilkie Collins), who had of course
been formed before the Victorian cthos was established,
testify in their novels to their sense of what had been lost in
human enjoyment by the advent of ‘respectability’, Evan-
gelical domination, a stifling conventionality, and tastes im-
posed by a purse-proud and Philistine middle-class, but
none does it so tellingly as Dickens.*2 Micawber is so success-

40. Not merely what Forster characterizes as his ‘rhetoncal exuber-
ance’. There is real wit in John Dickens’s snub to a Nonconformist
asserting the superionty of Dissenters: ‘The Supieme Being must be an
entirely different individual from what I have every reason to bghevc}
Him to be, if He would care in the lcast for the society of your relations.

41 Dichens himsclf, though always paying his way, and sharp with
publishers for his nghts, was extremely open-handed with the money he
earned by incredibly hard toil, and paid out largely to settle the debts
of his relatives and cven in-laws. Georgina Hogarth wrote that ‘he had
greatly suffered from almost every member of his own farmly. And most
especially from his father ... not only debts and difficulties, but most
discreditable and dishonest dealing on the part of the father towards the
son® Dickens could justly claim that no one cared less for money as
money than he did. . .

42. George Eliot 1n Middlemarch makes Dickens’s point 1t remarking
that the Vincy houschold, with its whist-table, musical daughter and
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ful that I can’t help believing that he is ultimately responsible
for the presence 1 Anna Karemina of Anna’s brother Steve, a
more reprehensible Micawber to whom everything is for-
given, even by the serious and high-minded Levin, because

unrefined mother keeping open house, was an attraction because ‘The
Vincys had the readiness to enjoy, the rejection of all anxiety, and the
behef 1n Iife as a merry lot. which made a house exceptional mn most
county towns at that time, when Evangelicabsm had cast a certain
suspicion as of plague-infection over the few amusements which survived
m the provinces.” Correspondingly, Trollope’s soft spot for scamps, cven
gamblers (or espceially gamblers) 1s to be explained by his resentment
of the dull propriety, restraint and hypocrisy which he saw had closed
in1n his hfetime Men like Burgo Fitzgerald and Mountjoy Scarborough
~ dashing, generous, loved by women, running through fortunes and
living shamelessly on other people — are preferable, he fecls, to the
dreanly virtuous Mr Pallisers and Barchester Close (Mr Palliser, with
a hvely young bride, regularly sits up over blue-books till the small
hours so that neglect and boredom nearly drive his wife to clope with
her old flame and cousin ~ another angle on such a marriage as Anme
Strong’s). Similarly, Lady Dedlock 1s shown languishing in boredom,
cherishing her sceret past with her ne’er-do-well lover Captain Hawden
1 amagmation Hence Trollope’s mischievous delight in bringing back
the Ttallamzed Stanhopce famuly to sct Barchester and the County by the
cars In the same decade as Davd Copperfield, in The Warden (1855) he
had taken the reader on a vrat to Plumstead Rectory (chapter VIIT) in
order to ask why well-ofl people should deliberatcly make themeelyes
now such a dismal environment ‘considering the money that had been
spent there, the eye and taste might have been better served; there was
an air of heaviness about the rooms . . 1t was not without ample con-
sidcration that those thick, dark, costly carpets were put down, those
embossed but sombre papers hung up, those heavy curtains draped so
as to half exclude the ight of the sun . The apparent object had heen
to spend money without obtaming brithancy or splendour  The sily er
forls were <o heavy as to he disagreeable to the hand?, ete Then follows
a catalogue of the food and drin} on the lavishly-supplied brealfast.
table, overflos.ing oppressively on to the sideboard, cading: *And yet
1 bave neser found the rectory a pleasant house The fact that men shall
not Iite by bread alone seemed to be somewhat forgotten.® ‘That m
cammot hve by bread alone 1 the mesage equally of Mry Gaslell
Diclens, Kingsley, Charlotte Bronte, George Lhat and Trollope, as mu;}:
as of Rushin, Carlvle and Mattheyr Amold, and that 1

" NCLERTe 15
communecated more persutsnely ond incontestably by the noselists, 1t
setms 1o me, ?

an
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he increased everyone’s enjoyment of life and was lovable.
Would Steve have borne such improbable witness to the
triumph of the debonaire in the face of morality if Tolstoy
had not absorbed Dawid Copperfield into his being? Tolstoy
had comprehended and assented to Dickens’s meaning, so
that while we always await the Nemesis we expect Steve to
receive at the moral novelist’s hand, it never occurs:
though Steve doesn’t, like the Micawber family, actually
figure in a pantomime transformation scene at the end,
he is last seen successful in winning over the new head of his
office by a gift, like Mr Micawber’s, for making something
like punch, and still floating buoyantly over his financial and
family difficulties. It is interesting that the gloomy, con-
science-ridden Levin thirsts for his society and sides with
him in sympathy against poor Dolly, Steve’s virtuous and
victimized wife, like Mrs Micawber too in being the mother
of too many children and always in debt. Just as Tolstoy .
appreciated a Steve, Dickens registered cnjoyment from an
Artful Dodger, who though led off to prison at the end of
Oliver Tunst is quite unsubdued, still impudently talking
down the magistrate as he swaggers out of the court.
Undeniably, though David Copperfield’s true end, at David’s
vision in chapter LXII of the miracle his life had been, is
perfect and logical, there is a twofold transformation scene
tacked on, two scenes that are not, like the glimpses of the
Traddles’ married Ife, necessary to the scheme of the
novel. But together they serve splendidly the purpose of the
closing satiric comedy of classical tradition. The bad are
shown imprisoned 1 a hell of solitary confinement under Mr
Creakle’s supervision ~ 1ronically, while as a headmaster he
was a sadistic bully to little boys, as a magistrate and thcor-
ist on the punishment of ciiminals he is a bullying idealist.
This is truly comic and yet not so improbable a combina-
tion as some critics seem to think. The good, who have been
unsuccessful 1s this unjust world, are reported to have been
transported to a comic paradise of success and happiness in
the Antipodes. I don’t think this Classical ending 1s an
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argument for not taking seriously the serious parts of this
novel or for relegating it as a whole to the catcgory of
fairy-tale, as is increasingly the tendency in Dickens criti-
cism. ‘Everyone has noticed, I suppose, how close David
Copperfieldis to the traditional fairy story. Much ofitis a day-
dream, where pieces of gigantic good or evil fortune happen
without cause or consequence, where each incident scems
detached from every other?, etc (The Imagination of Charles
Dickens, A. O. J. Cockshut, 1961); ‘In David Copperfield,
Aunt Betsey Trotwood is clearly the good fairy godmother,
and Uriah Heep the wicked genie’ (Edgar Johnson in Dickens
Criticism: A Symposium, 1962) etc By relegating some of the
characters to fairy-tale types and failing to see that the
novel has a theme, by alleging that the incidents in Davd
Copperfield are ‘detached’ and are ‘without cause or conse-
quence’, Cockshut — a biassed as well as a singularly imper-
cipient reader — tries to deprive this novel of any claim to be
taken seriously. [He also says that the book’s worst aspect
is that it is a ‘fake autobiography’; if we could wipe out our
perhaps unfortunate knowledge of Dickens’s life there would
be fewer stumbling-blocks for critics.]

That David Copperfield can be, in any respect, described in
outline as what is vulgarly called a fairy-tale is surcly due
to the fact that the story of Dickens’s life by 1850 did actually
correspond to the idea of a fairy-tale rather than to an every-
day success-story where rags to riches is achieved by climb-
ing the industrial or commercial ladder; David’s life in this
respect paralleled Dickens’s. So did Hans Andersen’s, and
it is highly suggestive that these two men so greatly admired
cach other’s work, as also that Hans Andersen invented an
art form of the fairy-tale to express his poignantly tragic and
satiric insights.*® Both had gone from childhood misery to

43 Andersen’s Tales cover a very wide range of forms, m which the
fairy-tale counts for less than the satire, the fable, the foll-tale, and the
record of childhood experience through a child’s consciousness — 1t was
thus last that made Andersen’s work of most interest to Dickens, I con-
jecturc from his rapture at, and confessed constant re-reading of,
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comfort and fame, as the Ugly Duckling who became a
swan, solcly through the ﬁuy -tale gift of genius, and both
had qhamcful memorics in connexton with family and
childhood.?! Dickens’s account of how he was saved, unlike
and yet like Oliver Twist. fiom falling into the abyss of
crime that scemed incvitably the fate of an unpiotected
child 1n Londen, is stamped with his wonder and thankful-
ness knowing as he did that it was not s own cfforts but
Providence alonc that saved him. No wonder he helieved
that for all its dangers innocence had a considerable sur-
vival value. He wrotc: ‘I know that, but for the metcy of
God, I mught have heen, for any caie that was taken of me,
alittle robber ora little vagabond . . . I prayed when 1 went
to bed to be lifted out of the humiliation and ncglect in
which I was . .. I do not write resentfully or angrily. for I
know how all these things have worked together to make me
what Tam .. The deep remembrance of the sense I had
of being utterly neglected and hopeless . . . cannot be writ-
ten My whole nature was so penctiated with the grief and
humiliation of such considerations, that even now, famous
and caiessed and happy, I often forget in my dicams that 1

Andersen’s tale “The Old House® which 1s wholly concerned with re-
capturing a child’s way of secihg and feeling Ius encounter with old age,
and 1s very much 1n the stylc of the early chapters of Copperfield Dickens’s
own 1nterest in what could be done by seeing life and society reflccted
in the eyes of childhood never ceased, and as late as 1868 he wrote Holiday
Romance 1n four parts (two girls and two small boys serve as the authors)
contaiming the delightful tales of ‘The Magic Iish-bone’ and of ‘Mrs
Orangeand Mrs Lemon® which, lihe Andersen’s, have a serious aspect too

44 The details of Dickens’s actual contacts with Hans Andersen and
Ius disiilusion with him personally on sustaimng an excessively Iong visit
from Andersen 1n 1857, have been told by the authority on the sibject,
E Bredsdorf in his ‘Hans Chrisian Andersen and Charles Dickens’.
Dickens’s courtesy was such that Andersen ncver realized that he had
been a bore and a burden to the Dichens family Andersen was dehighted
with them all and noted — and this 1s really interesting ~ that Mrs Dichens
seemed to him the onigmal of Agnes (‘exactly hike Agnes®) an Dand
Copperfield, though the Dickens ménage was on the verge of breakdown
at the time, unknown to him
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have a dear wife and children; cven that T am a man; and
wander desolatcly back to that time of my life’ [Forster, Bk.
I, §5 I1]. This decply-felt sense of the miracle that his life
represented to him is the source of the passage that, I have
suggested, really and very appropriately ends the novel,
when having won Agnes David looks back in mind over
‘Long miles of road’, ‘and toiling on, I saw a 1agged way-
worn boy forsaken and neglected . . ” —a passage not by any
mecans sentimental but a sincere expression of the wonder
Dickens fclt at his own position, though he was strictly a
scif-made man, made by hard woik, by ‘toiling on’. We
might also reflect that *fary-tales’ of this type are 1cally
folk-tales, embodying the folk’s expetience of the truths of
existence in allegoric forms Dickens is not alonc in Jus age
with Hans Andersen The folk-tale and fawry-story were
very generally brought into the use of the novelist’s art,
owing to the new life felt to rest in these forms once attention
had been called to them as something clse than diversions
for children, by the translation carly in the 1g9th century
first of the collections of the Biothers Giimm and later of
Hans Andcersen’s tales In Silas Aainer, Wutherning Heights
and Fane Eyre,* as much as, or more than, in the moralistic
use of the fairy-tale for children that Victorian writers tiied
their hands at (such as The Water Babies), clements of the
farry-tale were used for wholly scrious purposcs. They
showed a basic indebtedness to the fary-tale, but this docs
not cntail cscapism, only a recognition of a new vehicle for
the novehst of 1gth-century socicty. One of Hans Ander-
sen’s best tales, “The Shadow’, works entuely by using
traditional moufs of folk- and fairy-tale but is nonetheless a

deeply serious and valid criticism of contemporary life, with a

tragic end; the truths it enforces are a matter of expericnce.

What stylization of life - the typrcality of Dickens's cx-
peiiencein his age — Dickens makes in David Copperficld as a
45 n my ntroductions and Notes to the Pengumn Tnglsh Library

eitions of Fane i and Srlas Aaner and wy essay on Wathering 1 ishts
m Leclvres e Amerrea (Chatto & Windus).
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whole is not the fairy-tale but the myth. In the beginning of
Dickens’s art, mn Olwer Twist ~ whose hero is in many re-
spects the prototype of David but is left at the point where
David is being reared by his great-aunt — we have the
essentials of a myth existing semi-consciously in Dickens’s
mind, where was secreted, as we have scen, the truths he
had learnt of experience in his own boyhood about the
human family and socicty. The bastard orphan Oliver is
cruelly used by circumstances in being born fatherless and
unprotected by the adults in his world who should stand in
a parental relation to him, and by society which has rele-
gated him, rightfully a gentleman by birth and entitled to a
fortune by his father’s will, to pauperhood and set him to
degrading work in low company. Thrown on his own in
London, he is set to work at underworld activitics he cannot
understand, and is in the greatest danger of being turned
into a criminal and so lost forever to the upper world; but
providentially he finds himself cast up on the threshold of
relations who give him a fresh start under a new name, put-
ting him in possession of respectability, education and love,
the gifts he desires most. Yet two symbols of the horrors that
had nearly engulfed him lurk outside his window and on the
threshold of his consciousness — his elder brother, a heartless
reprobate, and Fagin, an inexplicable monster of social
and moral evil, who are working against him together. But
now sustained by new hopes and moral courage, he is able
10 brace himself against them and so maintain his moral
freedom and social respectability. The wholly impossible
interview between Oliver and Fagin in the death-cell 1s to
prove Oliver’s moral emancipation and show that his
goodness of heart (e.g. in his being able to forgive Fagin and
be sorry for him) has survived his ordeals.®® There is

46 Dauid Copperfield 1s more realistic m fact, for David never forgives
the Murdstones, or Creakle, or Uriah Heep or Littimer, his goodness of
heart 15 shown by lus praying, when his ordeal 1s over and he 1s safe
under Miss Trotwood’s roof, ‘that I never mught be houseless any more,
and never might forget the houseless’s
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Even when he arrives at Dover the ordinary decent people
torment instead of assisting him when he asks to be directed
to his aunt’s house. Arrived there, his old clothes burnt and
himself newly bathed, he lics motionless on the sofa and 1s
then swaddled like a new-born babe in a suggestive represen~
tation of re-birth. He is indeed reborn, as Trotwood Copper-
field, with a new pair of guardians as parents, Miss Trot-
wood representing inflexible rationality and Mr Dick, who
lets David help him fly his home-made kites up into the
skies, bearing his mind with them ‘ out of its confusion. As he
wound the string in, and it came lower and lower down
out of the beautiful hght, until it fluttered to the giound,
and lay there like a dead thing, he seemed to wake gradually
out of a dream; and I remember to have scen him take it up,
and look about him in a lost way, as if they had both come
down together.” We don’t need any more direct hint that
Mr Dick, whose sensitive feelings are not emanations from
Reason, represents the supplementary fostering to Miss
Trotwood’s common sense that Dickens believed essential to
a healthy childhood — play, fantasy and poetic imagination;
Mr Dick moreover lives intuitively by a better sense than
common and, as Miss Trotwood liked to say with uncon-
scious double meaning* ‘Mr Dick sets us all right’. The
kite-flier relates to the novelist in more than name There is
a Blake-like feeling and intention about all this part of
David’s history which shows also Dickens’s mexhaustible
originality of inventiveness, since though quite different 1t
relates to Walter Gay’s imaginative fostering in the home of
the scientific instrument-dealer Sol Gills, who is supple-
mented by the simple-minded Captain Cuttle, unlearned
like Old Glubb except in knowing the mysterious lore of the
oceans which reason cannot compass.

Then can the Murdstones really be said, as they have
been, to belong to a fairy-tale — are they ogre and Baba
Yaga and defeated magically by Miss Betsey, an all-powerful
fairy godmother? Surely this is a preposterous falsification.
The facts are that the Murdstones, who go on existing
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throughout the book and are last seen doing very nicely in
their own line, are merely discomfited in an impressively
novelistic scene whose social drama is founded on psycholo-
gical truth to life. We note that in it the elements of comedy
~ the boy David trussed up like a haby in shawls and Mr
Dick’s trousers, and hemmed in by chairs, Mr Dick having
to be kept up to company behaviour by Miss Trotwood’s
awful eye, the ever-present anticipation of donkey-boys
intruding again on the sacred green — keep under control
the painful elements, notably David’s agonized fear that
he will be delivered up to the Murdstones and the ware-
house, Miss Trotwood’s own horror at the fate, only recently
made known to her by David, of Poor Baby and at David’s
experiences (horror that is heightened by some remorse at
having abandoned Clara and David), and the sense we
have conveyed to us that Mr Murdstone, unlike his sister,
has enough feeling to have a bad conscience and to be made
to wince at unpleasant memories (‘he seemed to breathe as
if he had been running, though still with a smile on his
face’). The duel that develops between Miss Trotwood and
Mr Murdstone is not lessened in seriousness by Miss
Murdstone’s ‘perfect agony at not being able to turn the
current’ of Miss Trotwood’s address towards herself, but
this is one further indication of the novelist’s full conscious-
ness of the living nature of the material he works in, material
that he is shaping with the responsibility of a great artist
possessed by a theme he must develop.

Another denial of Dickens’s functioning as an artist in
composing David Copperfield is represented by the amateur
psychologizing of the school of Edmund Wilson. His wild
travesties of Dickens’s novels and character in his crudely
journalistic essay called ‘Dickens: The Two Scrooges’, has
been ‘one of the disastrous obstacles to getting Dickens’s
novels read responsibly ever since; (his characterization of
Dickens’s creative achievement as ‘the eternal masquerade
of his fiction” has been expanded by Garis into'a theory that
virtually relegates Dickens’s work as a whole). Thus it is
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asserted that Miss Murdstone was invented ‘to bear the
weight of the childish resentment Dickens undoubtedly
felt against his own mother’, though Dickens himself saw
his mother as Mrs Nickleby (and was amused at her not
being able to believe i such a woman) who is so like Mrs
Micawber i her mental processes and other respects that we
should be justified 1n claiming that 1t 1s Mrs Micawber who
was created out of his fechngs about his mother when she
was actually 1n Mrs Micawber’s circumstances. Wherever we
can check Dickens’s use as fictional characters of people
who 1mmpinged on him 1n real life, even in his most painful
phase, we have, 1t seems to me, to give him the credit of
being an arust, a free creator, and not a victim of blind
drives of passion he can neither control nor even recognize,
as this line of critics assume

Forster’s account of the relation between the autobio-
graphical fragment and the novel Dawnid Copperfield corres-
ponds much more convincingly to the account of the novel
which, as I've suggested, a sensitive and unprejudiced reader
finds huimself to have 1n his possession after reading the book
He claims that the autobiographical manuscript and the
conversations he had with Dickens about it ‘enable me to
separate the fact from the fiction® of Dawuid Copperfield; he
concluded that Dickens had started to write an account of
the blacking-factory period of his childhood but gave 1t up
when the novel ‘began to take shape in his mind’ because
‘“Those warehouse experiences fell then so aptly into the
subject he had chosen, that he could not resist the tempta-
tion of immediately using them * Dickens had already used-
other appropiiate parts of lus memories of this period of
his childhood 1n his novels, with the firm objectivity of the
creative mind 1 control of its material. Mrs Pipchin-and
her home 1n which hittle Paul Dombey lodged Dickens said
was drawn from ‘a reduced old lady who took children m to
board, and had once done so at Brighton and who, with a
few alterations and embellishments, unconsciously began to
sit for Mrs Pipchin in Dombey when she took in me’, at'the
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time John Dickens went to prison for debt. David was no
more Dickens than was Paul Dombey, and Miss Murdstone
no more a creation to bear his reseniment against his mother
than was Mrs Pipchin. After a while the boy Charles Dickens
was transferred to a back-attic in the home of a kind famuly
who were the originals for the Garlands in The Old Curtosity
Shop, and Torster also tells us that the orphan servant-girl
who was employed by the Dickens family in their Micawber
phase was translated into the Marchioness in the same novel
All these characters have their roots equally in this unhappy
period of his boyhood, yet they bear witness to an effortless
impersonality — and so, it seems to me, does his use of his
amatory experiences (where Maria Beadnell and Catherine
Hogarth amalgamate to provide the essence of a Dora)
There is, equally, no question of Dickens having undertaken
Dawvid Coppeifield to excuse himself or deccive the reading
public as to his history, as some critics have amiably alleged ;
nor was it a piece of self-therapy. Dickens, 1t seems to me,
gave up the idea of writing an autobiography, whether for
publication or his own use, because he was a novelist and
had a more satisfactory way of telling the truth (the essential
truth) about his cxperience of life (he knew that what
mattered in 1t was what was representative) He follows
Coleridge’s rule instinctively, that there should be a wide
difference between his own circumstances and that of his
subject, and David, the typical boy-child in his relation to a
mother, is the very opposite in this respect to Charles Dickens.
Since, as I have said, it 1s Mrs Micawber who has a good
- deal in common with Mrs Nickleby, 1t is more likely
that she 1s the figure in Dawvid Copperfield to whom he trans-
ferred his feelings ahout his mother 1n boyhood - one notices
that .in her multiple troubles poor Mrs Micawber forgot
David was a boy and took him to her confidence as an
adult, but that at parting ‘a must cleared from her eyes
and ... with quite a2 new and motherly expression 1n
her face, put her arm round my neck and gave me just
such a kiss as she might have given to her own boy.’
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There is a touching truth to hfe but no sentimentality
here.

In fact, any reader of Dickens who has comprehended the
way his creative thinking develops, will have noted that the
Murdstones represent forces both religious and psycho-
logical, which were powerful in his society and by which his
parents were untouched - the will to dominate, justified
as rehigious righteousness, and the Evangelical and Method-
ist animus against the nature of childhood, together with
the Puritan acquisitiveness; Dickens had already realized
that these were the enemies of life as he valued it, and they
coalesce and culminate in Mrs Clennam, the doom-maker
of Little Dorrit, who combines in herself both Mr and Miss
Murdstone. But whereas David the orphan had escaped
from these forces, Arthur Clennam did not but was crushed
by the Murdstone-type upbringing of his step-mother, with
her gloomy religion, her sense of guilt, and her fear of love
and art; in this respect Dickens evidently became less
and less hopeful about the progress of the Victorian Age.

v

David Copperfield differs from Oliver Twist and Dombey, from
both of which 1t follows on, in carrying the child who, in the
case of Olver and little Paul, is a victim merely, into a boy
who is ultimately successful in conflict with the world. The
innovation of the autobiographical method meant that a
domestic and not directly satiric tone was required; 1t also
demanded more subtlety of narration which allows the
reader both to identify with the narrator for the most part
and yet see that he is to be viewed in a way he can’t of
course see or understand himself. And as Dickens is not now,
as in Olwer Twist or Dombey, indicting his culture but only
questioning it, irony and satire are not suitable techniques.
One of the less obvious advantages of the autobiographical
medium is that seeing David’s past from his present height of
achieved happiness allows him to make out a pattern in it
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and show us the relatedness of events, as well as to recreate in
all their poignancy his feelings at any given time. Thus the
follow-through from his mother’s two marriages to his own
first and second marriages is divided into smaller units, from
his own birth to his own virtual death as the babe in her
arms in the coffin, then his fresh start in another character
as the warchouse boy with the Micawbers in London, which
itself ends with his reception into his great-aunt’s home and
is the beginning of his adolescence (not the real end of
the novel, as John Bayley secemed to think when he declared
that ‘the novel David Copperfield really finishes at this point;
all the rest is another novel’); after, in his new cxistence as
‘Trotwood’, he has gone through the cycle of marriage to
Dora which ends with her death and Steerforth’s, there fol-
lows yet another phase, of wandering through Europe to live
out his mistakes, which brings him back to Agnes and the
due culmination of the whole novel when, with Agnes in his
arms, he looks up at the moon (‘Peaceful! Ain’t she!’ Uniah
had said, identifying the unattainable moon with ‘his’

Agnes) and the miraculous nature of David’s life comes home
to him:

Long miles of road then opened out hefore my mind; and toiling
on, I saw a ragged way-worn boy forsaken and ncglected, who
should come to call even the heart now beating against mine, his
own.

Life has consisted of fresh starts, but each phase is pene-
trated by characters from his pasts or related to the others
by parallels in incident. Dickens wrote ‘Trotwood Copper-
field” underlined, in his Plan for chapter X1V, showing he
mean the new name to be significant. But Dr Strong’s school
replaces Mr Creakle’s, and Mr Micawber and Traddles
come back into his life - it is now Traddles who lodges with
the Micawbers, who is confided in and is the innocent
victimized — and as soon as David starts out from Dover to
find his feet Steerforth turns up in the old relation to him.
Steerforth’s ruining Mr Mellin wanton cruelty, in the former
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for numbers of Copperfield look like random jottings until,
having read the novel as @ whole in the way I have suggested,
we can see that most of them are keys to his profounder
meanings — ‘Why Rookery’, ‘Brooks of Sheffield’ and such
were shorthand notes to keep himself in touch with his
themes, though no doubt he could not have written, or
even provided the material for, an essay on his art and
craft as a novelist. I have elsewhere?? cited as an example of
the way the creative mind works Charlotte Bronte’s in-
decisions about the name of her heroine in Villeite. After
naming her Lucy Snowe she changed the name to Frost, but
subsequently wrote to her publisher to change it back,
saying ‘As to the name of the heroine, I can hardly express
what subtlety of thought made me decide upon giving her a
cold name, but a cold name she must have * The conscious
choice was between hard and soft cold (frost and snow) but
the feeling of rightness in the necessity of a cold name was
spontaneous and never analysed. The Freudian puns I have
noted below in the choice of names like Dora and Doady
and Murdstone were not fully conscious either, I imagine,
but they are only slighter signs of the wonderful genius that
produced the end of chapter IX.

Do we feel that the actual writing of David Copperfield is
less interesting than the prose of Dombey? There is here
nothing comparable to the wonderful passage of time passing
in the desolate Dombey home, or the description of the
broker’s warehouse, or of the flow of the populace from the
country into the city registered in the consciousness of
Harriet Carker; nor scenes so fertile in satiric purpose as Mr
Dombey’s second wedding or little Paul’s chirstening or
the scene in Warwick Castle among the pictures, not even
in the poignant episodes in David’s childhood 1s there any
so strangely moving as Paul’s introduction into Dr Blimber’s
establishment. Even the death-bed scene of Clara 1s inferior
in imaginative impact to those of Paul or Paul’s mother,

_But granted that David Copperfield doesn’t offer us the richly
47 In the Penguin English Labrary edition of Fane Eyre
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impressive rewards of Dombey, there is, I claim, a verbal in-
terest in the later novel that shows Dickens's Shakespearian
use of the language. Dickens 1s a master of words because
they are more than mere words to him, they are feclings
and associations and dark implications For instance, the
conflicting relations of Rosa Dartle and Steerforth tell us
more about Steerforth than they do about her, and that
Dickens meant this is seen 1n another insight into Steerforth’s
attitude to others shown when David tells Steerforth, who has
diopped in on him 1n London, that Traddles has becn there-

‘Oh! That fellow!" said Steerforth, beating a lump of coal on the
top of the fire, with the poker ‘Ishe as soft as ever? And where the
deuce did you pick Aum up??

David is just sensitive enough to feel from this that ¢ Steer-
forth rather shghted’ Traddles, but we recognize something
more 1n the brutal ‘beating’ of the lump of coal with the
poker to break it up and the accompanying description of
Traddles as “soft’ (easily broken, and only fuel for his fire
to Steerforth), together with the chaiacteristic of Steerforth’s
in behaving 1 David’s room as though it were his own, m
managing the fire — we have conveyed to us, without having
to analyse or intellectualize it, the selfish and arrogant and
even cruel traits in Steerforth, such as his ready contempt of
others, that point to his subsequent brutal treatment of
Emily. We see Dickens evolving this habit of making sym-
bolic actions convey character-traits yet which are so natural
that we hardly notice the symbolism, though it affects us as
much more meaningful somehow than an ordinary action.
A similar but distinct example is when Henry Gowan, a
stranger watched from behind by Arthur Clennam, is seen
to be idly tossing stones into the water with his foot. ‘Thex:e
was something in his way of spurning them out of their
places with Iis heel, and getting them into the Izeqm,red
position, that Clennam thought had an air of cruelty int Ir}
due course Clennam is ‘heeled’ like a stone out of Gowan’s
path in their rivalry for Pet, cruelly, msolently and effective-
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}y. This loading of words 15 sometimes really witty in Dawid
Copperfield and reveals Dichens’s understanding of how the
mind works by associations 1t conld not consciously explain

As in the cequence when Miss Trotwood discusses with
Bavid Emuly’s folly in eloping with Steerforth, ending.
¢ “1am sorry for your carly experience” 7 (she had therefore
sensed he had been in love with Emily as a child) and im-
mediately continues. “ “And so you fancy yourself in
love! Do you?” “Fancy, aunt!™ I exclaimed, as 1ed as ]
could be “T adore her with my whole soult” ““Dora, in-
deed!”’ seturned my aunt’ - thus mahking the typicahty of
Dora’s name for the novel’s purpote apparent, and ap-
parent at the same time that Miss Trotwood has deduced
she will be another Little Em’ly  So Muss Trotwood adds
that ¢ “the httle thing 15 very fascinating, I suppose?”
“And not silly?”’ said my aunt “Silly, aunt!” “Not light-
headed ?”* said my aunt * David says he wasstruck with these
idcas as both new and absurd to Inm, but we sce, without
bemg told, that Miss Trotwood, who then mentions his
likencss to his mother (‘poor Baby’) has realized that he is
bound to fall in love with somcone hike his mother and that
this will be a misfortune for him She suggests that what his
mother’s child ought to look for 15 ‘carnestness ““to sustain

and improve him, > hinting delicately at Agnes of coursc,

but without effect Earncstness, the Victorian model virtue,

was not what Dawid wanted even if he needed 1t in an object
for love. We pick up this tramn of thought again during
the engagement_ notably when David has begun to notice

uncasily that everyone treats Dora as a child and that she

expects to be petted TTe suggests she “might be very happy,

and yet be treated rationally’, but rightly sensing this 15

dissatisfaction with her as she 15, she begins to sob.

What could T dobut .. tell her how T doted on her, after that!
‘T am sure I am very affectionate,” said Doraj ‘you oughtn’t to
be cruel to me, Doady?’

We now sce, by its association in the previous line with
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‘doted’, the point of her inventing ‘Doady’ as her pet name
for him, which he has innocently explained as ‘a corruption
of David’. It is her way of forcing him into sustaining the
character of a doting lover towards her. There is a great
deal of this kind of suggestive word-play in the novel, less
obvious than the self-evident ‘ Murdstone’ implying a stony-
hearted murderer (° their gloom and their austerity destioyed
her’) But of course it is not only the associations revealed
by words, but the similar underground currents that deter-
mine our actions, that the novelist tiaces for us and shows
as decisive %8 I have always admired the train of psychologi-

48 I might cite here two interesting examples from Our Mutual Friend.
Bella Wilfer complains that she has been ‘left to him in a will, ike«a
dozen of spoons with everything cut and dried beforehand, like orange
chips Talk of orange flowers imndecd!’ — where the metaphorical ‘cut
and dried’, to express the unromantic nature of the matrimonial
arrangement that willed her to John Harman, suggests ‘hike orange
chips’, and tlus brings up another reference to the fate prepared for her
in the will, the orange flowers being traditionally worn by a bride, ther
sweetness and beauty symbolizing the accepted 1dea of a wedding as a
love-match. What Dickens 1s interested 1 15 the way the mind works,
with 1ts own logic, as agam n the same novel, when old Lady Tippns,
sceing the butler, a freezingly correct character, offer Lightwood a note
and Lightwood being affected by her to be a lover of hers, she says to
him; ‘Falser man than Don Juan, why don’t you take the note from the
Commendatore?’ — moreover the note announces the death of the hero,
John Harmon, making a dramatic point at the same time as suggesting
that the Veneenng’s dinner-table 1s a society of the damned (Note also
that Dickens is inward with Don Giovanni ) The mention of Mrs Sparsit’s
Roman nose which 15 immediately followed by the reference to her
‘Corolamuan’ eyebrows, when she 1s taking up a preposterously Corio-
lanian attitude about the strike, 1s a witty and hiterary use of the sugges-
tiveness of language such as 1s frequently made by Dickens Flora
Finching’s conversation 1s a dazzling and mexhaustibly entertaming
demonstration of Dickens’s understanding of what speech 15 for us, hs
advantage over James Joyce 1s that this interest 1s never with him pedan-
tic and so does not become self-stultifying. Examples from the early
novels are Mrs Nickleby’s mental habits and conversation, Dick Swivel-
ler’s and Mrs Gamp's. Owing to the umque nature and infinite possibili-
ties of the English language, there was of course an Englsh tradition of
such a literary interest, going back through Sheridan’s Mrs Malaprop,
Swift and others to Shakespeare the great forerunner and exemplar, A
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cal events that bring Steerforth bael, <o fatally into David's
life. After his sheltered youth at Canterbury, Miss Trot-
wood sends him out to sce the world in order ‘to hmve a
reliance upon yoursclf and act for yourself”, she tells him,
little hnowing the trame hony thi> containy What moe
appropriate than that he should, as soon as he gets to Lon-
don. go to the theatre to see Shakespeare { Judus Carsary and
feel it to be a romantic experence?

T'o have all those noble Romans ahie before tne, and wallang in
and ow for my entertanment, inskad of bemg the «tern tnsh-
mastets they had been at school, was a most novel and dehighiful
cffect. But the mingled reality and mystery of the whole choye, the
mfluence upon me of the poctry, the hight, the music, the comn-
pany, the smooth stupendous changes of ghttering and brlliant
scenery, were so dazzhing and oponed up such ithmstable regions
of dehight, that when T came out into the rainy street, at twelve
o’clack at night, I felt as if I had come from the clouds, where 1
had been leading a romantie Qife fm paes, 0 a bawhng, «plashing,
hnl-lighted, umbrella-strugghng, hackney-coach-jostling, pattern-
chnbing, muddy, miscrable wolld

1 had emeciged by another door, and stood in the street for a
Iittle whale, as if I really were a stranger upon carth; but the un-
cacmonious pushmg and hustling that I recend, soon reealled
me to myself, and put me in the road back to the hotel; swhither
I went, revolving the glonious vision all the wav . .. T was so filled
vith the play, and with the past - for it was 1n a manner, Jlile a
shiming transparency, through which T saw my carlier fe moving
along ~ that I don’t know when the figure of a handsome, well-
formcd young man, dressed with a tasteful easy negligence which
1 have reason to remember very well, became a real presence to
me.. In gomg towards the door. T passed the person who had

come 1n, and saw him plainly. He did not Fnow me, but T hnew
him 1in a moment

At another time I might have wanted the confidence ot the de-

spontancous

popular tradition of delight in exploiting the nature of the
language,

to which Dickens also had aceess ike alt other Linghsh children,

151 clr:hn’rmd m our rich collection of nursery rhymes and the words of
Culdren’s games with their astomshing imagmati

ive comages a -
sense-fantasies . ges and non
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cision to speak to him, and might have lost him But, in the then
condition of my mind, where the play was sull running high, his
former protection of me appeared so deserving of my gratitude,
and my old love for hum overflowed my breast so ficshly and spon-
tancously, that I went up to hin at once, with a fast-beating
heart, and said-

‘Steerforth! won't you speak to me?’

This is as remarkably imagined as it is utteily convincing.
To David, Steerforth was a heroic character in his unhappy
schooldays, somcone larger and nobler than life, sceming to
belong with the historical Classical characters in the Shake-
spcarc play by which he has just been so aroused - without
the stimulus of which he would have been too timid to
claim acquaintance with his former patron. The play is
then used for another purpose: David is dashed by Steer-
forth’s expression of contempt for the performance which
has so enchanted David, for by now Steerforth is at Oxford
with the appropriate arrogant sophistication. In accordance
with this he micknames David ‘Daisy’, and uses him.

Dickens, I suggest, had a far better idea of how speech
occurs and of the laws of association which direct thought
than either George Eliot or Tolstoy, whose novels for the
most part, though they are masteily in their undecistand-
ing of behaviour, show over-1ationalization in representing
speech (though they never, admittedly, suffer from the at-
traction of the melodrama of the popular English stage
which Dickens so often yields to hefore Bleal; House, and
which is scen forcing his conception of Martha into its mode
of rhetorical utterance). Dickens is thercfore particularly
good at rendering the speech-habits of the illiterate and of
the half-educated, and thus is not a matter of masquerading
himself and thus producing fat acting roles, as is alleged by
one modern school of Dickens criticism; Dickens shows a
sensitive and intelligent insight into the mysterious natuie

of speech as one expression of the unique idiom of each of us.
It is not then Dickens who is sometimes Tolstoyan but
‘Tolstoy who is m origin Dickensian. As we have seen,
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brilliantly and feelingly as Tolstoy can present the facts
of Andrew Bolkonski married to a Lisa, it remains a mere
episode, however moving, whereas to Dickens his view of
such a marriage is that it must be considered in a wider con-
text altogether and with the assumption that it can be ex-
plained, accounted for, and therefore understood. The as-
sumption made by so many recent critics that Dickens is
concerned to excuse David, or that we can accuse David, or
even thereby accuse Dickens, is to miss the achievement of
the novel completely; it goes along with the fallacy of
identifying Dickens with David, Dora with either his wife or
his first sweetheart or both, of denying Dickens imperson-
ality and wisdom as a novelist in this case George Eliotmade
Mr Casaubon in quite a Copperfield way feel bewilderment
and indignation at finding himself unhappy when married,
for in choosing a beautiful young lady for a wife he had only
done what his society sanctioned or even enjoined on a
man, he knew. David might have argued the same, for this
is Dickens’s point. David could not help being a child of his
age, of his age’s best intentions indeed; and even more
Nature’s vicum of the archetypal situation in being his
mother’s son. Steerforth is provided to show another father-
less son formed by a loving mother who differs from David
in not being innocent and sensitive nor having had, what
saved David, the discipline of having had to make his own
way in the world — a part of the Victorian theory of life
that Dickens thoroughly assented to, and which did not
come within Tolstoy’s knowledge.

I hope I have at any rate made out a case for Tolstoy’s
high opmion of David Copperfield and thercby of Dickens,
and in doing so shown that the relation between them is
not that of pigmy to giant or precursor to supercessor or
cntertainer to artist, but that they are two similar geniuses
of the art of the novel of whom the carlier has the additional
prestige of being the great original. And 1 have also, T
hope, shown that there were grounds for Dickens’s fecling of
injury that Forster indicates at the end of his Life by writing
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that Dickens ‘believed himself to be entitled to a higher
tribute than he was always in the habit of receiving’. One

thinks immediately of Henry James’s parable of ¢ The Figuie
i the Carpet’.

APPENDIX A .
Dora ‘from a woman’s point of view’

Dickens has been scolded by ¢ritics for “not sceing David’s
first marriage from the woman’s (Dora’s) point of view’,
but, mstead, solving David’s problem by the easy expedient
of removing her by death and, even worse, exonerating
Dawid from guilt for 1t by representing her as willing to die
m order not to be a burden ‘It 1s better as it is’, she says,
which 1s indeed more realistic and less selfish than anything
that could have been expected from Dora — which are not
however the grounds on which Dickens is blamed for her
death-bed admissions. Tolstoy, who also frees the husband
by the death of the wife, does seem to have a moral advan-
tage in showing his Prince Andrew harrowed by a sense of
guilt towards Lisa, but this is surely because Andrew had
been as a husband singularly lacking in forbearance,
imagination and tenderness, of which David cannot be
accused. In view of all this 1t is interesting that we fave th:e
woman’s pomnt of view on the same situation and that it
rather surprisingly turns out to be essentially 1denti.ca1
with Dickens’s, though the possibility of nowadays ending
an unsuitable marriage by divorce has made it unnecessary
for the wife to die in the flesh; yet she too volunteers to die1n
effect, to free her husband In The Tortoise and the Hare (1954,
an able woman novelst, Miss Elizabeth Jenkins, shows a
romantic, incompetent and self-centred young wife, an
acknowledged beauty and charmer, who 1s thot&tighly m
love with her much older husband and who has moreover 2
schoolboy son. She 1s oriented towards'the arts, poetry and
sentiment mstead of turning outwards to play a part in the
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social life her bharrister-husband now needs, for his carlier
sympathy with his wife’s tastes, values and temperament
(attractions for which he had originally fallen in love with
her) has been replaced by desire for worldly success, money
and what it will buy, and the gratifications of social life.
A neighbour, neither young nor beautiful, who can provide
these things, supersedes the increasingly unsatisfactory wife,
Imogen, who gradually comes to realize this and that her
inadequacies are irritating to her hushand, that she is no
longer a solace for and relief to his professional grind, that
she can no longer charm him. She has always been out of
sympathy with ther boy, who prefers the other woman as a
mother.

Recognizing all this, though still loving her hushand, she
fecls obliged to yield her place to the ncighbour, the Tor-
toise of the title, who corresponds to Agnes in being the
woman the hushand now realizes is the wife he needs and
loves Imogen doesn’t dic but she suffers extinction as far as
husband, home and child are concerned, and that volun-
tarily. This is in spitc of the novelist’s sympathy with
the heroine and refusal to endorse the domineering but
adored hushand. Imogen is last seen 1n a London flat (she
is a country-lover) pming away on her own, though, unhke
Dora, able to concerve turming herself into a useful woman-
the novel ends with Imogen wiping away her tears as ‘She
looked about the uncared-for room. ¢ “I must improve,”
she said halfaloud “Theresa very great deal to be done **?

Another woman’s point of view of a similar marriage is
George Eliot’s of Lydgate’s Rosamund Vincy 1s not loving,

_even in the sense that Dora may be said to be, but 1s ike her
“in being cxtravagant, vain, unreasonable and a sclfish
egoist — all this being shown us through the unsympathetic
womgn novelist’s eyes. Though George Eliot makes Rosa-
mund It _her husband, instcad of freeing him by dying
herself ~ which 1s shown as being the least likely step she
would: ever take — this.is because the woman novelist
feels that Lydgate should be pumished for his mustake in
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accepting a drawing-room ornament as a wife, Dorothea,
the Agnes of Middlemarch, makes a parallel mistake to
Lydgate’s in her first choice of a partner but George LEliot
finds her pardonable and artanges for her to be sct free by
death and find happiness in another mate.

Yet another woman’s attitude to the David-Dora situa-
tion is to be found in Jane Eyre, and that really is surprising.
St John Rivers, who has decided to go to India as a mis-
sionary, also loves a Rosamond, a gay, frivolous, ¢ child-like’
beauty who lets lum sce she is anxious to marry him, and is
morcover an heiress. But the poor clergyman is an intellec-
tual, a scholar and has a religious vocation; on all these
grounds he sees that the undoubted sensuous and worldly
happness he would gain by letting his taste for a Rosamond
conquer him would be followed by self-disgust and 1epent-
ance. He refrains, and goes off to convert the heathen. But
Chailotte Bronte makes Jane Eyre thoroughly scold her

"cousin for his perversity in rejecting a normal happy mar-
riage. It has always seemed to me probable that George
Eliot, who was greatly impressed by Fane Epre (and Villelte),
arrived at the Lydgate-Rosamund marriage out of interest
in what would have happened if 2 man with a vocation
for a profession did thoughtlessly take the course rejected
by the clear-sighted St John Rivers.

APPENDIX B .
Olwer Twist, Jane Eyre and David Coppe: field

Though the underlying myth, the orphan’s tale, in Davd
Copperfield 1s, as I have said, comparable with that of Olwer
Tunst, there is one great difference which must stiike every-
one. Olwer is almost entirely an object used for satiric
diatribe against the Poor Laws (old and new) and the society
that produced them, against a society that tolerated the
underworld of Fagin and Bill Sikes and did nothing to
protect children against being exploited by them as thieves
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and prostitutes, against a society which Jet justice be ad-
ministered by a Mr Fang. and which ascribed to an illegiti-
mate child inherited guilt; Oliver hardly cxists as more than
an mnocent anonymous consciousness to register suffering
and bewilderment engendered by these conditions. But
David is recognizably a ‘real® child and boy, with specific
sufferings. 1n a realistic and not merely symbolic ambience;
we have the impression of being taken into hic confidence,
that we understand his unique and not merely predictable
feclings Itis true that Diclens produced little Paul Dombey
in between Ohver and David, not to mention Little Nell and
Smike, but Paul, like the rest of these until David, is also an
object to look at from outside except for our less wholly
external view of hius desolation at being parted from Florence
and entered into Dr Blimber’s forcing-house. It seems more
to the pomnt that Fane Iyre had intervened. Whatever it
turns out that Dickens may or may not have said in his sur-
viving letters about Cunier Bell's first novel, which rivalled
Vanity Fair in the reccption it reccived from both reviewers
and reading-public, he, like everyone else in the literary
world, must have read it with the kind of respect we know
was accorded 1t by novclists as different as George Eliot,
Thackerav and Lockhart. Dickens no doubt unconsciously
noted 1ts relevance to his own use of the child as recording
consciousness and critic of adult attitudcs.

1 have clsewhere! shown that the outlines of the orphan’s
myth as created by Dickens in Olwer Twist arc repeated in
Jane Eyre, and that, while we have no other evidence for
Charlotte Brontc’s having rcad Dickens’s first serious novel,
it seems very probable that it would have got to Keighley,
where the Bronte sisters used the lending library, in the nine
years between the appearance of Oliver and the conception
of Jane. But Charlotte Bronte invested that myth with a
very different detail and ethos, and it is this detail which
we find distinguishing the myth of David Copperfield from the

1. In the Notc to my cdition of Fane IEyre in the Penguin Enghish
Library,
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form it had taken originally in Oliver Tieist. Jane repiesents
an immense advance on Oliver, Little Nell, Smike, or cven
Paul and TFlorence Dombey, being neither a typical nor
ideahzed nor sentimentahzed child and never uscd as a
stalhing-hoise  She develops by the laws of her own being
and in accordance with the pressures brought to bear on
her, as David Coppetfield does later (the first of Dickens’s
children so to do); she has a child’s literal-mindedncss, a
child’s logic, a child's pathetic cunning in self-protection and
a child’s intuitions about the adults who arbitrate her fate;
she is always passionate, violent and fierce if oppressed
intolerably, and above all resentful of injustice and craving
to be loved; she has a child’s terrors, as when, alone in the
night after 1ccovering from the ‘fit’ in the Red Room, she
reports ‘car, eyc and mind were alike strained by dread.
such dread as children only can feel’. We 1ccognize most
of these charactenstics in the child David, and later in the
child Pip too, though in none of Dickens’s carlier children.
Jane’s virtual step-mother Mrs Reed, with “her stony eye,
opaquec to tenderness’, whose cruclty and injustice torturc
Jane, 1s clearly rclated to David’s step-father and Miss
Murdstone. When Jane goes to Mr Biocklehurst’s boarding-
school she finds she is saddled with the character of being a
vicious child thanks 1o Mrs Reed, as David arriving at
Mr Creakle’s finds Mr Murdstonc has arranged for him to
be. There David’s mmnocent and cxcellent friend Traddles
is habitually discriminated agamnst and punished unfairly
by Mr Cicakle, as Jane’s admmnable school-fricnd Helen
Burns had been by the sadistic teacher Miss Scatcherd

Unde: intolerable pressure later in hfe Jane runs away,

losing her luggage and money at the outsct, to wander
penniless, starving and having to sleep on the ground in
all weathers, rebufled agonizingly by all she meets whose

assistance she asks, until she collapses at the threshold of
relatives who take her in out of charity and wash, tend and

feed her, whereupon she is reborn as it were under a new

name (Jane Elhott) and starts a new existence in family
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life. The same events in every detail take place in David’s
life, who similarly becomes Trotwood Copperfield. It seems
hard to reject the conclusion that David Copperfield inherits
from Jane Eyre in these respects.

It might be mentioned here that Jane Eyre, like her crea-
tor, had the customary class feelings of her age, which
Dickens has in ours been accused of snobbery for showing to
exist in David Copperfield (c g. for making David habitually
called ‘Master David’ by Barkis the carrier and the
fisherfolk of Yarmouth, and ‘Master Copperfield’ by Uriah
Heep). No one accuses Charlotte Bronte of snobbery or
social msecurity, so I will merely 1emark that Jane always
reports hersclf as bemng called ‘Miss Jane’ by Bessic the
nurse, by Abbott the lady’s-maid and by the apothecary,
while she is still in the nursery (and a resented poor relation
there at that), and that when she leaves Lowood School to
go into a situation, as 1t was called, Bessic is called in (now
a matron) solely to testify for us that ‘Miss Jane’ is ‘quite a
lady’. This is the ethos in which David Copperficld was
reared in rural Suffolk, and thosc critics who complain of
Dickens for registering 1t correctly are simply showing their
ignorance of the facts of social Iife in the England of the
19th century (and some of the twenticth), before the attitudes
cngendered by the democratic theory of equality had made
an appearance. In her autobiography Lark Rise to Candleford
(1943) Flora Thompson, writing of her chldhood in an
Oxfordshire village from the cottager’s angle, records as
phenomenal the coming of a new type of Vicar when she
grew up, who made it known that his children were to be
called by their plain christian names ‘at a time when other
quality children were “Master”” or ““Miss in their cradles’,
The term ‘quality’ implies that deference to class distine-
tions was not servility but something subtler and not in-
herently undesirable Those of us well read in writers of
reminiscences of pre-1914 days will have noticed how
frequently these illustrate this consciously or unconscrously —

that manners and right attitudes for the ‘quality® were 1n-
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APPENDIX C
Dickens’s Exposure Scenes

The exposure and denunciation, accompanied by bodily
injury, of Uriah Heep in Dawid Copperfield, following on the
very similar exposure, denunciation and knocking down
of Pecksniff by Martin Chuzzlewit in the earlier novel, has
given rise to generalizations suggesting that these scenes are
a characteristic of a Dickens novel and are psychologically
revelatory as to their author, one recent Dickens critic
observing not only that this is so but that he agrees with the
sclf-evident conclusion drawn by someone else that these
scenes are 1n the nature of sexual orgasms Perhaps 1t would
be as well thetefore to take a closer look at them, to see
whether they are as suggested, involuntary, or mercly con-
ventional and traditional, and how and why Dickens uses
them
The first form of such a scene is to be found in Pickunck
Papers where Mr Pickwick does indeed discharge his bottled-
up wrath, very naturally, at having to pay the costs in an
action i which he has been victimized by the rascally
lawyers Dodson and Fogg, the scenc is briel and kept in a
mldly comic context, and 1s without excitement except on
the part of Mt Pickwick, 1t 1s obtrusively staged, so to speak,
so that we arc aware we are witnessing something compar-~
able to a stage comedy, by the stage directions, and it 1s
mixed 1in with other things proper to the conclusion of
traditional comedy which have been continuously main-
tained from Classical comedy to the Victorian pantormme,
that 1s, marriages and conuc business. Even in Maran
Chuzzlewtt this 1s so, where old Martin’s pent-up mndigna-
tion and his revelation to the company that he has only been
affecting senility to entrap Pecksmiff and test the others
gives the scene much more force than in the other cases f
mention; the ridiculous side of Pecksniff s stressed, his
intermixed specches et down the tension, along with the
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barely-concealed amusement of the young men present, and
the sense of our being not in a realistic novel but in the
'fmudlence witnessing a traditional scene enacted on the boards
1s very strong. In Dawvid Copperfield Dickens can be felt to be
staging this scene on similar lines, since Micawber is the
agent through whom the exposure is made and his abswdi-
ties of behaviour and literary Micawberisms dominate the
business and set the tone, the humour being underlined by
Miss Trotwood’s attacking Uiiah bodily to make him re-
store her fortune that he has embezzled. In each of these
two later novels there is only one scene of this type, whereas
we may note in the first novel, that was written only as
entertainment, the exposure scene is recurrent, where the
easily-roused Mr Pickwick exposes Mr Jingle to the magis-
trate and has another such scene when he and Wardle catch
the eloping couple in the inn and Mr Pickwick denounces
Mr Jingle.

Of course in all these cases such a scene is necessary to
achieve a peripeteia, and in a manner indispensable to the
loose form of the picaresque novel, whose only iension re-
sults from recurrent surprises or alarms in the plot. In the
picaresque novel, a form which Dickens took over for
the production of his early fictions, resolution was tradition-
ally achieved by assembling most of the characters in prison,
a destination most of them would very natually find them-
selves at, and the rest by mischance or the machinations of
the wicked; there an opportunity arose naturally for the
éclaircissements that would clear up the plot and prepare for
the happy ending with the vindication of the innocent, and
we can see this occurs in Pickwick too Dickens inherited this
from his models and admired predecessors, Smollett, T#e
Vicar of Wakefield and all the rest. But after Olwer Twist and
Barnaby Rudge prison did not come naturally to the class of
characters now employed. And as Dickens turned away from
the picaresque novel as unsatisfactory for his now more
serious purposes, he found the mode and techniques of the
serious drama (not meclodrama) could be adapted to the
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novelist’s nceds. Here he could draw on Shakespeare,
Molitre and Ben Jonson, all of whom he admired and had
seen performed, and assisted in producing or had acted in.
His ambition to write an English Tartuffe which had pro-
duced Mr Peckeniff, the exponent of our national hypocrisy
in its Early Victorian form, gavc lum also the scene of
Tartuffe’s exposure, a scene incvitable with a dominant evil
character of this type as we may sce in the construction of
Measure for Aleasure, Volpione, The School for Scandal and other
such plays, ail well known to Dickens, where the exposure
of such a hypociite as Volpone, Angelo or Joscph Surface
necessitates the tense winding-up of expectation to a very
dramatic and public exposure, belore poetic justice can be
achicved Dickens made several versions of Tartuffe: Samp-
son Brass in The Old Curiosity Shop, Pecksnifl himself, and
two in Daund Copperfield — the *umble Uriah and the respect-
able Littimer, where though Uriah gets the classical stage
exposure Littimer isrevealed, along with Uriah for asecond
exposure, (but this time purely satiric) in the picaresque
novel’s prison sct-up —~ an interesting mixture, while the
villain who is not a hypocrite, Steerforth, docsn’t get
‘exposed” at all His punishment takes place off-stage, thus
making very effectively the pomnt that Dickens uses the
stage cxposurc-scene only in connection with hypocrisy,

where his modcls virtually imposed it on him. The scene
in Copperfield which it genuinely excited Dickens to write, be

it noted, was the storm scene with the shipwreck of Steer-

forth and the death of the heroic Ham. And the serious

scene that balances the mamly comic onc of Uriah’s ex-

posure 15 the exposure scene in reverse where Annic vindi-

cates her character to her hushand and to the reader too,

with a staged scene and supporting cast,

Dickens did always fecl the need for a strong staged scene
towards the end of his novel, but it 1s not necessarily or
even generally the one where excitement on the author's
part is felt to inhere In Dombey and Son the ‘strong’ scene
15 the exposurc scene of a morc complex kind, which
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has no supporting cast but is indisputably acted on the
boards, being seen and directed as such by the novelist
This is the meeting at Diyjon of Edith Dombey and Carker,
where she denounces him as a villain and, like Annie Strong,
vindicates her own character to the reader, which gives us
the necessary surprise that makes the scene, since we knqw
all about Carker’s villainy already. But the excitement In
the novel is attached to Mr Dombey’s pursuit and hunting
down of Carker, who 1s finally killed by the engmne of
Nemesis (and his blood, like Jezebel’s, licked up by the
dogs, a nice implied Biblical reference). Florence DombeY’S
return m the nick of time to stop her father from commit-
ting suicide 1s 1n comparison not in the least forceful or
intercsting.

So also in the later novels: Dickens’s increasing powers as
an artist incline him away from the melodramatic and even
the theatrical, so that in Bleak House the only excitement 15
Mr Bucket’s (played off against the stony absence of sympa-
thetic reaction by Sir Leicester Dedlock) when he unfolds
before Sir Leicester, and later before the French maid too,
the true story behind Mr Tulkinghorn’s murder This has
mvolved the exposure of the truth about both the lawyer
and Lady Dedlock to the unsuspecting husband and the
thrilling incrimination and arrest of Hortense in front of our
eyes — altogether a mode of winding up a mystery story which
subsequently became a stock feature of the detective novel,
in which Dickens was a pioneer But the real excitement for
the reader, and what shows the art of the novelist, 1s 1n what
corresponds to_Mr Dombey’s hunting down Carker — Mr
Bucket’s and Esther’s chase up and down between St
Alban’s and London after her fugitive mother, 1n the hope
of saving, not punishing, her. The true surprise in the novel
is a wholly novelistic one (not1n the least theatrical or stagey
but psychological and truly human), to which the scene of
the murderess’s arrest 1s necessary but inc1dent.a1 Sir Leices-
ter’s unpredictable reaction to what affects his ’honour and
his famuly’s standing Here we have the opposite of an ex-
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posure and denunciation scene as the climax of the novel
since Sir Leicester steadily continues, throughout the chase
that is going on outside, to demand our mounting sympathy,
admiration and compassion, reversing the usual climax that
we have been assured 1s characteristic of Dickens. Dickens
has got way from his dramatic model again.

The next novel, Hard Tumes, shows a comic exposure of
both Bounderby and Mrs Sparsit, with the disappoini~
ment and frustration of both, but these are perfectly con-
trolled and nothing compared with the main scene with
which the excitement is achicved, that of the pathetic and
yet comic interview between Tom Gradgrind and his father
in the circus ring and the concurrent exposure of Bitzer as
the human machine constructed on the self-interest prin-
ciple — and Bitzer’s frustration and defeat is also entirely
and appropriately comedy, as reported by the ring-master.
Mr Gradgrind’s crowning self~exposure in his admission of
his fatal mistakes is painful and not theatrical in the least,
nor, as we had known that he was mistaken all along, is it
stimulating. Louisa’s escape from her lover and from the
pursuing Mrs Sparsit is truly exciting too, and has clearly
excited the novelist in the writing.

With Luitle Dorrit Dickens has found a wholly unexcep-
tionable usc of the exposure scene which, while retainin
the original elements of dramatic surprise and laircisse-
ment, makes use of the psychological (non-theatrical) sclfc
exposure and apologia shown i Mr Gradgrind’s casc that
lay at the root of Hard Times. The mysteries of the plot,
of the Clennam housc and of the household are all explained
by Mis Clennam herself, the prime mover, in the chapter,
‘Closing In’, when she takes the words out of the mouth
of Blandois who is about to ‘cxpose’ her, on the grounds
that she cannot bear to see herself “in such a glass as t/iqs’,
Sitting in the wheel-chair to wluch she has doomed herself
(‘like Fate in a go-cart’ as Flora had said with her usual
aptness) she 15 driven to makhe her own apologia, and having
confessed she is freed from her guilt-induced paralysis to
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stand on her fect and take steps to 1etrieve hereelfl, An carlier
opportunity for an exposurc of the guilty, Miss Wade’s casc,
is similarly avoided as a theatiical occasion, this time by
being dcelivered in manuseript to Arthur Clennam to read,
not in the least improbably since Dickens mahes us sce that
it is part of her casc that she should find communication
with others impossible and yet nceds to explain herself to
make mamfest her grievances. In Arthur Clennam, unlihe
his kind ordmnary fricnd Mr Mcagles who 1s insuffcrable to
her, she senses the appropriate person to whom to confide
her apologia The only traditional dramatic exposure in this
novel 1s that of Mr Casby, when Pancks exposes him to his
victims m Bleeding Heart Yard as no Patrarch but a heart-
less slum landlord and, by shearing Ins locks, shows hum as
not venerable but a figure of fun. Pancks then runsaway from
the shocking spectacle he has created, pursucd by waves
of laughter from the witnesses, 1 a staged scenc that Is
wholly comedy and almost farce

So that in the next novel, Great Expectations, where Dickens
achicved the gicatest mastery of his medium, the exposure
scenes are, as we might anticipate, much more interesing
than 1n any other of lus novels. The only exposure in a scrious
sense can be of Pip the protagonist — of himsclf to himself, as
with Mr Gradgrind and Mrs Clennam ~ and of the mysteri-
ous Orlick Pip has to 1calize that his expectations were
fallacious and to see himself for the first tme squarely as
contemptible (he has long suspected this, of course, as his
recurrent unecasiess betrayed), and the two are made to
follow inevitably on the return of Magwitch when he reveals
himself to Pip. This occurs not towards the end, as a prelude
to a happy ending, but exactly in the middle of the novel and
1s integral to the whole conception, not contrived for a
scene, no1 staged as onc with witnesses. The scene is none-
theless dramatic and exciting on account of the peripeteia it
achieves by the explanations of Magwitch which strip, layer
by layer, all the illusions from Pip of what he is and where he
stands now. This is to use the convéntional exposure scene
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for the finest purposes of a novelist. Moreover it is completed
by an even more remarkable exposure scene, also with two
only present, which takes place not on any human stage
but in a realm which is at once non-realistic and yet touches
reality. Pip is lured to it and made to endure Orlick’s ex-
posure of himself which is also an accusation of Pip, making
Pip admit even more damaging truths about himself than
he had found when reunited with Magwitch, and this
scene is finally ended with Pip’s acceptance of his role of
criminal. The chase that we have noted as also a feature of
Dickens’s compositions is this time not, ke Esther’s in the
company of the detective, to rescue the gumlty, but to help
the guilty and yet innocent criminal Magwitch to escape the
law by Pip’s aid. The public staged scene is when Pip stands
trial along with Magwitch to be denounced by the Judge at
the Assizes, and this 1s the finale of the denunciation and
exposure — not of Pip but of his society by 1tself; and the
reader of the novel finds himself automatically accused as
part of the socicty that sanctions the Judge’s mass sentence
of executions, a powerful and disturbing corollary.

Our Mutual Friend, which seems to me to show very de-
cidedly the breaking-down of Dickens’s powers, has there-
fore as might be cxpected a reversion to the carly type of
exposure scene. Bella denounces Mr Boffin in the regular
stage setting and this is followed by the appropriate features
wedding and comedy; but we have all been taken 1n, for
another finale 1s needed to show us that Bella hike the reader
has heen kept in the dark: not only about her hushand’s
identity but that Mr Boffin has been only a sham miser,
a piece of theatrical nonscnse resolved with disgusting senti-
mentality and whimsicality. There is yet another exposure
scene, dull and mechanical, where Silas Wegg, a poor
apology for a willain, 1s cxposed to his own circle with un-
necessary scriousness by John Harmon and undergoes a
comic Nemesis by the hand of Sloppy. None of all this can -
be taken as anything but deplorable ~ tired writing and
trivial morahizing that are totally out of keeping with the
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serious parts of the novel and are (like Mr Venus) too dreary
to be the comic relief they may be supposed to have been
intended for.

Thus the last novel, Edwin Drood, shows that though un-
finished it was working up to a merely melodramatic ex-
posure scene, possibly in Jasper’s prison, after a chase
through the cathedral at night, where the intricate plot
would be explained and the choirmaster exposed in his true
colours, that is, as hypocrite and murderer (or, some think,
only would-be murderer). There is certainly an under-
current of heightened feeling in every part of the novel con-
cerned with Jasper. This is associated partly with his creepy
powers of an abnormal kind (something more than hypno-
tism seems needed to account for it) but mainly with the
tension set up between his public role of respectable choir-
master in the cathedral, and his secret Iife in the underworld
of opium-addiction and his privately fostered murderous
enmity to his nephew, his unconscious rival in love The
suggestion of moral interest here is munimal but what possi-
bilities it had are not explored in the novel as 1t develops,
we can see. Such a set-up can be only melodramatic in its
working out and dénouement, and there is no reason to suppose
that we have lost anything of value by The Mpystery of
Edwin Diood’s not having been revealed to us.



3
Bleak House:
A Chancery World

THERE have been two main grounds for dismissing Dickens
altogether as a novelist ~ that 1s, from scrious consideration
as a novelist, as something other than a successful enter-
tainer (at which no one disputes his cminence). One, which
includes charges that take some such form as ‘Dickens was
incapable of thought’, is represented by G. H Lewes’s con-
temporary critical attack where he complamed that with
Dickens ‘scnsations never pass into ideas’. The opposite
charge 15 there 1n a 1ecent relegation of Dickens: 1 denying
that Dickens 1s more than a thecatrical performer on the
whole, Mr R. Garis (in The Dickens Theatre, 1965 — one of
the few candid Dickens critiques of the modern phase and

therefore most worth- consideration) asserts, as a general
truth, that:

We feel a gap between conception and performance, and some-
times we virtually ignore the performance, we almost wish 1t
away, in our full concentration on Dickens’s idea. Much recent
criticism adopts this attitude regularly,

and he sees ‘the over-emphatic and misleading excitement
about Dickens’s symbolic structures not as a way of defend-
ing the success of the late novels but rather as a means of
evading the issue: in Mr J Hillis Miller’s book evasion of
judgement is almost total, and Mr Tnlling raises the issue
only to condcscend to it Thesc last observations are per-
fectly true, and n defending Bleak House against both
Lewes’s and Garis’s charges I do not wish to be taken as
evading judgement of Dickens’s performance. On the con.
trary, I select Bleak House for close exammation as way of
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minder of carlier doubts about Mr Meagles’s practicality, As a
good audience we may have reluctantly obeyed the theatrical
artist’s clear instructions to forget these doubts and to co-operate
in this happy reconcihation scene, but with Mr Meagles’s sermon
on duty Dickens has gone too far, We don’t want the scrmon any-
way. . . . Qur sensc that Dichens himself 1s sponsoring Mr Meagles's
scrmon 15 confirmed also by the fact that Mr Meagles points to
the herome of the novel as an example of right behaviour.,

There are several pomnts to make here in reply. The out-
standing one is that Dickens isn’t as simple a casc as this
writer assumes ~ he is very often less simple-minded than his
critics, especially those outside the English tradition and in
such a brutally crude one as the modern American. Even
assuming that the ‘sermon’ is in relation to Dickens himself
what Garis thinks it is, at the worst, it wouldn’t constitute
an annulment of the whole of the novel that has gone
before, or even affect the success of Dickens’s use of the
Meagleses: Dickens has made a convincing demonstration
(as Garis admits) of Tattycoram’s feelings and behaviour,
What he implies is that Dickens has failed to do so (as re-
gards convincing Mr Garis, that is) with respect to what the
Meagleses arc and represent, and this is simply a failure in
him of the rcading ability that I have posited as essential,
To any able reader Dickens has surcly made it plain that of
the Meagleses he is both appreciative and yet radically and
ultimately critical. The bulk of Dickens’s readers were
affreux bourgeois, more or less Mcaglescs, and the tact with
which Dickens offers the couple, their home and their
daughter as the best specimens of their kind but with dis-
quahfying limitations that cannot be ignored or forgiven,
must be admured and respected They have enough “warm
feeling” as parents to be hurt by the sight of the churchful
of orphans and as ‘practical people’ (this term, which js
stressed, means that they are doers as opposed to senti-
mentalists, but also constitutes as we are shown an essential
himitation) they accordingly take an orphan girl into thejr
home, by way of doing their share; they are even able to
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ceive that she is fundamentally not a nice well-meaning
woman like his wife — a fatal absence of imagination T
simply can’t agree in the face of all this (and much more
could be cited) that, as Mr Garis asserts, ‘Dickens’s grasp
of the whole Meagles family and what they represent is
always uncertain and often distinctly inept’ — that would be
truer to say of Matthew Arnold’s ironic attacks on the
Meagles class. Dickens saw that while their virtues were
needed their limitations were dangerous and 1n some re-
spects wholly disabling, he is tactful in making nearly all
the criticism fall on the head of Mr Meagles, leaving
‘Mother’ to be a good soul totally lacking comprchension.
Compare Jane Austen’s treatment and presentation of her
equivalents, the Musgroves of Uppercross Hall in Persuasion,
where there is a sumilar cultural gap between parents and
children and a similar divided attitude on the part of the
author to them all (I pick Jane Austen because Mr Garis
takes her as a comparison by which to fault Dickens
gencerally), we can’t help sceing that Dickens has an over-
whelming advantage in inwardness, understanding, com-
plexity and truly novelistic use of his couple.

Hence 1t is quitc unjust to assume that Dickens ‘endorses’
simple-mindedly Mr Mecagles’s sermon to Tattycoram, that
we have been given ‘clear instructions to forget these
doubts (*about Mr Mcagles’s practicality’) and to co-
operate 1 this happy rcconciliation scene’, there is no
happy ending either to the novel as a whole or to Tatty-
coram’s share in it, any more than there is for Mr and Mrs
Meagles and Pet, or anyonc else in Lutle Dornt except
possibly Arthur Clennam. The ‘sermon’ 1s what Mr
Meagles (not Dickens) would think appropriate, he would
certainly utter it ‘gently’, and his approval of Amy would
take the form (Dickens’s doesn’t) of praising her for ‘doing
her duty’. “We don’t want the sermon anyway’, Mr Garis
complams Well, 1t depends who ‘we? are! Not if ‘we’ are
presant:day readers, hut Dickens’s readers were a different
matter. With the strategy I have shown him habitually’
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have been very different; but social history would have had
to he different first. George Eliot, writing Middlemarch a
genceration after, was able to profit by Dickens’s achieve-
ment 1n ultimately knitting together a large reading public
at least willing if not eager to tackle a long novel demanding
serious and sustained attention; without his work she could
not have made a fortune by writing novels to please herself
only.

Tyhc scenes with Tattycoram and the scenes where the
Gowans and Meaglescs and Aithur or any of them, meet,
arc all splendidly realized dramatically and in no respect
can they be dismussed as theatrical. 1 can’t think of any
novehst except perhaps Tolstoy who could have done as
well here, certamnly not Jane Austen, for there 1s a kind of
mmaginative sympathy Dickens had that she lacked When
we have been shown that Mr Meagles’s muddle-class
snobbery has made him finally agree to handing over his
Pet to a Gowan, to be miserable for life, a spectacle neither
he nor we arc later spared, Dickens finishes with him 1n this
way:

4

. but she’s very fond of him, and hides his faulls, and thinks

that no one sces them ~ and he certainly 15 well connected, and of
a very good famuly!?

It was the only comfort he had mn the Joss of his daughter, and if
he made the most of 1t, who could blame lum?

Certainly not Dickens, but this 1s very far from being an
endorsement.

I
The Theme

The Dickens who wrote his excellent journalistic pieces and
madc admirable specches appropriate to public functions

Dickens’s attitudc to the qucstion I have been discussing. Wilkae Collins
was aggressively Bohemian sn his haluts and enyoyed smiping at the
virtuous, which Dickens had more sense than to wncourage.
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point inescapable for a scnsitive reader. The nature of the
fog that cmanates from and is concentrated in the heart of
London’s Chancery Court is indicated in the opening
chapter by the fact that the ruined suitors (Miss Flite and
the Man from Shropshire) are figures of fun 1o the Jawyers’
clerks and merely nuisances to the lawyers and the judge,
and by the description of the Jarndyce case itself:

Innumerable children have been born into the cause . . . whole
families have mhented legendary hatreds with the swmt ... no
man’s nature has been made better by it. In trickery, cvasion,
procrastination, spoilation, botheration, under false pretences of
all sorts, there are influcnces that can never come to good . . . The
recewver 1n the cause has acqured a goodly sum of money by it,
but has acquired too a distrust of his own mother, and a contempt
for his own kind . .. Shirking and sharking, in all their varicties,
have been sown broadcast by the ill-fated cause; and even those
who have contemplated 1ts history from the outermost circle of
such evil, have been msensibly tempted into a loose way of letting
bad things alone to take their own bad course, and a loose behief

that if the world go wrong, it was, in some off-hand manner, never
meant to go night.

Thus, in the midst of the mud and at the heart of the fog,® sits the
Lord High Chancellor mn his Court of Chancery.

Remembering that ‘jarndyce’ was the old-fashioned pro-
nunciation of ‘jaundice’, we sec that the Jarndyce Case 1s
the case of man in the state of Victorian society. The kind
of law that is the metaphor here is Equity (which can im-
prison for contempt of court) and is concerned with the
concept of and search for true Justice; 1t is not the kind of
law featured 1n Pickwick and Copperfield as imprisoning for
debt and which is later to be used in Luttle Dorrit as the very
type of absurdity in administering injustice; nor is it the
symbol of the socicty represented by Newgate, that Dickens
finally arrived at for Great Lxpectations, a society, criminal

3 The association of le

gal processes with fog 1s already present
Puickunck Papers where the rascal ly lawyers are called *Dodson and Fogg?®

and are denounced eventually by their vicum Mr Pichwick as ‘mean,
rascally, pettifoggimg robbers’. *It 1s all summed up mn that’, he repeats,

173



DICKENS

or suitable speeches at public dinners, was not the Dickens
who wrote the novels or those parts (the most) of them
which make them works of art. When he created as a
novelist —and it is significant that he said that he could not
till he had ‘got up steam’ — 1t was to express a deeper level
of self than the journalist, actor, social friend or even, on the
whole, the letter-writer, drew upon. This should be axio-
matic, and prevent the Holloways of Eng. Lit. from citing
the non-novelist to ‘demolish’ triumphantly interpreta-
tions of the novels drawn from the text of the novels them-
selves by that method of intelligent and sensitive disci-
plined reading which lhterary criticism makes possible.
This applies to other novels than Hard Tunes, and perhaps
above all others to Bleak House, which has been so generally
accepted as a characteristically muddled piece of indigna-
tion (an attack on the law’s delays) on the dubious evi-
dence of Dickens’s remarks about his attitude to the laws of
England clsewhere and his preface to the novel itself. This
has led to arguments about whether the Lord Chancellor of
the novel was Lord Lyndhurst and shakings of the head over
the confusions of characters and events that could not be
contemporaneous and a general belief that Dickens’s object
in writing Bleak House was to get the Chancery Court re-
formmed Instead of an irrelevant, and indecd misleading,
preface? devoted to justifying the doing away with Krook
by Spontancous Combustion and the factual truth of the
Jarndyce case, Dickens would have done better simply to
have printed on the title-page: ‘These things are parables’.
The nature of the theme, of lus treatment of 1t, and the
structure of the novel, would then have been made

apparent . .
But anyway the wholc novel is set out so as to make this

2. Dickens 15 not the only novelist whose prefaces are hable to mslend.
Henry James often scams, by the ume he came towrite a Prcface, to ha;z
forgotten why he wrote the novel (this 1s p‘:rucu.larly cvident 1r} th
preface to The Awhward .1ge). Dicl ens did 1n fact dxsapprovt, of prelaces
on principle: ‘a book should speak for and caplam stselt’, he wrote.
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point inescapable for a sensitive reader. The nature of the
fog that emanates from and is concentrated in the heart of
London’s Chancery Court is indicated in the opening
chapter by the fact that the ruined suitors (Miss Flite and
thc Man from Shropshire) arc figures of fun to the lawyers’
clerks and merely nuisances to the lawyers and the judge,
and by the description of the Jarndyce case itself:

Innumerable children have been born into the cause . . . whole
families have inherited legendary hatreds with the suit ... no
man’s naturc has been made better by it. In trickery, evasion,
procrastination, spoilation, botheration, under false pretences of
all sorts, there are influences that can never come to good . . . The
receiver in the cause has acquired a goodly sum of money by it,
but has acquired too a distrust of his own mother, and a contempt
for his own kind . . . Shurking and sharking, 1n all their varieties,
have been sown broadcast by the ill-fated cause, and even those
who have contemplated 1its history from the outermost circle of
such evil, have been msensibly tempted into a loose way of letting
bad things alone to take their own bad course, and a loose belief
that if the world go wrong, it was, in some off-hand manner, never
meant to go right.

Thus, in the mudst of the mud and at the heart of the fog,? sits the
Lord High Chanccllor m his Court of Chancery.

Remembering that ‘jarndyce’ was the old-fashioned pro-
nunciation of ‘jaundice’, we sce that the Jarndyce Case is
the casc of man 1n the state of Victorian society. The kind
of law that is the mctaphor here 1s Equity (which can im-
prison for contempt of court) and is concerned with the
concept of and scarch for true Justice; 1t is not the kind of
law featured in Puckwick and Copperfield as impritonmg for
debt and whach 1s later to be used in Little Dorrit as the very
type of absurdity in administering injustice; nor is it the
symbol of the society represented by Newgate, that Dickens
finally arrived at for Great Exvpectations, a socicty, criminal
. The associauon of legal processes w i
ch%\.wd Papers where the rfscagy Iwyers 'i:'l: c{'(x)%(.: "1\1)2-(;;(1));] Tnd Ton

and are denounced eventually by therr vietim Mr Pickwick,
raseally, petirforging 10bbers’ ‘It s

and Fogg’
) as “mean
all sumnued up in that®, he repeats
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contains the remarkable description of the ‘place’ in
Lincolnshire, again unlike any carlier prose in Dickens’s
novels, delicate, forceful, beautiful and moving and again
telling 1ts message in suggestive and inescapable overtones:

The waters are out 1 Lincolnshire. An arch of the bridge 1n the
park has been sapped and sopped away The adjacent low-lying
ground, for half 2 mile in breadth, 1s a stagnant river, with melan-
choly 1slands n 1t, and a surface punctured all over, all day long,
with falling raimn The weathér, for many a day and night, has
been so wet that the trees seem wet through, and the soft loppings
and prumngs of the woodman’s axc can make no crash or crackle
as they fall The deer, looking soaked, leave quagmuires, where they
pass The shot of a rifle loses 1ts sharpness 1n the mosst air, and its
smoke moves n a tardy little cloud towards the green rise, coppice-
topped, that makes a background for the falling rain The view
from my Lady Dedlock’s own windows 1s alternately a Icad-
coloured view, and a view in Indian ink. The vases on the stone
teriace in the foreground catch the ramn all day; and the heavy
drops fall, drip, drip, drip, upon the broad flagged pavement,
called, from old time, the Ghost’s Walk, all might On Sundays,
the httle church i the park is mouldy; and the oaken pulpit breaks

out into a cold sweat, and there 15 a general smell and taste as of
the ancient Dedlocks m their graves .. . .

Boredom, depression, the absence of health, vitality and the
colour of life, are wrresistibly imparted here by the use of
language We note that the ‘shirking and sharking’® of the
previous passage 1s not exceptional, but illustrates a vital
and poctic usc of language characteristic of Bleak House, as
in the ‘sapped and sopped away’ here.

The plot, not altogether 1dentical with the theme though
not, as in Olwer Twrst, Nicholas Nickleby and The Old
Curwsily Shop, smmply wrrelevant to 1t and a nuwsance, 1s
Jaunched in the second chapter. High Society being also In
Chancery 15 mn effcct controlled by a legal mind too, Mr
Tulkinghorn, who is a solicitor to the Court of Chancery as
well as being Sir Leicester’s legal advisor. In fact, while the
Dedlock class think they arc autonomous, and employ and
patronize him (* ““He 15, of course, handsomely paid, and he
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her connexion with her fallen sister) is in the position of Mrs
Clennam, of having deprived the ‘ guilty” mother of her child
and deprived that child of a mother’s love and cherishing

The third chapter 1s another complete change, the first
instalment of Esther Summerson’s autobiography, taking
her 1n one superb, unbroken sweep from her first memories
to her introduction at the age of twenty into the court of
Chancer¢ and 1nto Chancery London — it is 1n ‘a London
particular’, as Mr Guppy classifics the fog for her, that she
arrives. The procedure being over, Esther and the wards in
Chancery confer:

‘And where do we go next?’

None of them knows: ‘We looked at one another, half
laughing at our being like the children in the wood® ~ the
Babes in the Wood of course wandered about lost until
they died of it. Miss Flite, to show them where they are
likely to end, appears on this cue - © “It’s a good omen for
youth, and hope, and beauty”,” she says, ¢ “when they
find themsclves in this place, and don’t know what’s to
come of 1t . I was a ward myself I was not mad at that
time,” curtscying low, and smiling between every little
sentence “I had youth and hope. 1 believe, beauty, It
matters very little now Neither of the three served, or saved
me . I expecta judgment On the Day of Judgement. .

Pray accept my blessing >’ We note again the Shake-
spearean usc of language — the ‘served, or saved’. It is
surely evident how we are to take this We are being told
something about the human condition, and in a Shake-
speatcan mode, as we find when this section is completed
by chapter V. Miss Flite is a much more painful Ophelia,
wholly conceived 1n terms of her environment in time and
place ~ for instance, she has the lower-middle-class cling-
ing to gentlity, as we are shown when our three representa-
tives of youth, hope and beauty® (Esther, Richard and

5 Miss Flite’s reiterated ‘youth, hope and beauty’ is echoed by Mr
George in deseribing his abiding devotion to his officer Captain Hawdon,
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Ada), like the Three Kings of mediaeval wall-paintings
encountering Death in their path when riding out in the
pride of life, go out to explore London (‘A Morning
Adventure’) and meet Miss Flite again, with her ‘mincing’
manner: she takes them to her room and they realize why
she looks *pinched’: there aie no coals or ashes in her grate,
no spare clothing in her room and no food, and she says:

‘I am sorry I cannot offer chocolate. I expect a judgement
shortly, and shall then place my establishment on a superior foot-
ing. At present, I don’t mind confessing to the wards in Jarndyce
(in strict confidence), that I sometimes find it difficult to keep up a
genteel appearance. I have felt the cold here. I have felt something
sharper than cold It matters very little. Pray excuse the introduc-
tion of such mean topics.’

The pathos of gentility in such circumstances, which'/repl e-
sents a truly heroic clinging to self-respect and as such an
achievemnent of the human spirit that Dickens has no desire
to ridicule, is extraordinarily touching, and comes from the
imaginative centre of a true novelist. But it is only one
element in the tragedy Miss Flite incarnates. There are her
birds, with their significant names, by which we are told
something more painful still about the human condition 1n
a Chancery world and with a deadly irony:

‘I began to keep the little creatures,” she said, ‘with an iject
that the wards will readily comprehend. With the intention of
restoring them to liberty. When my judgement should be given.
Ye-es! They die in prison, though. Their lives, poor silly things,

who, he says, ‘had been young, hopeful and handsome 1n the days gone
by’ and ‘went to ruin’ Iike Miss Fhte and Richard, and, 1t 1s 1mphec},
this 1s the fate of mankind n general ‘i Chancery’. In the novel’s
present Captain Hawdon 1s the wretched, degraded, Nemo ﬂic law-
writer, who kills himself with opium and 1s thrust into a pauper's mas;
grave, having become nobody. The elegiac note that characterizes Blea
House1s sounded at the announcerment of Richard and Ada’s engagement.
‘So young, so beautiful, so full of hope and promise. they went hghtly
on through the sunlight, as therr own happy thoughts might then be
traversing the years to come, and making them all years of brightness.
So they passed away nto the shadow, and were gone.’
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are so short 1n comparison with Chancery proceedings, that, one
by one, the whole collection has died, over and over again. 1
doubt, do you know, whether one of these, though they are all
young, will ive to be free! Ve-ry mortifying, is it not?’

This is spine-chilling. Yet Miss Flite’s peculiar tone, idiom
and speech-habits are never forgotten. The Shakespearean
poctic — for 1f this is prose it is prose which serves the pur-
poses of poetry — continucs throughout the chapter, Miss
Flite explains that she  “can’t allow them to sing much for
(youw’ll think this curious) I find my mind confused by the
idea that they are singing, while I am following the argu-
ment 1n Court. And my mind requires to be so very clear,
you know!”” * This is self-explanatory (though not allegori-
cal but having a more subtle suggestiveness of another level

of meaning). More sinister aspects of the Chancery socicty
are then introduced to us:

‘I cannot admut the air freely,’ said the httle old lady; the room
was close, and would have been the better for 1t; “because the cat
you saw downstairs ~ called Lady Jane — 1s greedy for their lives,
She crouches on the parapet outside for hours and hours. I have -
discovered’ whispering mysteriously, ‘that her natural cruelty 1s
sharpened by a jealous fear of their regaming their liberty. She is
sly and full of malice. I half believe that she 1s no cat, but the wolf
of the old saying It 1s so very difficult to keep her from the door.?

The last touch of horror is added when Krook himself
(nicknamed the Lord Chancellor and his rag-and-bone
shop the Court of Chancery) adds:

‘When my noble and learned brother gives his judgement
they’re to be let go fice,” wmking at us agamn ‘And then,’ he
added, whispening and grinning, “if that ever was to happen —which
it won’t — the birds that have never been caged would kil ‘em.’

This casts 2 meaningful hght back on Richard’s ‘cheerful®
voice just previously saying to Ada* ‘So, cousin, we are
never to get out of Chancery!” when they found themselves
by accident back at their mecting-place of the day before.,
Krook's pleasure (‘grinmng’) at the idea that the wild
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birds would kill the caged ones 1f they ever got out, proves
that this 1s true of the human species too: this scems to
rule out any hope in Nature or human natwe — Dickens
was not at all inclined to take comfort in the belief that
savagery may have something to teach civilization, he had
no weakness for man in a state of nature. His hope for man-
kind is intimated in the novel, and is lus faith in the human
spirit which can show such other traits pitifully struggling
for survival in those as battered by existence as Miss Flite,
Jenny and Liz, and Jo of Tom-all-Alone’s who though he
don’t know nothink can feel gratitude and so 1s ‘not quute
in outer darkness’. We may reflect that Miss Flite’s name
doesn’t merely suggest madness (‘flighty’) but 1s related to
the ‘flight’-of birds.® Flying is after all what characterizes
birds, and the bird 1s an ancient symbol for the soul. The

6. Dickens constantly uscs the symbol of the caged bird, and m such
a Blakean context that one would be inchned to believe that he must
have becn acquainted with Blake’s Iyrics Particularly *The Schoolboy’
in Songs of Expertence, wich 1s so close to the Bhmber scction of Dombey
and Son — which has a Blake-hke lynic 1n prose as a separate cnding to
the novel, summanzing the theme' the new generation of Dombey
children are wandering ‘free and stirring’ on the beach Blake's enquiry®
‘How can the bird that 1s born for joy sit 1n the cage and sing?’ 15
repeated 1 the history of hittle Paul who 1s described piming 1 hus room
at Dr Bhmber’s as ‘breasting the window of lus solitary cage when
birds flew by, as 1f he would have emulated them, and soared away’ ~
probably the first form in which the idea of Miss Fhte’s birds was
concerved by Dichens However, I notice one even earlier, when the
wretched boys, relcased by Squeers’s imprisonment, escape from Dothe-
boys Hall, some young children who have no homes to go to are 1n even
worse plight at bemg loose, ‘frightened by the solitude’ (cage birds
mndeed') of whom ‘ One had a dead bird 1n a little cage, he had wandered
nearly twenty miles, and when his poor favourite died, lost courage, and
lay down beside him.’ More exphcitly, when the grown-up David
Copperfield passes Salem House, his old school ‘I would have given all
I had, for lawful permussion to get down and thrash him (tf’lc head-
master), and let all the boys out like so many caged sparrows Esther,
after the break-up of the only home she has known, goes off to school 1n
a stage-coach with her bird-cage at her feet, having buried her doll‘ asa
sign that her childhood 1s ended Arthur Clennam’s mother was The
singimg-bird kept 1n a cage’
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devoted cnemy of the birds, the cat of the twin Lord
Chancellor, is of course the Law, and we are confirmed 1n,
or reminded of, this identification when we get to Mr
Vholes who, when preying on Richard, ‘glances at the
official cat who is patiently watching a mousc’s hole’ with
his (Vholes’s) ‘hungry eyes’ ~ “official’ is good!

The purpose of these experiences of Chancery London 1s
that the three young novices shall ponder them. They arc
all orphans, and Esther something more forlorn, illegiti-
mate; so they arc appropriatc material for Dickens to
choose for exposing to the mercies of life 1n his time (succeed-
ing Ohver Twist, Paul Dombey, David Copperficld but —
no longer children) An important part of these new experi-
ences has been Krook’s account of the sufferings in Chan-
cery and the consequent suicide of Tom Jarndyce, Ada and
Richard’s grandfather, to which, says Esther, ¢ “ We listened
with horror . to hearts so fresh and untried, it was a
shock to come 1nto the inheritance of a protracted misery?’?
~ to realize, in short, the human lot The cousins’ summing
up in this dialogue 15 central to the theme of the novel*

‘Quite an adventure for 2 morming in London?!” said Richard,
with a sigh. ‘Ah, cousin, cousin, 1t’s a weary word, ths Chancery!’

‘It 15 to me, and has been ever since I can remember,’ returned
Ada. ‘T am grieved that I should be the enemy — as I suppose I
am ~ of a great number of relations and others; and they should
be my enemics — as I suppose they are; and that we should all he
ruming one another, without knowing how or why, and be 1n
constant doubt and discord all our hives It seems very strange, as
there must be right somewhere, that an honest judge 1n real carnest
has not been able to find out through all these years where it 15 °

‘Ah, cousin!” said Richard ‘Strange, indeed! all this wastefiy]
wanton chess-playing s very strange. To sce that composed Court
yesterday jogging on so serenely, and to think of the wretchedness
of the pieces on the board gave me the headache and the heart-
ache both together. My head ached with wondermg how ¢t
happened, 1f men were neither fools nor rascals; and my
ached to think they could possibly be either. But .
Chancery will work none of 1ts bad influences on us,’
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Tt is not therefore the Law as such, but the laws of human
natute and the socicty that man’s nature has produced as
the expression of our impulses, that constitute what John
Jarndyce calls “the family misfortune’, What rightly dis-
tresses Ada 35 the realization that merely by being boin
they arc encmies in the struggle for existence - which the
laissez-faire socicty of course did nothing to mitgate; hence
the stress laid on the fact that the wide variety of people
concerned mn the Jarndyce casc have been born into it
willy-nilly, and, like Miss Flite’s symbolic birds, ‘dic in
prison’. When Richard dics on learning that the Jarndyce
casc has collapsed because the costs have absorbed the
whole cstate (this is Equity!) Miss Flite, ‘weeping’, ‘gives
her birds their liberty®. The pomnt presumably is that she
has given up expecting a Judgment in her favour —~ the
occasion on which she had intended to release the birds -
realizing now that she will have to wait for that till the Day
of Judgment (which she has hitherto confused, being mad,
with the court judgment) because there is no justice ob-
tainable in this world.

The idea of Justice in this higher than legal sense of
Equity is scen in Bleak House as the overwhelming desire of
all men who are not basc and which transcends all other
considerations — Miss Flite has been driven mad by it and
Gridley is killed by his frantic determination to have justice
in this world, instcad of resigning himself to suffcring -
justice but practising charity like the wiser John J a.rndyce-
Gridley’s demands for justice had led to his being i~
prisoned for contempt of court. He seems ‘a mad b}ﬂl to
the ordinary man and to the lawyers a joke, but he 1s pre-
sented in heroic terms by Dickens: he is given a dymng testa-
ment which sounds hke that of the herocs of Pugrim's
Progress because he would not accept that injustice is tpe law
of the land and has worn himsclf out in fighting tlfl@ nertia
that maintains injustice: A

“But you know I made a good fight for 1t, you know I stood up
with my single hand agamst them all, you know I told them the
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truth to the last, and told them what they were, and what they had
done to me.’

He had explained earlier:

‘It 15 only by resenting them, and by revenging them mn my
mind, and by angrily demanding the justice I never get, that I am

able to keep my wits together . . . If I did restrain myself, I should
have become mmbecile.’

This is akin to the later statement by Daniel Doyce ex~

plainmng why he does not give up the mvention he can’t
get the government to take up:

‘It’s not put mnto a man’s head to be buried. It’s put nto his
head to be made useful You hold your life on the condition that

to the last you shall struggle hard for 1t. Every man holds a dis-
covery on the same terms’ -

Dickens was also an angry man in the face of the system, and
while he recognizes, by way of Gridley’s case, that his
anger and heat may be looked askance at, he knows that
hke Gridley 1t keeps him from being an ‘imbecile’ in the
sensc that a Skimpole or a Conversation Kenge is one, and
that to struggle hard to defend your knowledge of what is
valuable is not the htigating spirit but its opposite, the
defence of values. Richard goes on repeating that ‘there
must be truth and justice somewhere’, but his mistake 1s in
expecting to find 1t in the company of lawyers, who instigate
htigation. Nevertheless, Richard also 1s a kind of tragic
hero, for Dickens is saying that it 1s only by keeping alive
the belief in justice that we can be fully human (that there
is ‘such a thing as principle’). Hence Miss Flite’s anguished
crys  “There’s a cruel atltraction n the place. You can’t
leave it. And you must eapect.”” > Man lives 1n the ‘expecta-
tion” of justice and his desire for 1t has created the law, but
human nature being what 1t is, this has in practice produced
(typically) lawyers with their (inevitable) vested interests
and Wiglomeration, represented by the Lord High Chan-
cellor “1n the midst of the mud and at the heart of the fog’,

The conception of England in Dombey and Son as mercan-
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tile London and Commercial Man, or of Utility England
and Economic Man in Hamd Tumes, is altogcther less sinister
than Dickens’s vision of the Bleak House that man the
lingating animal has built himself and must live in (‘Bleak
House has an exposed sound’). For litigating is shown to be
the primary instinct, leading us, as Ada saw, to ‘our all
ruimning one another without knowing how or why’ since
everyone’s mnterests place him i enmity to everyone clse,
even though we are all relations. Thus 1t will be seen that
practically everyone i the novel (down to the wretched
inhabitants of Tom-all-Alone’s — which is in Chancery and
can’t be knocked down and rebuilt because of the Jarndyce
Case) 1s in some way 1nvolved in 1t through no fault of his
own, apart from the lawyers who are involved in it wilhingly
because they make their living by keeping the system going
and so are more completely of 1t than anyone clse. But an
important point in Dickens’s parable 1s that those who are
not mvolved willy-nilly in the Jarndyce case are gratuitously
involved in litigation, erther literal or metaphoncal, of
their own making. .
Hence ‘The Boythorn and Dedlock Wars’ — two neigh-
bours, Mr Boythorn and Sir Leicester Dedlock, each of
whom has ample means to live happily at peace with man-
kind, are engaged in private litigation over a trifling piece of
land that neither wants, on principle since 1t 1s a r{ght of
way; that is, merely as an expression of their instinct of
antagomsm. And not only will neither yield to reason nor
allow arbitration, both are determined to fight 1t out regard-
less of expense and the fact that they are as neighbours
habitually put to social embarrassment and to un-Christian
encounters in Church. In chapter XVIII Esther describes
in detaill Mr Boythorn’s delectable home (‘formerl}r the
Parsonage-house’) and Paradisal garden alongside which 15,
we are told, ‘the terrible piece of ground m dispute where
Mr Boythorn mamtamed a sentry’, also a fierce bulldog,
man-traps and spring-guns; he threatens trespassers with
personal chastisement and legal prosecution (What in the
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last novel was invented to endow Miss Trotwood with an
amusing eccentricity has, by a characteristic development
of Dickens’s process of working out ideas, become part of a
sertous and central argument.)

Mr Boythorn, though chivalrous, high-minded and
personally gentle, is given to a ferocious mode of talking.
This appears when he first comes on the scene as not in-
appropriate in cxpressing his detestation of Chancery, yet

‘But how do you and your neighbour get on about the disputed

right of way?’ said Mr Jarndyce. ‘You are not free from the toils
of the law yourself.’

‘The fellow has brought actions agamst me for trespass, and I

have brought actions against lum for trespass’ returned Mr Boy-
thorn. ‘By Heavens! ...

Each of the antagonists, with all his virtues, prides himsclf
on his strength of character, a form of egotism which
Dickens identifies in the course of the novel as the main-
spring of the lingating impulse. Thus we see that litigation
is the essential characteristic of fallen mankind (the legal
system 1s as old established as England itself, says Con-
versation Kenge), the form that Original Sin may be said to
take in the condition of mankind described by Malthus and
later to be claborated and extended by Darwin as the
struggle for existence.

Richard has concluded that they are like pieces on a
chess-hoard, helpless and moved about in ‘wretchedness’,
though, he says, that would be understandable only if men
were cither fools or rascals and he cannot bear to believe
that they are either. But thus is in his generous and hopeful

_youth ~ he is straight from school when the novel opens; his

own history 1s to show how of his own free will (Diekens
believes we have some measure of free will and therefore
moral responsibility) he is mvolved 1n Chancery toils —
degraded to its nature, thinking in accordance with 1tg
perverted logie, allowing its system which denies disin.

terestedness in any man to determine his conduct (*Don’t
o 185
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you see he is an mnterested party? . .. I must maintain my
rights’, he says of John Jarndyce) and to alter ‘all the
colours of his mind’ ~ merely as the nevitable process of
growing older and going out into the world Esther recog-
nizes the change m him by asking sadly- ‘Are division and
anmimosity your natural terms, Richard?’ when he has ex-
plamed that mn the days when he was friendly with John
Jarndyce ‘we were not on natural terms’. He becomes one
of Miss Flite’s birds that (‘poor silly things’) die in prison
Even Esther 1s involved: she obscrves that Krook’s cat
‘looked so wickedly at me, as if I were a blood-relation of
the birds upstairs’ - she is indeed, for Nemo the law-writer
who lodges upstairs 1s one of them and her unknown father.”
The plot is almost identifiable with the theme m Bleak
House, though it 1s not till Great Expeclalions that we sce
Dickens has made an elaborate plot become the complete
and wholly necessary exemplification of a theme

Thete are other gratuitous warfares going on in the novel
beside the Boythorn-Dedlock affair. Marriage 1s seen as one
form of it as often as not. worthy Mr Snagsby’s pros-
perous life is made almost intolerable by a suspicious
domineering wife (whom he tries to placate, and to persuade
into her proper role, by calling her ‘my lttle woman’),
while 1n the lower orders the men (‘our masters’, the brick-
makers’ wives call them) brutahze their wives. At .th?
bottom of socicty is Jo who expects to be, and 1, ‘chivvied
by everyone. The Smallwced family all hate each other
even more than they hate everyone else Charley and
Guster, servants, are viclimized by thewr employers (unlike
Dedlock menials) until Charley 1s rescued by Mr Jarndyce.
Lady Dedlock and her sister have been separated by pride,
litile Esther’s childhood has been made wretched by moral

» Dickens has dispensed with the drabolical, all eval mn Bleal House 15
1n certain human mstincts that his form of society sanctions and mnsiitu-
tionalizes The Devil 1s an unnecessary concept I<rook remarks to Mr
Tulkinghorn of Nemo ‘They say he has sold himself to the enemy ;’but
you and I know better — he don’t buy.’ .
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prejudice (*Morality, Heavenly link!’ as W. S. Gilbert
wrote ironically of the spirit of the age); the snobbery of
Pedigreec makes old Mrs Woodcourt try to stop her son’s
love-match with Esther; Mr Tulkinghorn hates women,
and all the philanthropists are at loggerheads. The refusal
to sentimentalize is a distinctive feature of Bleak House and
most remarkably so in an area where Dickens has hitherto
been most liable to this weakness: Mrs Blinder of Bell Yard,
interviewed by Mr Jarndyce enquiring afier Neckett’s
orphans, admits that the other lodgers and neighbours (poor
but socially sensitive) objected to lum, on the grounds that
*“It is not a genteel calling” *, so that when he died his
children didn’t get as kind treatment as they otherwise
might have had. ¢ “Similarly with Charlotte. Some people
won’t employ her because she was a follerer’s child; some
people that do employ her cast it at her; some make a merit
of having her to work for them, with that and all her draw-
backs upon her, and perhaps pay her less and put upon her
more.” ” Here is human nature not merely as the struggle
for existence has formed it but with an added meanness
and where the poor and uneducated show the same odious
traits as the genteel. (This soaal unit of Mrs Blinder’s Bell
Yard, which appcars only once, is the prototype of Mrs
Plornish’s Bleeding Heart Yard, with its fatal hankering
alter the genteel, and which plays an important part in
Lutle Dorrit, another instance of Dickens’s creative habit of
rethinking some casual or mnor invention and making it
significant in a later context.)

This is how we are inducted into the theme and mode of
what 1 find the most impressive and rewarding of all
Dickens’s novels, the most various and consistently lively
in style of wiiting and composition. Bleak House has very
Iittle indeed to be wnitten off as below the level of the bulk
of it or incompatible with the best of it What scems to mc‘;

most remarkable of all, the greatest tribute to Dichens’s
creative pow ers — something more than fertility can account
for ~ is that the Tolstoyan Datid Copperfield should in a
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couple of years be succeeded by the Dostoicvskian Bleal
House. But it was the success of David Copperfield in a new
mode that, after the initial diop in sales, made Dickens
able to take another and yet higher flight with confidence;
it had given lum status as well as greater financial 1eward,
and he carried his public upward with him cach time. Thus
he wrote to a friend: ‘It (Dleal Ilouse) is an cnormous
success; all the prestige of Copperficld [which is very gicat]
falling upon it, and raising its circulation above all my other
books. I am very much interested, having just writien No.
1V - and look forward to good things whercof the founda-
tions arc bult.’

-

11
Optung Out

Having established his theme in the first five chapters and
hegun to show its working out, Dickens then logically pro-
ceeds to enquire whether it is possible to opt out of the
system or in any other way to vanquish‘ it. How can we
preserve oursclves from its corrupting influences? It 15
pretty obvious that Dickens didn’t think that orgamzed
religion in his time offered much help and 1s anxious to
show why (uscless I’'m afraid for Mr Cockshut to scold him
for not being an Anglo-Catholic). Miss Barbary was a
devout church-goer of the Evange}xcal type, sternly puri-
tanical and cruclly misguided (Dickens cleax:ly held) in
attributing hereditary guilt to a child, in which Shf.: was
representative — there are plenty of other such religious
characters in Victorian fiction, and the Rev. Mr Brc'>c.klzi
hurst in Jane Eyre was 1dentified with his real-h'fe orl%}nl 5
by many readers. Mr Chadband represents the inner 1g1d
and Chapel culture,® Mrs Pardiggle High Anglicanism-an

8 Those who would write off Mr Chadband as a slanficrous ﬁ;ilg::
and his 1diom as too grossly nonsensical even for a‘canc?;udrg,d i
remember that Leonard Woolf, disgusted with the verlaxf:ge of M leton
Murry’s spiritual utterances mn The Adelpht, once mixed sentenc
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the class superiority that went with it; the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel, like Mrs Jellyby, can sce
nothing nearer than Africa, and Allan Woodcourt’s well-
meant attempt at instructing Jo on his death-bed 1o repeat
as a talisman a prayer Jo can’t possibly understand is not
sentimental but ironical in effect and, I think, in intention,
since it is followed by the indignant and generous outburst
with which Dickens ends the chapter (XLVII). The willage
church can’t reconcile Mr Boythorn and Sir Leicester who
are at war all the week. Dickens, a gospel Christian rather
like Tolstoy, as witness his will, looked upon religious in-
stitutions as separating men and as hostile to the spirit of
Christianity.?

Mr Jarndyce who has himself successfully opted out from
the Jarndyce case, steadfastly practising a generous dis-
interestedness, has tried various idealisms to circumvent the
system for others One attempt had been to put his money to
the use of the philanthropists, but he has learnt the hope-
lessness of that — they arc only fostering their own egos,
howcver they lay out the money. He has been more suc-
cessful 1n using his money to save Esther and to make a

phrases of Chadband’s with passages from Murry’s unctuous prosc and
defied the reader (successfully) to distinguish the two. Morcover, research
has shown that Chadband’s is only a slight caricature of the customary
idiom of purveyors of improving and spiritual ideas at that date,
9 Dickens’s Will as printed by Forster 1 an appendix (o the Life
cnds*
‘T rest my claims to the remembrance of my country upon my
published works, and to my friends upon thur expenence of me 1n
addition thereto I commt my soul to the mercy of God through
our Lord and Baviour Jesus Christ, and 1 exhort my dear children
humbly to try to gwde themscves by the teaching of the New
Tcstament in its broad spint, and to put no fauth in any man’s
narrow construction of 1ts letter here or there.’ .
Dickens himsclf was considered as a valuable unifying Christian influence
through his novels, by many of his contemporaries, since he opcrated a
highest common factor of Christian attitudes and 1mplied valucs without

actiyating the aggressive forces that resided n the different practices of
worship,
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home for her and the other orphans, his cousins Richard
and Ada: but he cannot for all his good heart and wisdom
save either of these last from misery and blight. We are not
told where the money comes from, that enables him tostand
fzu-dessus-de la mélée; this would be a weakness in the novel if
it were not shown that his money has not availed except i
Esther’s case.

Like Conrad, Dickens does believe in the discipline of a
profession that demands disintercsted service (the opposite
of the profession of the law). Mr George and the Bagnets
are admirable if simple-minded pcople formed by army
discipline. But the detective, Mr Bucket, who hunis out
the truth of things, 1s nevertheless in the service of a bad
system, which he cannot afford to question or think about
Though shrewd, kindly and all-knowing, he 1s also morally
simple-minded, as witness his concern for the dying
Gridley whom he has comec to arrest and whom he can
only try to help by offering as consolation encouragement
to go on braving the law, thus Dickens shows very neatly
and with some humour (of the wry kind that characterizes
Bleak House) that the good fechngs Mr Bucket exercises
whenever possible are merely paradoxical in his position
and are constantly being disconcerted by the nature of the
material he has to work in. Faced with the hopelessness of
the system he is helpless, as we see in the dialogue arranged
for tlus purpose with the brickmaker’s wife m Tom-all-
Alone’s who thinks her baby would be better dead:

“Why, you ain’t such an unnatural woman, I hope,” retu

Bucket, sternly, ‘as to wish your own child dead?’ ,
‘God knows you are right, master,’ she returns. ‘I am not
“Then don’t talk n that wrong manner,’ says Mr Bucket, moll-

fied agamn. ‘Why do you do 1t?’
She explains that the sight of the children round her and
their mevitable fate is the cause-

“Think of the childien that your busmess lays with
often, and that you see grow up?!’
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‘Well, well,” says Mr Bucket, ‘you train him respectable, and

he'll be a comfort to you, and look after you in your old age, you
Lnow.’

The irony of offering this prescription to anyone living in
such conditions and such a world needs (and gets from
Dickens here) no comment2® Mr Bucket’s ‘Well, well!’ is
an admission of the usclessness of his simple morality in the
face of the undeniable facts that the woman has forced him
to recogmze for once, of which he never voluntarily accepts
the mmplications. Mr Bucket with his domestic felicity, his
fondness for children (when respectable) and the strict
scparation of his everyday good-heartedness from his blood-
hound professionalism, is the precursor of the concept of the
Split Man that Dickens is fecling his way towards with Mr
Bucket. It is to be dcliberately launched with Pancks 1n
Little Dorrit, and claborated as Wemmick in Great Expecia-
fions (nothing to do with Jekyll-and-Hyde morally dual
man, whom Dickens originated i Edwin Drood’s uncle, the
cathedral choirmaster and haunter of opium-dens).

The medical profession, which it may be remembered
came well out of the first chapter of Dombey and Son, is here
put forward by Dickens as the type of disinterested service
to humanity that is needed! to counteract the Chancery
fog. Allan Woodcourt therefore, who is shown as full of
humanitarian classless feeling in his treatment of the brick-

10. If we remember the comparable dialoguein The 0ld Curiosily Shaop
between the magistrate and the two mothers, one of them of a deafand.
dumb boy, which 15 conducted n rhetorical stage terms and s merely
an unconnccted eprsode dropped into the novel arbitranly and inserted
as something overheard by accrdent, but not comprehended by, Litule
Ncll, and then forgotten, we can sce both how much more of an artist
Dickens now is and also how he trusts the reader ~ or how far he can now
afford toignore the himitations as readers of much of his public, Dicke

in 1860 wrote to Willue Collins *You Lknow that I always contest .ons
disposition to give an audience eredit for nothing, Yo

1 ¢ which necessa
mveh es the foraing of points on their attention® arily
11 For the Victorian novelists’ use of the jdea of ¢t
i e doct
medienl raence ¢ Appendix A or and
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makers’ wives, Miss Flite and Jo, and at Nemo’s death-bed
possessed of a humanity conspicuously lacking in Mr
Tulkinghorn and Krook who arc there too, as well as lack-
ing in the beadle, coroner and others at the inquest, 15 even
shown as onc to whom heroism comes natural in a ship-
wreck. His sense of vocation and persistence in it against
poverty are held up (explicitly by Mrs Bayham Badger) as
a contrast to Richard’s lack of such necessary qualities
It is thercfore proper that the novel should end with Allan’s
appointment as a public health doctor — medical service in
the public interest and not for private gain — and should
marry Esther who exemplifies (and convincingly incarnates)
sclfless love and fully human sympathy. This is the limted
hope for a futurc that may bring the defeat of the hitigating
spirit which has its roots in the claims of egotism, Dickens
has shown — Esther’s marriage offsets the defeat of Ada’s
There 15 something more on the credit side and more of
optimism in the marriage of Esther and Allan Woodcourt
cven though still in a (new) Bleak House than in Lattle
Dorrit’s marriage with Arthur Clennam of the firm of
Doyce, Clennam and Pancks in Bleeding Heart Yard,
though Arthur and his wife are blessed in each other, fhcy
have no hope of making any impact on their world of ‘the
arrogant, the froward and the vain’ who will continue to
make ‘their usual uproar’. Bleak House 1s fortunate in
coming mid-way in Dickens's development before his scene
darkens and thins. . ..
Woodcourt is not the only representative of medicine, the
healing art, in the novel. There 1s also the surgeon for whom
he works, Mr Bayham Badger, whom we may take as at.
ludicrous figure because of his subservience to the 1nnoceé1
vanity of his wife; but we should be wrong, for even she
can serve as mouthpiece for some serious considerations
Dickens thus continues the technique he practlsed sQ suc-

cessfully in Daud Copperfield of appearing to write merely
to divert the reader while really pursuing a serious-c¢il [
Thus Mrs Badger notices Richard’s lack of the sensé ©
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vocation for medicine because, as her hushand points out,
¢ “her mind has had the rare advantage of being formed by
two such very distinguished public men as Captain Swosser
and Professor Dingo™ °, her two previous husbands. She is
therefore able to point to the Captain’s maxim, ‘that if you
only have to swab a plank, you should swab 1t as if Davy
Jones were after you’ (a maxim which, Mr Badger says,
applies to all professions) and to Professor Dingo’s reply
when accused of disfiguring buildings with his geological
hammer, “that he knew of no building save the Temple of
Science’. No doubt Dickens felt that literature as he him-
self practised it was like the navy, science and medicine in
requiring to be pursued in the spirit of these maxims, which
he undoubtedly personally endorsed, and that all are
citadels of disinterested service to humanity!2 in their

12. Dickens approves as a class of soldiers, sailors, and doctors, who
are all protectors, whercas he sces lawyers, most schoolmasters and
officers of the then local government (especially beadles) and of Victorian
religion (especially self-appointed chapel mimisters) as preying on society
or the psyche In Bleal House we note Esthcer, the sensitive and enquiring
consclousness, speculating that Richard’s having been cight years at
Wmnchester and spending them largely m making Latin verses as an
end 1n 1tself and learning nothing much besides, may be responsible for
his unsatisfactoriness — because ‘having never had much chance of
finding out s/hat he was fit for’ ~ ‘1 wondered whether Latin verses often
ended in this’ Dickens however took pams to follow Dr Blimber’s
cramming academy by the favourable picture of a Dr Strong’s and 1n
Our Mutual Friend pays tribute to the function of the pansh clergyman
and his wife Dickens has a wcll-thought-out sclective eriticism of his
society and docs not use his remarkable powers of ridicule and satire
irresponsibly — perhaps the toue sign of great art It would 1 any othe
age than ours be unnccessary to pomnt this out, but 1n the world of
Kingsley Amis ~ he 35 a portent, since TEVICWETS In 5Cr10Us quarters and
academic critics are visibly unwilling or afrawd 1o make adverse judge-
ments on his productions — this 1s not akxiomatic It is worth pointing out
here, as throwing nto relicf Dickens’s achicvement, that all that now
consututes what Colendge deseribed as the clersy, our only bastions
against barbarism, arc the consistent and systematic objects of Amis'
animus* in turn his fictions have taken as targets for demigration the
umversity lecturer, the ibraran, the man of letters

, the serious novelist,
the-grammar-schoolmastcr, the learned socictics, the social worker, I
> H
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different ways. He sces them as combating the claims of the
assertive ego that has produced the litigating or competitive
society. ‘ Public men’ in this sense are the very opposite of
public women hke Mrs Pardiggle, Mrs Jellyby and the
betrothed of Mr Quale.

Associated with the idea of doctor, scientist and naval
officer is the idea of the gentleman, to which Dickens de-
votes a good deal of systematic attention in Bleak House,
clearing the ground for Great Expectations where the idea is
shown to have fallen on evil days and to be, as in the
Marshalsea in Laitle Dorrit, a source of corruption. Dickens
created the figure of Sir Leicester Dedlock deliberately to
embody the qualities he believed, as a Radical, objection-
able, but at a deeper level, and in spite of himself, what as an
artist he could not help feeling to be valuable. Sir Leicester
therefore inevitably exhibits Dickens’s ambivalence, which
is conveniently visible in the initial introduction of him 10
chapter II:

Sir Leicester Dedlock 1s only a baronet, but there is no mightier

baronet than he. His family is as old as the hills, and mfinitely

more 1espectable. He has a general opinion that the world might
thout Dedlocks. He

get on without hulls, but would be done up w1

would on the whole admit Nature to be a good 1dea (2 Iittle low,
perhaps, when not enclosed with a park-fence), but an 1dea de-
pendent for 1ts execution on your great county families. He 15 2
gentleman of strict conscience, disdamful of all littleness and
meanness, and ready, on the shortest notice, to die any death you
may please to mention rather than give occasion for the least
impeachment of his integrity- He is an honourable, obstmat
truthful, high-spiuited, mtensely prejudiced, perfectly unreason”
able man.

. . . T is
Sir Leicester Dedlock is seen as ridiculous as regards h

the parson, and I gathe”

t
used to remark that he would i fime get to des mahing the

from the reviews that his last novel does Dichens, best dussociate
careful discrimmnations that I've noted, also took care to e ole)
himself from two kinds of wrters — the amateur and aesthete (Shmpo

and the man occupying Ammis’s positiont — Henry Gowan. ‘
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false idea of his importance and that of his class in a world
that has no longer any use for an aristocracy as such — we
see in due course that he has been quietly superseded,
without his being able to recognize it, by Mr Rouncewell,
the mill-owner and banker and inventor of industrial
machinery, in every spherc but ‘the world of fashion’;®
the parable is wittily completed by making Rouncewell
the son of Sir Leicester’s housckeeper (who 1s not proud of
him but apologetic). Sir Leicester is also obsessively un-
democratic and doesn’t even think much of Nature when
natural, preferring it to be landscaped in a gentleman’s
park when, of course, it is fenced ofl from the public Here

13 Disraeh m Comngsby (1844) provided Dickens, I feel sure, with the
situation represented by Sir Leicester and the ironmaster wath his private
bank, 1n hus similar antagomsts the superb clderly Marquess of Mon-
mouth and the wealthy Lancashire manufacturer Mr Millbank Though
they have no personal confrontation Millbank wins an clection for his
candidate agamst the Marquess’s simlarly, by his encrgy and speeches,
also sets up his family 1n an estate neighbourmg the Marquess’s Mill-
bank has similar ambitions to Rouncewell’s for his children- his ¢ opinions
were of a very democratic hent” so he “sent his son to Eton, though he
disapproved of the system of education pursued there, to show that he
had as much night to do so as any duke in the land He had, however,
brought up his only boy with a due prejudice agamst every sentiment
or institution of an arstocratic character > Disrach presents Millbank
with the same mixture of respect and a httle amusement as Dickens
daes Rouncewell, but his attitude to Monmouth 1s much more ope of
firm rejection than Dickens’s to Sir Lescester Dedlock, for Disracly
while appreciating the grand style and the high development of indyvi-
duality that the old amstocracy achieved, understood that its basis was
amoral and heartlessly selfish, and this he exhibits with wit, subtlety
and controlled disgust, n a quite Stendbaban way, Disracl m thug
novel also as Dickens does, attacks ‘the idolatry of RCSPCCtabxhty’ and
there is a gentleman who fecls the cast wind when made mora]l; un-
comfortable, Iike John Jarndyce. Basic to Conmgshy even more than to
Bleak House 15 the 1dea of playing off the still-wealthy and proud land
owner who has lost his political power with the passing of pock t-
boroughs, agamst the new-rich manufaéturer.banker’ equall p ccI ct-
conscious and proud of a superionity of achievement which d ct}c,nnass.
him to usurp the privileges of the effete aristocracy, their battle- ind
being mevitably the clections for Parbament ground
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Dickens’s tone and style noticcably change slightly. The
confident humour expressed in the robust alliteration and
slang (‘done up without Dedlocks’) gives way to a more
sensitive and complex sentence which ends scriously, and
we sce in the various accounts in the novel of Chesney Wold
that Dickens was acsthetically very sensible of the man-
made beauty of the estates of the ‘great county families’, to
which his own powerful feeling for order and the beauty of
utility must have made him partial. And we are therefore
not surprised that Dickens shows he is weakening 1n the
attitude he has taken up so blithely at first to the great
landowner, whom it was evidently his intention at the out-
set to treat as something 1n a museum in a glass case, or 2
waxwork figure to be pointed at, and characterized as
extinct. But now, with ‘a gentleman of strict conscience,
disdainful of all littleness and meanness® the figurc comes
alive and must be respected. Dickens, the artist now, 15
veracious and generous in admitting that the gentleman
ideally stood for values that the industrial England of Mr
Rouncewell (who is allowed his own business virtues of
punctuality and keeping his word, which are not h,owevil‘
the same thing as ‘integrity’ and ‘strict conscience’) can’t
afford, and that the law-courts and lawyers are shown
simply to despise. Nevertheless, Dickens recollects that an
aristocrat is committed to a code of honour which in the
modern world is a ridiculously inappropriate way ©

settling disputes: he is touchy and fights duels, therefore he
is not the ideal enemy of the litigating society. ‘(WG a}:e
presently told that her part in the: Jarndyce case “was t t(:'
only property my Lady brought him’ and far from objec r

ing, he approves of the institution of the Court of Chr:mcerj}’

holding that to listen to complaints about the system WOU_SC

be to encourage some persons in the lower classes tOBf)'I ¢

up somewhere like Wat Tyler’.) The .chlva.lrot‘xs Mlt' tge

thorn expresses his willingness to decide his .nght (‘)w1th

disputed land by single combat with Sir Leicester !

any weapon known to mankind n any age or country”-
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Thus it is demonstrated that the gentleman is an anachron-
ism, though Dickens stresses the delicacy of fecling and
chivalry to women shown by both Sir Leicester and Mr
Boythorn which is forcign to a Rouncewell. In the alter-
nately arranged adjectives in the last sentence of this
introductory description of Sir Leicester we sce the Dickens
scales oscillating and ending by registering rejection: a
gentleman has his virtues — a pity we can’t any longer
afford them — but his drawbacks render him impossible,
An aristocrat is ultimately onc who won’t compromisc
(‘perfectly unreasonable man’) and can’t thercfore be
fitted into the-world of middle-class enterprise and in-
stitutions, This is recognized perhaps by the consistent and
intentionally irritating use of ‘my Lady’ in naming Lady
Dedlock throughout the novel, an address demanding
subservience. :

Yet Dickens, as regards Sir Leicester, carries on' this
debate, and in the same open-minded manner: Sir Leicester
and his sct arc retrograde politically, we are shown, and
want to run the country in the interest of their own clasg
and by personal influence. Pocket boroughs having been
abolished, they bribe the clectorate (Sir Leicester’s embar-
rassment when Volumnia innocently clicits this fact is
revealing) — yet Mr Rouncewell’s candidate gets into Parlia-
ment largely through Mr Rouncewell’s influence and
speeches, Chesney Wold and the country-house way of life,
alleged to be insufferably boring, is Lady Dedlock’s punish-
ment for having married a man twenty years older than
herself when she had previously had a lover, the father of
her child, who still filled her thoughts, we gather. Yet
Chesney Wold is beautifully ordered with contented ser-
vants and retainers and scems comparatively idyllic when
measured against all the other places m the novel ~ eyen
Mr Jarndyce’s home has the brickmakers’ country slum at
its doors. We have only {0 accompany Jane Austen on the
trip to Sotherton (in Mansfield Park) to get the real fee} of a
way of hiving that js a dead conventionality with jts empty
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ptide and an air that suffocates with boredom. Jane Austen
of course knew a great deal more of country houscs and the
old aristocracy than Dickens, but in over-formal Mansficld
Park and its owner the pompous, kindly Sir Thomas
Bertram, we get something like that blend of the msuffer-
ab.lc and the mvaluable that Dickens incarnates almost m
spite of himself in Chesney Wold and Sir Leicester Dedlock;
and for the same reason. (Probably Dickens had 1cad Jane
Al‘lstcn by now — he hadn’t, we know, at the time he wrote
Nicholas :Nzc/clcb_y — and he may have got inspiration there.
If not, it is interesung that he had made an identical
ana.lysis ) Dickens 1s aware of this complexity enough to try
to investigate it, and finds it fascinating; this occasions
some of his loveliest and most unusual prose descriptions
}vhcrfz, in an cffort to express adequatcly what he feels, his
tmagination is fired to a poctic intensity by the beauty,
dignity, decorum and continuity that the great house
represented.l? The carlier Dickens novels show m several
ways the prevailing influence on Dickens of the 18th century
of Hogarth, Swift, Gay and Smollett; in David Copperfield
and Bleak House these are seen to have lost their ascendancy
and more sophisticated influences are felt to be present —
Shakespeare, Jane Austen, Disraeli, and incontestably here,
also, it scems to me, Pope — the Pope of the Moral Epstles,
and particularly of Epstle IV, ‘On the use of Riches’.
(We know Dickens read and admired Pope )

Though the second chapter 1s given up to the Dedlocks
and a verbal view of Chesney Wold in the ram, it is not tull
chapter VII that we get there, the family being still absent
Dickens’s first criticism 1s that there is a want of imagina-~
tion in the Dedlock class, that there is not ‘any super-

14 It is noticeable that Dickens makes up for this inconsistency by
stressing the defects of the Dedlock caste — satirizing poor harmless
Volumnia, the dandy cousins, the Coodle and Doodle factions, and by
providing a comic caricature of the gentleman n his great days (George

I1V’s) 1n old Mr Turveydrop, the bogus representative of Deportment
who throws a satiric hght on the genuine Grand Style of Sir Lexcester

himself.
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abundant hife of imagmation on the spot’ and that Sir
Leicester even when present ‘would not do much for it in
that particular’ ~ this is very intcresting smce it is also Jane
Austen’s imphcit criticism of the life at Mansficld and
Sotherton Dickens goes on to enquire,into the possibility
of a superior life of the imagination in the domestic animals,
poultry and wild life, entering into their possible feelings
and suggesting that they are no more hmited than the
people who tend them and work on the estate, a feudal
entity, whose thinking is done for them by their master.
The house itself is really the housckeeper’s, who shows
visitors over it, treasurcs the family traditions, and lives

solely in her devotion to the idea of the Dedlock family (she
1s never ridiculed):

She sits 1 her room (in a side passage on the ground floor, with
an arched window commanding a smooth quadrangle, adorned
at regular intervals with smooth round blocks of stone, as if the
trees were gomg to play at bowls with the stones), and the whole
house reposes on her mmd. She can open 1t on occasion, and be

busy and fluttered, but it 1s shut up now, and lies on the breadth
of Mrs Rouncewell’s sron-bound bosom, m a majestic sleep.

This 1s a surprising kind of writing of which there is a great
deal in Bleak House, and rccognizable as characterizing
the novel, yet it is hard to describe its umque effect, poetic,
non-rational without being whimsical, alive with humour
without bemng arch or playful, suggestive of metaphorical
imphications, and with moving overtones. Mrs Rounce-
well’s limitations are not avoided: she secs everything, as in
duty bound, through Decdlock eyes, her discomfort at
having produced a son who, as a mechanical genmus, is
felt to be mimical by Sir Leicester and banished to "the
iron country farther north’, and who, having become 2
rich iron-master, holds anti-Dedlock pohtical views is
communicaicd with wit and a light touch. The presenc’c of
Sir Leicester at Chesncy Wold brings out hig virtues an
cxcellent master, though proud and lofty in his ideas he 1s
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- more than courteous and always shakes hands with Mrs
Rouncewell as a mark of his genuine attachment to her, a
personal relation that Dickens shows later is impossible
between the self-made mill-owner and his “hands’. (Later
we learn Sir Leicester feels a personal bond with George,
her younger son, too.) Dickens, however, grudges crediting
the Dedlock class with having created or supported a real
civilization and shows Sir Leicester in his study as habitu-
ally contemplating the backs of his books (Dickens had the
library of Timon’s villa in mind, I imagine).

One of the most telling points in favour of the Dedlocks
is scored in one of the best scenes of social comedy in the
novel (chapter XXVIII) when the iron-master, his own
housekeeper’s son, beards Sir Leicester in his own drawing
room, over the question of removing Lady Dedlock’s maid
Rosa for a quick course in higher education to fit her for
becoming Mr Rouncewell’s daughter-in-law. Mr Rounce-
well, it then appears, though self-educated, and his wzf:c
likewise, is proud of having risen socially and expected his
children to rise by marriage higher still*(in the new fluid
society which Dickens in general backs against‘tbe caste
system) ; he explains that these are the usual ambitions and
feelings of the new class to which he belongs. Dickens does
not actually comment on this — he is not one to make even a
hero say, as George Eliot’s Felix Holt does, that a man owes
something to the class he was born into and should help it to
rise too if he is lucky himself ~ but there 1s an unspoken
reflection; Dickens certainly leaves the mpression that a
society represented by a Mr Rouncewell’s ideals is open to
serious criticism. And this 1s borne out by.the great scene,
a set piece, in chapter XL, when Mr Tulkinghorn tells the
i k know that he has found
story designed to let Lady Dedloc ! v
out her secrets. The alleged ‘fellow-towr.lsman Of. !
Rouncewell’s (who is described as being in the posmgn
Mr Rouncewell would be in if he had known.Of La );
Dedlock’s past) takes the girl, his daughter, who 1s a grea:
lady’s protégée, away ‘as if from reproach and disgrace
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when the discovery is made: like Little Em’ly Lady Ded-
lock would be considered a source of contamination to
young girls by the Rouncewell class. But Mr Tulkinghorn’s
insolent fiction 1s more than a notification to Lady Dedlock,
it serves to sound the company’s moral reaction, which
turns out to he wholly opposed to the automatic response
based on the hourgeois theory that women can be divided
into the pure and the fallen. Volumnia refuses to entertain
the possibility of such a history at all, Sir Leicester ‘ gener-
ally refers back in his mind to Wat Tyler’ (thus forccasting
his indignant reaction when Mr Bucket tells him that the
late Mr Tulkinghorn had entertained suspicions of Lady
Dedlock), while ‘The majority incline to the debilitated
cousin’s sentiment, which is in few words — ““No business —
Rouncewell’s fernal townsman.” *-As so often, the throw-
away line disguises, without detracting from, the mtended
scriousness of the content, and is here made more effective
by the contempt conveyed by the languid cousin’s drawl.
Thus we sce that Dickens saw in the Great House class an
alternative moial code to the crucl blanket morahty of
Victorian public opimion, made by the new dominant
middle-class; the upper class weie capable of personal
Judgement and would stand by their own, 1efusing to allow
the bourgconsie to apply therr rules to its members, We are
mvited to admure the moral courage and independence
shown herc exphcitly when (in chapter LIV and subsc-
quently) Sir Leicester does behave accordingly when the
scandal about his wife 1eaches hum and she, mistakenly,
takes fhght. Iromcally, this was unnccessary, we leain
When the disclosure of her “guilty’ past is made to him, he
declares unequivocally that he bas nothing to forgive and
thinks no less of lus wife than before (as she did not belong
to Ius class by birth she could not know this, but 1ok her
Jine from her rehigious sister who had cast her off for her
“sin’). Dickens ends the chapter of the disclosure by thice
paragraphs of plain, unthetorical prose which enter with
the most delicate unaginative insight into the feelings of the
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unhappy clderly gentleman who has suffered a series of
shocks to all he believed in and felt most deeply, and is
succumbing to a stroke and paralysis from it. He sces his
ptivacy and family pride exposed to vulgar scandal, but he
feels only for his wife as the suffercr, since he is capable of
real, personal, unselfish fecling:

It 15 she who, at the core of all the constrained formalitics and
conventionalities of his life, has been a stock of living tenderness
and love, susceptible as nothing else 1s of bemng struck with the
agony he fecls. He sces her, almost to the exclusion of himself,
and cannot bear to look upon her cast down from the high place
she graces so well,

And even to the point of his sinking down on the giound,
obhvious of his sufferings, he can yet pronounce her name with
something like distinctness 1 the midst of those intrusive sounds,
-and m a tone of mourmng and compassion rather than reproach.

It 15 i kecping with this use of Chesney Wold that the
penultimate chapter of the book is given up to an elegy on
the passing of the great house 1 the Victorian Age, which
Dickens sees as the victory of the iron-master over the
gentry (‘the great old Dedlock family is breaking up’) —a
lament for the human loss this means:

The greater part of the house is shut up, and it is a show-house
no longer . . . Closed in by night with broad screcns, and lumi~
nated only mn that part, the hight of the drawing-room seems
gradually contracting and dwindling until 1t shall be no more . ..
Thus Chesney Wold, With so much of itself abandoned to dark-
ness and vacancy . . . with no family to come and go, no ViIsitors
to be the souls of pale, cold shapes of rooms, no stu of l}fe about
it; — passton and pride, even to the stranger’s eye, have died away
from the place mn Lincolnshire, and yielded 1t to dull 1epose.

It is Dickens the artist, the poet, who mourns the loss of
¢ passion and pride’, which only can be nourished b}’r s‘uch a
cultural context,1® and who sees that ‘dull repose’ is the

15 Dickens’s view of the nature and function of an aristocracy here

n
remarkably like Yeats’s, who saw the great house as the Creatllxmcli at_hc
home of proud, passionate, violent men who thereby noursne

arts and msprred artists to creativity.
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death of the spint which the light of the drawing-room had
formerly kept alive. A parallel tribute to this is that George
Rouncewell rejects his brother’s offer of a post in his works,
preferring personal service to Sir Leicester who needs him
and whom he also needs Sir Leicester, who started as a
butt, ends in pathos and dignity and is like Gridley in
representing that moral courage which in our Chancery
world is heroism However, he is still at war with Boythorn
~ ‘the quarrel goes on to the satisfaction of both’ to the last,
reaffirming Dickens’s original point that the idea of the
gentleman cannot lead us out of Chancery, perhaps led usin.

But, Dickens has asked himself, there is yet another
professional man, the artist. What does the practice of the
arts imply ? Skimpole, unnecessary to the plot but essential
to the theme, was created as a means of testing the popular
idea of the practitioner of the arts (any of them — he com-
poses a little, paints and draws, sings and plays, writes
verse and is a man of sensibility, also a gifted talker). After
the theme has been systematically advanced 1n the first five
chapters, Dickens takes the three children of this world
away from Chancery London into the country, through
what seems to be idyllic countryside and to a paradise of a
home (chapter VI, ‘Quite at Home”). There is however 2
serpent in this paradisc As soon as they are installed the
theme is taken up again with the worthy John Jarndyce’s

opening: ¢ “There’s no onec here but the finest creature
upon carth — a child.””’

‘1 don’t mean hterally a child,” pursued Mr Jarndyce, ‘not a
child in years He 1s grown up — he is at least as old as T am — but
in simplicity, and freshness, and enthusiasm, and a fine guileless
maptitude for all worldly affairs, he 15 a perfect child.’

We all flt that he must be very interesting.

The formulation is iromic, What has hitherto heen for
Dickens an uncritically accepted Romantie image of child
hood is now exposed to criticism (as I noted i i

ts -
casily reconsidered in the form of David being un

Copperfield’s
203



DICKENS

dangerous innocence) ~ the criticiom being  intimated
through the ‘innocent’ enthusiasm of Mr Jarndyce It s
thus suggested that the idea of a grown-up child - an adult
who has never matured - is the reverse of valuable.

‘He is 2 musical man; an Amatcur, but might have been a Pro-
fessional. He 15 an Airtist, too; an Amateut, but might have been
a Professional. He 15 a man of attamnments and of captivating
manners . . .’

Dickens is particular to specify at the outset that Skimpole
is essentially a dilettante — no professional musician or
artist could be a Skimpole; Dickens of cowmse was. and
prided himself on being, thoroughly professional n all his
undertakings. And by now Dickens, the author of Dombey
and Copiperfield, had ceascd to find satisfaction solely in his
‘inimitable’ powers as entertainer, humoursst and so forth,
realizing that his self-respect depended on his being an
Artist, his status that of serious novehst with a responsibility
10 his art (“the art that he holds in trust’ as his own noble
formulation ran when in his obituary notice on Thackeray
he rebuked him for irresponsibility). How, he must now
have been asking himself, how to justify the profession of
writing novels in this Bleak House, a world bursting with
sin and sorrow, where men are 1n Chancery ? While D}clcens
is not ready with an answer, he 1s clear abqut what he is not-
as a novelist he 1s not a Skimpole, who is an Amateur, a
dilettante, and something even worse. Skimpole, essentially
an entertainer in private life, is also an actor and nothing
clse; singing for his supper, always acting a part, he has no
real self; a parasite, he has no sense of responsibility eithe
as an artist, a husband or parent. Skimpole 15 not of course,
as used to be claimed, Leigh Hunt, except in the corE
veniently happy temperament which Dickens borrowed
and the appropriate appearance (which had to I?e tone
down by the artist to avoid trouble). Except 1n his claims
to be childlike Skimpole is a recogmzable later Victorian
type, an aesthete, who systematically substitutes aesthetic
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reactions for human ones. Henry James’s Gabriel Nash (in
The Tragic Muse) might be Skimpole’s brother, and he hike
Skimpole is something of an Oscar Wilde without the vice.
Skimpole already uses the paradox as a means of explaining
the principles he follows in his practices.

What 15 truly remarkable about the conception of Skim-
pole is not merely that Dickens predicted the aesthetic
movement through him — the signs were there already to
be read by an acute observer of the literary and social scene
~ but that Dickens who, we are so frequently assured by
Dickens specialists, had no powers of thought, should have
gone straight to the centre of the Skimpole case and exposed
its philosophical basis — not as such but by the novelist’s
truc art of dramatizing it. Skimpolc’s style of amusing,
playful fantasy which refuses to be serious and therefore
cannot be easily reprchended since only a prig would be
hostile to such a butterfly, is mantained throughout, as in

his opening apologia, which even flutters from 1dea to idea
mn a butterfly movement:

‘I covet nothing,” saxd Mr Skimpole in the same hight way
‘Possession 1s nothing to me. Here 15 my friend Jarndycee’s ex-
cellent house. I feel obliged to hum for possessing 1t. I can sketch
it and alter it. T can set 1t to music When I am here, I have suffi-

cicnt possession of 1t, and have neither trouble, cost, nor responsi-
bility.

This subjectivism seems harmless and delightful, but on it
Skimpole erects a technique of flattery he is necessary to
society as an exponent of beauty, he argues, and therefore
those practical worldly people who can’t of course feel
exquisitely like himself are indebted to him and are in the
enviable position of owing him a living:

‘I envy you your power of doing what youdo .. I almost feel
as 1f you ought to be grateful to me, for gwing you the opportumt
of emjoymg the luxury of generosity I know you like it For an Y
thing I can tell, I may have come nto the world cxpressly for tﬁ-
purpose of increasing your stock of happiness,’ etc, . °
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Esther, the truly sensitive 1ecording consciousness of the
book, notes that ‘Of all his playful spceches (playful, yet
always fully meaning what they expressed) none secemed to
be more to the taste of Mr Jarndyce than this . . . We were
all enchanted.’” Skimpole is more plausible as an object for
Jarndyce to lay out his money on than the philanthropists.
Listher soon realizes that Jarndyce blinds himself to the ugly
truth about Skimpole because he needs to believe that 1t is
possible to beat the system, that Skimpole has successfully
opted out of it. ‘I thought I could understand,” wrtes
Esther, ‘how such a naturc as my guaidian’s, experienced
in the world, and forced to contemplate the miserable
evasions and contentions of the family misfortune, found an
immense relief in Mr Skimpole’s avowal of his weaknesses
and display of guileless candour’, ‘to find one perfectly un-
designing and candid man . .. could not fail to give him
pleasure.” Keeping to his piinciples, on his first meeting
with the young people Skimpole fleeces them; taken with
them to Bell Yard 1o sce the desolate orphan children,
Skimpole’s ‘usual gay strain’ grates on us as outrageously
inappropriate to the occasion (chapter XV.) This has been
brought about partly by Esther’s natural sympathy for
the heroically sclf-reliant little creatures and pa_rtly by
bringing in Gridley who in spitc of his own genuine and
decply-fclt grievances against hife has shown active helpful~
ness to the children. All Skimpole can produce is an affecta-
tion of sympathy, a display of egotism:

‘Hesaid . . . he had been a benefactor to Coavinses; that he Ifad
actually been enabling Coavinses to bring up these‘ charmmg,
children in this agreeable way developmg these sacial virtues:
Insomuch that his heart had just now swelled, and the tears had
come into_his eyes, when he had looked round the room, and
thought, ‘I was the great patron of Coavinses, and lus hitle com-
forts were my work!’

We are therefore ready on Skimpole’s next appearance
for a complete exposure of his theory of life, his phﬂOSOP}}Y
and his apologia. This is managed wholly dramatically 1n
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chapter XVIII by taking them all down 1o the Chesney
Wold neighbourhood and bringing Skimpole up against his
opposite, Boythorn, a man of convictions that he is always
ready to put into practice energetically, and whose excessive

energics are always channelled into violent expressions of

principle, 2 man proud of the fact that he is always in deadly
earnest. As Skimpole points out, this is liable to make him
disagreeable, and for Skimpole it is axiomatic that ‘every-
body’s business in the social system is to be agreeable. It’s a
system of harmony, in short.” To which Boythorn makes the
very relevant objection: ¢ “Is there such a thing as principle,
Mr Harold Skimpole?* *. Skimpole’s reply is that he doesn’t
know what such a thing is.

Dickens has been a good deal accused by academic and
literary Skimpoles of being characteristically (that is, self-

indulgently) angry, but it seems not to have been noticed -

that in comparing the angry men Gridley and Boythorn
with Skimpole in the setting of their Chancery world he has
defended himsclf adequately, by showing the contemptible
nature of the man who plays for safety and comfort, Skim-
pole ends this protracted argument with Boythorn by a
full and candid statement of the aesthetic and solipsistic
position which he systematically adopts. He has candour
here, in not shrinking from the conclusions that will strike
the average man as morally objectionable:

‘Enterprise and cffort,” he would say to us (on his back), are
delightful to me. I believe I am truly cosmopolitan I have the
deepest sympathy with them I hie m a shady place like this, and
think of the adventurous spirits going to the North Pole, of pene-
trating to the heart of the Torrid Zone, with admiration. Mer-
cenary creatures ask, ‘What 1s the use of a man’s gong to the North
Pole! What good does it do?”’ I can’t say; but, for anything I ¢can
say, he may go for the purpose — though he don’t know 1t ~ of
employing my thoughts as I hie here, Take an extreme case Tak
the case of the Slaves on the American plantations, T daresay th :
arc worked hard, I dare say they don’t altogether 1 el

ke it, I dare

say theirs 1s an unpleasant experience on the whole; but they
3
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people the Jandscape for me, they give it a poetry for me, and pe:-
haps that is onc of the pleasanter objects of their existence. I am
very sensible of 1t, af it be, and T shouldn’t wonder i 1t were!’

This is surcly as brilliant an intcllectual exercise for the
purposc as a novel could show, somecthing wc are more
accustomed to thinking of as Peacock’s forte. The cxplana-
tion exposes itself. Other people don’t cxist for Skimpole in
their own right, and yet he demands their services since he
can’t, being a social parasite, exist without them Skimpole's
claim to preferential treatment is that as an aitist he /fas
scnsibility, and he nceds to feed it, we sce, but at the cost
of excluding human considerations (the Southern slave
issue was then very much in the public eye as well as the
ground for taking it as ‘an extremc case’ which Skimpole
agrees he is willing to face as the test of his position). He
1s therefore committed by lus theory of non-involvement, m
order to live agrecably, either to the most callous heartless-
ness, as to such issues as the slavery question, taking a Purel')’
picturesque view of them, or to an equally vicious self~indul-
gent sentimentality, as we see the next time I'le is brought on
the scene (in chapter XXXI). There Jo, with the fever on
him, is brought home by Esther and Charley to be hclped,;
Skimpole with his basic selfishness insta‘md}: objects to Jo’s
being brought in to infect them all- * “He’s not safe, YOI‘;
know.”’ > Skimpole has in fact had a training in medicine
but couldn’t be bothered to practise: he 1s an antl-doctqr
(we must remember the symbolic part played by the mec(lix-
cal man in this novel), refusing to operate the medical C?t e
of obligation to the sick. He advises turming Jo out - anif
all, other people don’t really exxst.for him - a'nd subseqtufinto
ly assists Mr Bucket in surreptitiously putting Jo 0111 11\ "
the nmight 17 When Esther returns from seeing Jo loo

f
16. This 1s very neat Skhimpole is tied into the thematic Sttxt.;clt:l;‘u;
the novel as a renegade doctor Cf, Kingsley’s Romantic poctasand e
Years Ago who deserted his medical apprenticeship for paetry
to a bad end, discussed in Appendix A .
17. If this 15 thought too much to beheve of even a Skimpole, we may

¥ -
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after she finds Skimpole ‘playing snatches of pathetic airs,
and sometimes singing to them with great expression and
feeling. When we rejoined him in the drawing-room he said
he would give us a little ballad, which had come into his

head, “apropos of our young friend”, and he sang one
about a Peasant boy,

“Thrown on the wide world, doom’d to wander and roam,
Bereft of his parents, bereft of a home”,

~ quite exquisitely. It was a song that always made him cry,
he told us?® It would hardly be possible to give a better
illustration of sentimentality.

We see him adapting his form of candour to flattering Sir
Leicester Dedlock:

Sir Leicester seemed to approve of this sentiment highly, ‘An
artist, sir??

‘No,” returned Mr Skimpole. ‘A perfectly idle man. A mere
amateur.’

Sir Lercester scemed to approve of this even more.

Here we have a fresh budding-off of Dickens’s thinking;
which is going to throw up Henry Gowan 1n a later novel.
Like Taine, in his Nofes sur I’ Angleterre, Dickens had noted
that in England, unlike France, artists had no accepted
social position based on recognition of their value to the com-
munity. In a utlitarian, puritanical socicty they were
looked at askance for various reasons and Dickens was sensi-
tive to status. The essential sign of a gentleman in the vulgar
mind was that he didn’t work for a living, and in rejecting
the title of artist in favour of being an amateur, Skimpole is
showing that he is a gentleman, to Sir Leicester’s approval;
Dickens notes this against both of them. In duc course one
sign of Mr Dornit’s contemptible snobbery is that he has
doubts about letting the apparently Bohemian Hen

Gowan paint his portrait unul he is assured Gowan is n‘(;};
remember \}’xldc shows 1n .T/le Pucture of Donan Gray that the acsthete
ic.)cs not, quite logically, shrink cven from murder s hjs comfort demands
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really an artist but a gentleman of good family. Dickens has
taken the case further with Gowan who 1s scen as the enemy
of all disinterestedness and hating the real thing, the artist,
Skimpole has talent and abilities but never finishes anpihing ~
having no real belief in the value of what he is doing or any
scnse of serving something oufside himself. Skimpole, his
charm gradually dispelled for us, fades out of the novel
leaving a bad taste behind him (exactly like Henry James’s
Gabriel Nash, who is played off in The Tragic Muse against
the man who has a real vocation as pamter). Skimpole’s
cpitaph is given to Esther by the, experienced Bucket.
¢ ““Whenever a petson proclaims to you ‘In worldly matters
I'm a child’, you consider that that person is only a-crying
off from being held accountable, and that you’ve got that
person’s number, and it’s Number One.”” > Skimpole then 13
in one aspect Dickens’s reconsidering in the context of social
responsibility the habits of Micawber (though Micawber
of course is not offered as an aitist); in another, he is one
stage in Dickens’s attempt to prove himself something other
than an entertainer, 2 demonstration that the writer 1s not
less concerned than others for his fellow-slaves but more,
not irresponsible and self-indulgent but peculiarly re-
sponsible in his understanding of ‘the family misfortune .
Dickens is saying that the artist must be “held accountable
in life and art, that these two are inseparable; sensibility
and taste can’t exist in a void, indifference to one’s fellows
means paying the penalty as an artist of sterility, refusal
- to make a stand on principle is to commuit an artist to
parasitism, to have no concern for justice is to be condemned
to triviality. Dickens shows himself now ready to assent to
Lawrence’s ‘I write for the race’, and writing Dombey and
Son, David Copperfield and Bleak House were his path to 1t.

210






DICKENS -

play, fun and make-believe, all of which Dickens rightly saw
to be essential toa healthy childhood. The Smallw ceds, justly
so named, are brought up to unenlightened self-interest
only, and figure as puppects in a Punch-and-Judy show kind
of entertainment, as awful warnings on the margin of the
novel. That Dickens had already the whole of the anti-
Utilitarian case ciystallizing in his mind ready for Hard
Times is shown Dby the development of the Smallweed
characteristics in the Bitzer direction too:

‘Been along with yow friend again, Bart??
Small nods.
‘Diming at his expense, Bart?*

Small nods again.
“That’s right, Live at his expensce as much as you can, and take

warning by his fachish enample. That’s the use of such a friend. The
only use you can put him to,” says the vencrable sage.

Esther however is fully human and framed to be a very
carefully complete study of what a sensitive child is made
into in such circumstances as are posited for her. Her aunt
is a very moderate version of a Murdstone; Esther under-
stood her to be ‘a good, good woman’ and that it was
Esther’s own fault that she was illegitimate, On her aunt’s
death she feels obliged to bury her doll, her only friend,
with tears —in a grave 1n the garden; it is Ieft to us to deduce,
since Esther doesn’t understand her action herself| that she
was showing herself obedient to the rule laid down for her
of “submission, self-denial, diligent work’. Esther, like Little
Dorrit the child with the stigma of prison birth, accepts her
lot without complaint or self-pity and is even excessively
docile, though Esther nonetheless suffers from the ‘wound’
she knew she had received in childhood, ‘the fault I had
been born with (of which I confessedly felt guilty and yet
innocent)” — the child’s confusion between what 1t 1s told it
should feel, and what it feels instinctively, could hardly
be better put. She undertakes to atone by being useful aEnd
trying to win love. Thus is explained her constanily noting
down comphments paid her and marks of affection shown

S
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her, which are to her necessary proofs that she has won the
right to be alive. Yet, ignoring the caie and the wonderful
imaginative insight it has taken to build up and maintain
Esther’s case, criticism habitually complains of her for
showing the traits that are proof of Dickens's indignant and
compassionate understanding of an aspect of the life of his
time that only a great novelist could demonstrate. Isther
can hardly belicve people when they tell her how useful,
pretty and lovable she 1s and writes it all down to be ablc to.
Esther has ncver been Pet or Baby to anyone and even in
Mr Jarndyce’s circle her excessive maturity 1s recognized
by nicknames like ‘Dame Durden’ and ¢ Little Old Woman’.

Esther has an interesting psychological consistency, and is
the more remarkable for being Dickens’s first successful
attempt at creating a girl from the inside ~ Florence Dom-
bey is convincing only in childhood and Agnes never at any
time. Esther is even a young lady too, so that to have
established her through autobiography is a real triumph for
such a thoroughly masculine writer. We know more about
Esther than any other young woman n Dickens’s novels
and she has more reality than any except Bella Wilfer (be-
fore Bella’s marriage). Esther is always truc to her own pecu-
liarities but they are not mannerisms; her individual sensi-
bihity is shown in her unusual sensitiveness to her surround-
ings anywhere and her quite personal descriptions of natural
scenery. Chapter 111, Esther’s first, is as a chapter one of the
very best Dickens ever wrote in a mode not committed to
satire (as the remarkable first chapter of Dombey 1s). Her
submissiveness makes her blame herself whenever as a child
she is unsuccessful 1n winning the affection she craves, but
she never enticizes the others, so that her submissiveness
becomes painful 10 us, as it was meant to. The psychology
of an 111ﬁ.gmmatc child of her time can never have been
caught with greater fidelity.*¢ She is intelligent through the

18 About ten years ago one of our most 1e8p

onstble new
printcd an article enquining about allegitimacy 1n Spapers

these post-Victo
times when no one believes i Miss Barbary’s religious horror 0??:‘
y 3 ]
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intensity of her sensibility but, unlke Pip, not morally timid
or weak. On the contrary, she demands respect by her
strength of character.and resourcefulness, which comes out
in .all h'er contacts with Mr Guppy, in her sympathy with
Miss Flite, Caddy, Jenny, Jo and any other unfortunates she
meets, and in her very natural self-compensation mn instinct-
1ve.ly mothering younger girls like Charley, Caddy and Ada.
Itis jn keeping too that she doesn’t allow herself to entertain
the idea that Allan Woodcourt is attracted by herself or
that she is entitled to love and marry hum, and that she
_should persuade herself 1t is her duty to refuse him 1n order
to marry her guaidian out of gratitude — this looks like
Dickens reconsidering the idea of the Strong marriage and
admitting his mistake there, for Jarndyce himself sees such a
marriage would be wrong and resigns Esther to a more
appropria\te husband. Esther has forced herself to burn the
treasured posy Woodcourt had left for her exactly as she
had buried the beloved doll in hér younger phase (One is
constantly surprised by Dickens’s persistence 1 ‘filling in’
Esther when he has so much else on his hands n this demand-
ing novel ) What 1s even more remarkable is Dickens’s
mmaginative nsight into her reactions to exceptional
situations, as when, her looks having been ruined by the
smallpox, she cannot bear to meet Ada 1n case she sees signs
in Ada’s face of being shocked or repelled; after steeling
herself to the meeting she hides behind the door at the last
minute When she learns from her mother the secret of her
birth her second reaction ~ the first having been to reassure
and corhfort her mother — is to relapse into the feehngs of
her childhood and wish she had never been born. While 1t 1s

and published an interesting coriespondence that ensued from many
wishing to give their own experience. This bore out surprismgly Dickens’s
msights One started. ‘I am illegitimate, and have been in social work
for 20 years, so I have had ample opportunity to study the problem I
have noticed one point above all whatever thetr background or expert-
ence, illegitimates seem to feel the need to apologize for thewr exust-

ence ..
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Dickens who had trcasured the anccdote of the village girl
who, though literate, follows her illiterate bridegroom in
making a cross instead of signing the marriage register, in
order not to ‘shame him’, it is appropriate that the novelist
should give it to Esther to tcll and comfort herself with
because it represents the delicacy of fecling?® which she
desires to find in others at this pomt, to support her in
her distress, against her fear of being shamed by those she
loves. All this and much more in Esther’s history is proof
that Dickens had the truc creative artist’s power of feeling
himself into and sustaining a character who is as far as pos-
sible from being himself But there is even more striking
testimony, in demonstrating that Dickens also understood
that such a naturc under such strains must develop signs of
psychic stress, and though Esther is not driven to the borders
of mama like Miss Wade, Dickens gives remarkably convine-
ing glimpses of her difficultics. When Esther has learnt that
Lady Dedlock is her mother:

Knowing that my mere castence a8 a hving creature was an un-
foreseen danger 1n her way, I could not always conquer that terror
of myself which had seized me when X first knew the secret. At no
time did I dare to utter her name. I felt as if I did not even dare
to hear 1t. If the conversation anywhere, when I was present, togk
that direction, as 1t sometimes naturally did, I tried not to hear it
~ I mentally counted, repeated something that I knew, or went
out of the room. I am conscious, now, that I often did these things
when there can have been no danger of her being spoken of; but

I did them in the dread T had of hearing anything that might lead
to her betrayal through me

Again, Dickens’s understanding of the relation between
dreams and the hidden truths of experience is shown in

19 That there is delicacy of feehing forms a considerable part of
Dickens’s reasons for any optimism being possible 1 the face of the
htigating nature of man, since sympathy and imagination are th,
counter-agents. In our Kingsley Amis type civilization ‘dehicacy’ b .
become a term of contempt with the mtellectual guardians of oyr c{xlt e
~ I note a school of Anglo-American reviencrs, ure

for instance
who sneer
at “debeacy’ as ‘a prototype Serutiny word of praise’ ’ sne
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A " . . .
Esther’s noting, without being able to say why, that she
always dreamt of the period of her life when she lived with
her aunt, and in her delinous drcams during her {ever:

Everythig else scemed to have retued into a remotc distance,
where there was hittle or no separation between the various stages
of my hfc which had 1cally been divided by years. In falling 1ll, I
scemed to have crossed a dark lake, and to have left all my ¢\~
periences, mingled together by the great distance, on the healthy
shore, ... While I was vey ally the way in which these divisions of
time became confused with one another, distressed my mind ex-
ccedingly. At once a child, an elda girl, and the little woman I
had been so happy as, T was not only oppressed by cares and diffi-
cultics adapted to cach station, but by the great perplexity of end-
Iessly iying to reconaile them. . . I labowed up colossal staircases,
ever stniving to reach the top, and ever turned, as I have seen a
worm 1 a gairden path, by some obstruction, and labouring
agamn ... that worse time when, strung together somewhere m
great black space, there was a flaming nechlace, or ning, or starry
crcle of some kand, of which 7 was onc of the beads! And when my
only prayer was to be taken off from the rest, and when 1t was such
an mexplicable agony and musery to be a part of the dreadful

thing.

This last dream is the onc that is representative of the
theme of the novel, a nightmaie version of what Ada and
Richard had debated at the beginning of the novel when
they had been inducted into the Chancery world where there
is no freewill except in moral decisions Esther can pray ‘to
be taken off ’ and not to be a ‘ part of the dreadful thing’ but
it is only by her love and sympathy that she can get off We
“are in Bleak House well on the way to the prison world of
Lauttle Dorrit where cach is locked mto his own appointed or
self-made cell, and to the still worse state of Pip in Great
Expectations who, wholly passive, has not even moral choice
until his world falls into ruins around him and he sees that:
he is tied hand and foot to the Newgate society by a contract
he never knowingly entered into. Esther’s sensibility 1s
unique m Dickens’s novels not only in being essentially
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feminine but 1n being different from the sensitiveness shown
by other unhappy Dickens children, even Little Dorrit, who
15 a working-girl and not a lady and whose experience is
limited to the society of the poor, and her possibilities of
action very circumscribed And Esther is mature, not inno-
cent with David Copperfield’s disabilities, her early ex-
periences having given her a precocious understanding of
the pamnfulness of ife and the cruelty of circumstance which
enables her to understand John Jarndyce’s kind of innocent
goodness and appreciate 1t and yet sce that it was as to
Skimpole self-indulgent and that Skimpoles need firm treat-
ment (which she can and does provide) Yet she has woman-
ly tact and, like the Ibsen of The Wild Duck, she sees that m
some circumstances 1t 1s better to let well alone, in accord-
ance with which she hopes that Caddy and Prince will
never see through Mr Turveydrop but go on believing 1n
him happaly since they will have to put up with him anyway.
Esther 1s not sentimentalized and as a good angel 1s alto-
gether more acceptable than Agnes, showing an advance
on that part of the previous novel. For Dickens 1s also pre-
pared to show us Esther’s imitations — her shrinking from
criicism of mothers (psychologically this 1s right, from her),
as in her attempt to stop Caddy from judging her mother to
have failed in her duty — Dickens is clearly on Caddy’s side
here — and her own cffort to deny her dislike of Mrs Wood-
court who 1s anxious her son should not be recogmzed by
Esther as a suitor.

It 1s necessary to insist on the success Esther represents for
the novelist since she 1s so important to the novel as the
registering conscrousness and has been consistently under-
rated by critics; it 1s she through whom we apprehend the
truth about Mr Vholes who 15 thus brought into the mode of
the book as not merely alegal shark, like Conversation Kenge
and Guppy, but 2 thematic presence. We might not rejoice
in Esther’s society ourselves but she is impressive as a similar
character, Fanny Price, is in Mansfield Park (another Iink
with that novel, and there is something incipiently Victorian
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about both Fanny herself and Jane Austen’s attitude to hér).
Thrqugh Esther, as through Fanny, we get a just appre-
hension of the other performers in her world,

' Esther is not the only case-history in Bleak House, since
it seems that Dl?kens had the intention of showing that such
a soctety warps its products (we are on the way to the disap-
pearance of the Romantic image of childhood and its
replacement by the sociologically realistic child produced
by our Bleak House, the Doll's Dressmaker). Mr Tulking-
horn 1s another masterly study in abnormality, though com-
pletel).r a hul:nan being ~ Dickens has outgrown the stage of
throwing up inexplicable monsters like Fagin, Quilp, Squeers
and Pecksniff. Yet Tulkinghorn, though all of a piece and
thoroughly accounted for, is commonly seen as a mystery
or an engine of melodrama. Actually, the only extraordinary
thing about him is the contrast between his public self and
his private self, that inner self which drives him; and while
his innocuous public self makes him seem neghgible to his
employers, the revelation of his private self is terrifying to
those who like Lady Dedlock stand in his way or arouse his
antipathies. He lives only in his sense of power, hating Lady
Dedlock for having more influence with her husband than
himself, and all women for therr role in life and that irra-
tional nature of theirs which he can’t control He has of
necessity to suppress both his pleasure in dominating and
his distaste for women, when with his employers, but relieves
himself when it is safe to exhibit these passions openly as in
bullying and torturing poor innocent George (because he
has dared to withhold hus specimen of Captain Hawdon’s
handwriting — this chapter is called ¢ The Turn of the Screw’
and George describes Mr Tulkinghorn as ‘a slow-torturing
kind of man®), and torturing Lady Dedlock with his know-
ledge of her past and his threats of exposing her to her hus-
band (though this is a bluff which she should have known he
would never dare to bring off since his position depended on
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keeping the secrets of the aristocracy - “as 1t were, the steward
of the legal mysteries, the butlet of the legal cellar, of the
Dedlocks’). He cheats and coarsely abuses the French maid
to the point of goading her into murdering him - if she
hadn't, someone clse eventually would have done, as Dickens
inumates by <howing the fateful Roman on the ceiling
pointing cternally to Tulkinghorn’s predestined end It 1s
only Dickens (before Dostoievsky) who would comprehend
that such a case as Mr Tulkinghorn invites murder. Con-
tent to move in the world 1n rusty black and never convers-
ing, he rests on his sense of power and if possible exercises
it discreetly even there, as when he cnjoys telling Sir
Leicester that Rouncewell has beaten him in the clection,
and in letting Lady Dedlock know in public that he has dis-
covered her past, with the hint- ‘I lcave you to imagine, Sir
Leicester, the husband’s grief.’ ’

There arc other family lawyers or lawyer-surrogates in
Victorian novels who have some of Mr Tulkinghorn’s traits
mn a milder form ~ one thinks of, among others, Mr Forrester
the agent of Trollope’s Duke of Omnium, Mathew Jermyn
the famuly lawyer of the Transomes in Felis Holt, with his
own knowledge of the lady’s guilty past, and Disracli’s
Baptist Hatton, m Sybil — all sccretive men of power who
manage their clients’ affaits to their own satisfaction — but
none has the dreadful consistency and desire to torturc of
Dickens’s creation here Dickens’s characters such as Boun-
derby and Tulkinghorn impinge uniquely on the reader
because they represent an essence, containing the essential
truth about some aspect of their society without being
diluted by all the messentials that make the characters of
other novelists more acceptably ‘lifelike’. Thus Mrs Gas-
kell’s mill-owner Mr Thornton in North and South (co-cval
with Hard Times) though first presented as rebarbative is
carcfully composcd of both good qualities and obnoxious
views about his “hands’ and the manufacturing ethos; even-
tually he is shown reclaimed by the herome and circums-
stances, and fit for her to marry. He has in fact all the
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attitudes and principles and most of the traits of the
Victorian mill-owner out of wluch Dickens has comp
his Bounderby, but Mr Thornton’s significant characteri
have been so diluted and so counter-balanced by b
qualities, to achicve authorial fairncss, that their
viciousness can hardly be apprehended. Dickens, by sc
ing the essence of the type, his unique characteristics,
then activating the character so formed in a contextw
brings out their significance with a startling degree of v
ness, lit up by sardonic humour, achieves a more impor
kind of success as art and criticism of life. (From instanc,
Francis Place’s Life it seems there were far more by
masters even than Bounderby in the carlier period.)
Turn to Mr Vholes and onc realizes the inclusizeness o
mode of Bleak House, which is followed by a triump
exclusive art in Hard Times, for Vholes represents a fei
creative brilliance in complexity, and in neither of the
ventions that determine Esther and Tulkinghorn; he 18
limited by psychological consistency or uniform presc
tion. He starts by being little more than a rhetorical |
ception to expose the true nature of, the new VictC
middle-class 1deal, respectability (in chapter XX
*Attorney and Client’), but just previously, in .ESd
first encounter with him, we get an intimation of his m\
ing in the general purpose of the novel: j

{
Dressed in black, black-gloved, and buttoned to the chun,
was nothing so remarkable in hum as a hifcless manner, and 2,
fixed way he had of loohing at Richard . .. and now I obs¢
that he was further remarkable for an inward manner of spea
... I never shall forget those two scated side by side m the!
tern’s ight, Richard, all flush and fire and laughter, with the:
m his hand, Mr Vholes, quite still, black-gloved and buttt
up, looking at him as 1f he were looking at his prey and chart
1t. I have before me the whole picture of the warm daik might
summer hghtning, the dusty track of road closed mn by hedger
and hugh trecs, the gaunt pale horse wath his ears pricked up,
the duving away at speed 1o Jarndyce and Jarndyce.
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Vholes in a Hogarthian satiric mode, but there is nothing
of the cighteenth-century satiric or of Hogarth’s moral
commentary on hi< age in these images.

Bleak: House thus has an cxtradrdinary imaginative
richness which is not just a matter of length or of showing 2
complete social world from the pinnacle of fashion to the
London slum and from the High Court of Chancery to
Chesney Wold. Tts greatness lies in 1ts genuine complexity,
variety that is fully controlled in the interest of a deeply-felc
theme without therchy being impoverished as Our Mufual
Friend maay be felt to have been. And yet the path Dickens
followed from Dombe;, to Hard Times and Little Dorrif passes,
as I've chown, through Dand Copperfield and Bleak Houze
necessarily, and without these two experiments he would
not have got there. There is a more profound and sober
understanding in Bleak House than in any previous Dickens
novel of the nature of living and the interaction of rnembers
of a society, though I can’t agree that the chain of cause and
effect that brings Lady Dedlock to her death in the clothes
of the brickmaker’s wife at the threshold of the paupers’
burial-ground is convincing: it is, however, fclt to be right in
the context of the novel, which is perhaps sufficient - reason
may baulk at it afterwards but the whole mode of the novel
undercuts 2 mercly rational reading. Is it made sufficiently
clear that Lady Dedlock is being punished not for a “guilty?
past but for being the pinnacle of an irresponsible society? 1
think so, for no one in the novel except the contemptible
characters or the unco’ guid has anything but compassion
towards her and Captain Hawdon, and herrelation with him
is shown as the only real life she had had Two genuine

10&*(:}‘3 were doomed to misery and disgrace, a tragedy fore-
casting Ada and Richard’s. Quite unambiguous and a more
subtle moral point is that Esther has to lose her looks for her
charity and humanity in taking in Jo and nursing Charley -
good intentions are irrclevant if one is part of a socicty based
on injustice and irresponsibility, making the point that
society 1s one and indivisible as regards infectious diseases
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at least. Carlyle had pointed this out by delaring in Past and
Present that in the lassez-faire state there was one sole link
between high and low: typhus fever. Kingsley two years
carlier in Alton Locke had found a novelistic form for Carlyle’s
idea by showing in his terrible account of the tailors’ sweat-
shops how typhus and other diseascs duc to the disgusting
conditions in which the tailors worked and lived were trans-
mitted to the well-to-do via the clothes made for them there,
and no doubt Dickens adapted this for his own purpose in
Bleak House. It1s impossible to read nineteenth-century novels
in bulk without coming to the conclusion, I find, that the
Victorian novelists rcad and used each other’s work quite
as frecly as Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists did theirs.
This was more or less recognized, the Early Victorian
novelists being inevitably the main source of ideas and
techniques. Thus Dickens wrote resignedly in a letter in
1852 about Uncle Tom’s CGabin: *She (I mean Mrs Stowe) isa
leetle unscrupulous in the appiopriatin’® way. I seem to sce
a writer with whom I am very intimate (and whom no-
body can possibly admire more than myseclf) peeping very
often through the thinness of the paper. Further I descry
the ghost of Mary Barton, and the very palpable mirage of
a scene in The Children of the Mist; but in spite of this, I
consider the book a fine one > We may also remember Thack-
eray’s fecling — of satisfaction, not resentment — that he
thought Dickens with David Coppe field had improved by
turning to domestic life and the history of a young man’s
difficulties and progress, by taking a leaf out of his book
(Pendenms, 1848-1850). I have argued in my introductory
essay to AMuss Marjorbanks by Mrs Ohphant (Chatto &
Windus) that George Ehot was mdebted to it for the new
tone and attitude to her heroine of Middlemarch, while Mrs
Oliphant had herself evidently arrived at the idea of her
“ Chronicles of Carlingford’ series, of which Miss Marjoribanks
formed part, by the success in the previous decade that
novelists had had with Cranford, Barchester and Milby

(the scene of the last of George Eliot’s Scenes from Clerical
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that neighbourhood  Such 1s the assemblage of armorial bearings
on coach pancls, that the Heralds’ College might be supposed to
have lost 1ts father and mother at a blow. The Duke of Foodle
sends a splendid pile of dust and ashes, with silver wheel-boues,
patent axles. all the last improvements, and three bereaved worms,
six feet high, holding on behind, 1n a bunch of woe All the state
coachmen mn London seem plunged mto mourning; and if that
dead old man of the rusty garb . ..

The absurdity of the parade of mourning without any real
mourners is not only a macabre joke, it is presented as
another instance of the Chancery way of life. Thus Dickens
is also able to let us savour the humours relevant to Sir
Leicester ~ who ‘repeats in a killing voice: “The young man
of the name of Guppy ?” " or (a hit at a Victorian character-
1stic) is ‘not so much shocked by the fact, as the fact of the
fact being mentioned’, those brought out by the colloquics
between Sir Leicester and Mr Bucket with his new classless
famuliarity which is without deference but 1s willing to
humour. ‘If there’s a blow to be inflicted on you, you
naturally think of your family. You ask yourself, how would
all them ancestors of yours, away to Julius Caesar — not to go
beyond him at the present — have borne that blow?’ and
the debilitated cousin’s ‘Haven’t a doubt — zample — far
better hang wrong fler than no fler.” The presentation of
Mrs Pardiggle is of the same order, with her voice that
impressed Esther’s fancy ‘as if it had a sort of spectacles on
too’, who ‘ pulled out a good book as if 1t were a constable’s
staff, and took the whole family into custody’ but who is
still less of a joke, for it is clear that it is she and her
kind who erected the ‘iron barrier’ which Esther was
‘ painfully sensible’ existed ‘between us and those people’
(the brick-makers whose homes Mrs Paidiggle is shown
invading). ‘

Mr Guppy has only to be compared to Dickens’s earher
examples of the Cockney-clerk model, such as Dick Swivel-
ler, to see that he is at least as entertaining but also a great
deal more than a joke: he is further illustration of the theme
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of the novel, and the amusing and the seiious aspects of
Jum are quite inseparable, from his first mtroducing him-
self mto Chesney Wold (when it is not open to the public)
m that 1diom Dickens handles so expertly: ‘Us London
lawyers don’t bften gct an out’, and his forcing himself
on Lady Dedlock to prise her secrets out of her to assist him
in mairying Esther, in order to advance himself in the
world, throughout his proposals and retractions of his pro-
posal to Esther i his characteristic mixture of legal jargon
and romantic clichés. Dickens is a master of the use of the
clichés of Romanticism (and unlike Mark Twain he sees that
they represent something more than an absurdity). The
Romantic and 1ts 1diom had indeed fallen on evil days and
into vulgar minds by mid-Victorian times Mostly a blend of
the tricks and sentimentality of Byron at his worst, Tom
Moore and Victorian drawing-room ballads, the language
of feeling and sentiment 1s used to amuse by Dickens with a
full appreciation of 1ts ludicrous nappropriateness to lus
Dick Swavellers, Young John Chiveries, Mr Moddles and so
forth of lowish hfe, and to sentimental young ladies like
Julia Malls. But 1n William Guppy’s use it sharpens a satire:
the sentimental idiom and professions never for a moment
prevent Mr Guppy from putting his business interests
first The lifelessness and artificiality of this jargon bring
out the remoteness of such sentiments from anything Guppy
really feels and is actuated by; the fact of such a meamngless
1diom being in use to express alleged feeling 1s proof that
such a society has no real feelings to express of this kind,
but that 1t has a desire to lay claim to a language of the
Jheart, because it is somehow aware that self-interest 1s not
enough, an unconscious recognition of a fact on which
Dickens’s optimism 1s based. Only a Bitzer, constructed by
the novebst for the purpose of showing the impossibility of
a human machine actuated solely by self-interest, can exist
without the i1dealism am.i feehings that make us human, and
Mr Guppy 1s far from being a Biizer The human complexity
Is registered mn his ‘going with one leg and staying with the
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other’ when he is torn between what his decent instincts
tell him is mean behaviour to Esther and what his sclf-
interest tells him is expedient, when in spite of his ‘witness-
box face’ he can’t help showing he is ashamed, and is there-
fore a pitiable human being; his discomfort is heightened
when he discovers that Esther has in fact come to let him
off, making a scene essentially humorous but not simply
comic. Setting off the absurdity of his sentimental idiom is
the fact that s genuine affection for his very trying mother
is always expiessed in restrained exasperation —~the Guppys
are a great advance on the Heep mother and son. Thus
though Mr Guppy is an agent of Chancery and so tramed
that sharp practice is second nature to him (he is the pre-
cuisor of Mr Jaggers in carrying over to private hfe the habit
of cross-examination as a form of conversation) he has another
nature ioo, the first nature of all human beings (Dickens
thinks), if only it were given a chance. A pathetic example of
this need for an idealism, the consciousness that something is
needed outside Chancery practice to make hife worth living,
is shown in Guppy’s and his fricnds’ passion for connoisseur-
ing fashionable British Beauty and covering their walls with
the Galaxy Gallery collection of engravings of it; even the
Bitzer-like Bart Smallweed has /s ideal and models himself
on Guppy, in spite of his grandfather’s admonitions.

But the best way of illustrating the variety of Bleak House
and its progress towards a finer art is by juxtaposing the old
and the new prose techniques which exist in it side by side,
as here:

Into a beastly scrap of ground which a Tuik would reject as a
savagc abomunation, and a Caffre would shudder at, they bring
our dear brother heie departed, to receive Christian burial. ‘

With houses looking on, on every side, save where a reeking
little tunnel of a court gives access to the won gate ~— with every
villamny of hife mn action close on death, and every poisonous ele-
ment of death in action close on hfe ~ here, they lower our dear
brother down a foot o1 two: here, sow him 1 coiruption, to be
raised in corruption: an avenging ghost at many a sick bedside:
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a shameful testimony to future ages, how civilization and barbar-
ism walked this boastful island together.

Come nmight, come darkness, for you cannot come too soon, or
stay too long, by such a place as this! Come stragghng lights into
the windows of the ugly houses; and you who do miquity therein,
do it at Jeast with this dread scene shut out! Come, flame of gas,
burmng so sullenly above the iron gate, on which the posoned
air deposits 1ts witch-ointment shmy to the touch! It is well that
you should call to every passer-by, ‘Look here!”

‘He was put there,” says Jo, holding o the bars and looking in.

‘Where? O, what a scene of horrors!’

“There!” says Jo, pomnting. ‘Over yinder. Among them piles of
bones, and close to that there kitchen winder! They put him wery
nigh the top. They was obliged to stamp upon it to git 1t i, I could
unkiver it for you with my broom, i1f the gate was open. That’s why
they locks it, I s’pose,” giving 1t a shake. ‘It’s always locked. Look
at the rat!’ cries Jo, excited, ‘Hi! Look! There he goes! Into the
ground.’

The servant sinks mto a corner — into a corner of that hideous
archway, with 1ts deadly stains contamunating her dress; and
putting out her two hands, and passionately telling hum to keep
away from her, for he is loathsome to her, so remains for some
moments Jo stands staring, and 1s still staring when she recovers
herself.

‘Is this place of abomination, consecrated ground?’

‘I don’t know nothink of consequential ground,’ says Jo, still
staring.

¢Is 1t blessed ?’

‘WHICH?’ says Jo, in the last degrce amazed.,

Is 1t blessed ??

‘I’'m blest if I Fnow,’ says Jo, staring more than ever; ‘but I
shouldn’t thunk 1t warn’t. Blest?”’ repeats Jo, something troubled
in his mind. ‘It an’t done it much good if 1t 15. Blest? I should think
it was t’othercd myself. But I don’t know nothink!?

It will be seen at once that the dialogue between the dis-
guised Lady Dedlock and Jo at the gate of the public burial-
ground for paupcrs makes the laboured irony of the previous
description of the funeral unnecessary, since the dialogue
effects, by purely novelistic means without intrusive author-
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its all happening in our presence by its being written in the
present tense and by Jo’s ‘giving it (the gate) a shake’,
and his staring at her unable to understand why she is upset
at what is, for him, an everyday matier of course. Even the
dreadful irony secured in the first extract by deploying the
phrases from the Christian burial-service and showing that
they here have a literal truth, is surpassed by the irony in the
dialogue that questions its being consecrated ground. The
characteristic use in this novel of the Dickensian pun that I
have noted is here scen in the play on ‘blessed’: ‘Is it
blessed?’ ‘I’'m blest if I know’ which underlines Jo’s un-
blessed state and takes us without a jolt into the bitter hu-
mour of ‘It an’t done 1t much good if it is. Blest? I should
think it tothered myself.’ There is no need for Dickens here
to accuse his readers explicitly of tolerating a society which
throws the bodies of the poor into such a mockery of conse-
crated ground and has no more sense of responsibility than
to bury corpses under kitchen windows, and we have here
intimated the additional irony of a so-called Christian coun-
try allowing the children of the poor to be brought up in
Jo’s condition of spiritual darkness: -

The interest of the first extract is the way it moves in and
out of automatic writing, tending towards blank verse2!
(Dickens’s greatest weakness and always associated with his
vague reaching for what Shakespeare would have done in
his place). Thus we get.

Come night, come darkness, for you cannot come too soon
Or stay too long, by such a place as this! . ..

And you who do iniquity therein,

Do 1t at least with this dread scene shut out!

Come flame of gas . ..

and at this point Dickens ceases to write blank verse but
instead becomes Shakespearean in a real sense because the

21 ‘Ifin going over the parts you find the tendency to blank verse (I

cannot help it, when I am very much i earnest) too strong, knock out a
word’s brains here and there® ~ Letters, Nov 13th 1846.
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gas-jet recalls him to an actual scene where he must have
remembered it “burning so sullenly’ because of the * poisoned
air’, and that the metal of the gate felt slimy from the
horrible deposits — fumes from the decaying bodics and
therefore ‘witch-ointment’ since 1t was with human grease
and extracts from corpses that witches made their omtments,
And he sees that the arresting light is a signal to every passer-
by to stop and witness this outrage, thus calling ‘Look here! ’
The real poetry in Dickens’s prose is always in some detail
of a concrete experience which has lodged in and therefore
touched off his imagination.

And Bleak House is full of this poetry. Braque said that
the quality he valued above all else in art was what he
called ‘foésie’, a mysterious quality which an artist achieves
‘when he transcends his talent and exceeds himself’ and
which each aitist ‘can discover for lumself only through his:
intuitions’. It 1s in Bleak House, as in Dombey and Son, that
we see Dickens taking a great leap forwaid and consistently
transcending his talent, to use Braque’s fine phrase. In
Bleak House we are constantly being surprised by signs of
this. Krook is described like someone in a Woidsworth
poem: ‘His throat, chin and eyebrows weie so frosted with
white hairs, so gnarled with veins and puckered skin, that
he looked from his breast upwards Iike some old root mn a
fall of snow -Esther watches Charley from Bell Yaid run
back to her work ‘and melt into the city’s strife and sound,
like a dewdrop in an ocean’. One could make an anthology
But I would dwell most on the extraordinary feat of showing
with such variety and imaginative power Skimpole’s atti-
tudes to everything and every one as wholly aesthetic, with-
out being monotonous or predictable. I have already quoted
him on the orphans (on both Jo and *the little Coavinses’)
and on his logical refusal to feel he should feel gratitude.
Dickens doesn’t take the easy line of making Skimpole stupid
or gross — 1o, he is surprisingly intelligent, if to be merely
quick, clever, observant and witty is; it's only feeling that
he lacks, though feeling for the Arts and Nature is his stock~
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in-trade (what he would call sensibility). Of his opposite and
adversary Boythorn, the man of principles: * “Nature for-
got to shade him off a little, I think?”’ observed Mr Skim-
pole “Alittle too hoisterous, ike the sea? A Iittle too vehe-
ment — like a bull, who has made up his mind to consider
every colour scarlet? But I grant a sledge-hammering sort of
merit in him!”’ > And on the angry Man from Shropshire:

He said, Well, it was really very pleasant to sec how things lazily
adapted themselves to purposes. Here was this Mr Gridley, a man
of robust will, and surprising energy — intellectually speaking, a
sort of mharmonious blacksmth — and he could casilly imagine
that there Gridley was, years ago, wandering about in lfe for
something to expend his superfluous combativeness upon — a sort
of Young Love among the thorns — when the Court of Chancery
came in his way, and accommodated him with the exact thing he
wanted There they were, matched, cver afterwards! Otherwise
he mught have been a great general, blowing up all sorts of towns,
or he might have been a great politician, dealing 1n all sorts of
parhamentary rhetoric; but, as 1t was, he and the Court of Chan-
cery had fallen upon each other mn the pleasantest way, and no-
body was much the worse, and Gridley was, so to speak, from that
hour provided for.

On Jo:

‘It secms to me that it would be wiser, as well as in a certain
kind of way more respectable, if he showed some misdirected
cnergy that got him into prison. Theré would be more of an ad-
venturous spirit 1n it, and consequently more of a certan sort of
poetry I don’tsee why our young friend, 1n his degree, should not
seck to mvest himself with such poetry as1sopen tohim .. . and 1
don’t know but what I should be more nterested m our young
friend, as an illustration of such a case, than merely as a poo
vagabond — which anyone can be.’

What Dickens succeeds in demonstrating is the inhumanity
of the aesthetic attitude to life, though Skimpole 1s allowed
all the playfulness, paradoxes and fancifulness that disguise
this Skimpole’s callousness and dialectic are more remark-
able than the looking-glass logic of Mr and Mrs Micawber,
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cven. For diverting as Skimpole is, Dickens makes us recog-
nize cach time that Skimpolec lacks somecthing ~ that
the acsthete’s sclfishness is more than the ordinary self-
centred man’s, it is a systematic rcfusal to be involved as a
human being, except sentimentally which commits him to
nothing and is therefore sclf-indulgent. Skimpole is really
one of Dickens’s monsters and quite the finest — what is
Pecksnifl’s hypocrisy or Quilp’s malice in comparison, for
they are coarse and 1cpetitive whercas Skimpole has
inexhaustible resources of sophistry ? He is the link between
Disracl’’s dandies and the jin-de-siécle acsthetes, and I have
often wondered whether Oscar Wilde plagiarized him.
Clough, onc of the most intclligent contemporary critics
of Victorianism, reviewing ‘Recent English Poetry®, which
included Arnold’s first two volumes, complained that where-
as such poetry might be claimed to have ‘grcat literary
value’ it was merely academic so that poetry had ceased
to matter as a force in the life of his time. Why, he asked, did
people prefer Bleak House, as they plainly did, he said: ‘Is it,
that to be widely popular, to gain the ear of multitudes, to
shake the hearts of men, poetry should deal more than at
present it usually does, with general wants, ordinary feelings,
the obvious rather than the rare facts of human nature?’
The novelist, Clough argues, deals now with ‘the actual,
palpable things with which our cverday life is concerned’
and to cmulate the novelist poetry ‘must be in all poimnts
tempted as we are; exclude nothing, least of all guilt and dis-
tress, from its wide fraternization’. “The modern novel’, he
says, giving as examples Bleak House and Vanity Fawr, is
preferred to the modern pocm, because we do here feel an
attempt to include these phenomena which, if we forget
on Sunday, we must remember on Monday .. The novelist
does try to build us a real house to live in; and this common
builder, with no hotion of orders, is more to our purpose
than the student of ancicnt art who pioposes to lodge us
under an Tonic portico.” “The true and lawful haunts of the
poetic powers’, he says, are ‘no more upon Pindus or
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Parnassus’ but ‘in the blank and desolate streets, and upon
the solitary bridges of the midnight city, where Guilt is,
and wild Temptation, and the dire compulsion of what has
once been done . . . there walks the discrowned Apollo, with
unstrung lyre.’

That 1t is Bleak House and Dickens that Clough has in
mind is clear from the last sentence Clough shows himself,
hike Dickens, refusing to be a Skimpole in s refusal to
accept the role of Romantic poet in the new conditions of
man’s life in his age and in insisting that the poet, as the
novelist has chosen to do, must live in the everyday world
and not only ‘include these phenomena’ but see his function
as bringing order 1nto it and meaning. And it is very much
to Clough’s credit, ‘himselfa poet” and the friend of Mathew
Arnold, that he was able to sce that the true and best Vic-
torian poetry was written by the novelist, that is, that the
novel had in his time superseded the poem as the vehicle
of art-speech. In this review Clough was also strongly re-
butting Arnold’s Classical-don’s prescription for modern

~ poetry, as described in Arnold’s preface to his Poems of 1853;
Arnold himsclf never realized that the predominance of the
novelist was now a fact, and smugly assigned Luttle Dorrit
(and by implication all of Dickens) to the Temple of Philistia.

It has been my object to show that Bleak House disproves
both Lewes’s complaint, that ‘Dickens’s sensations never
pass into ideas’ and a modern reaction against those Dickens
apprecciators who have confined themselves to pointing out
that Dickens worked through ideas and symbols, a reaction
seen in Mr Garis’s charge that Dickens’s ideas are executed
in clumsy melodrama or are crudely theatrical performances
cither mainly or fatally. While the mature Dickens, from
Dombey onwards that is, investigates and constates the hfe
of his ime through an intelligent apprehension of 1ts social,
moral and psychological nature, it is strictly as a novelist,
not a philosopher, not a didactic morahst; nor as a mere
performer (entertamner even) —~ to be which implies some
degree of deception. Nor, though Dickens’s best novels are
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schematic, a novelist of the kind academics like to discuss
diagrammatically; the systematic world of Thomas Mann’s
novels, for instance, is peopled by characters who have mini-
mal characterization of cxpression, gesture, mode of feeling
and apprehension, who talk and aiguc but hardly ever act,
boring shadows ~ compared to these Dickens’s characters
cnjoy a rich hfc of idiom and cmotion though still, as m
Mann’s novels, each plays a part in a complex whole and
stands in rclation to a total theme. Morcover cach mature
Dickens novel is a unique whole and it is an crror to suppose
— as is somctimes alleged — that any character from one of
those could have appeared in a diflerent novel from the one
in which it functions — for onc thing, the stylization differs,
and cach novel has its own timbre. No onc well read n the
non-fictional as well as the fictional literature of the carly
and mid-nincteenth century can question the truth of
Dickens’s understanding of the naturc of the age he lived in,
particulaily in 1ts tendency to produce childien and adults
of an exceptional kind and in the extraordinary psychological
traits, due to its special pressures, they present. Mayhew’s
London Labour and the London Poor (published in 1851 with a
final volume in 1862) confirms many of Dickens’s insights,*
but a more interesting kind of confirmation is to be found
in the biogiaphics of the later nineteenth century, the lives
of the children of those formed by the earlicr Dickens phase;
these confirm the remarkable insight mnto the deeper truths
of ife that Dickens, like Lawrence, saw as the material of the
novelist

Through the various children such as Esther Summerson
Dickens was working towards Arthur Clennam who really
includes the earlier ones (he would even have marricd a
Dora if both their parents had not intervened — and his
realization that 1f he had becn able to fulfil his youthful
romantic dream he would have made a great mistake which
the apparent cruelty of the parents had prevented, shows
that Dickens no longer sces parents as simply the cause of

22 V. Appendix B. ‘Mayhew and Dickens’,
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their children’s frustrations). Arthur’s childhood is shown
only retrospectively since it is on the adult thus préduced,
and his problems as an adult, that the mature novelist
focuses now — we have seen that this was true of Esther too.
Arthur had been ham-strung by his parents’ marital hostil-
ity, by the pressures of his (step-ymother’s Calvinism and by
her not unrelated self-righteousness in forcing him against
his inclinations into the family business of money-dealing -
when he, now 2 man of forty, nerves himself after his father’s
death to tell her he wishes to leave the firm she solemnly
curses him. Having been treated always as a child naturally
prone to evil who must be kept in the right path, he has no
will-power, no capacity for happiness, and no belief 1n
himself. That this combination and his circumstances were
widely representative of the deep-scated 1lls of Dickens’s
culture is of course why Arthur Clennam was chosen as the
hero of the novel. There are Little Dorrits in Mayhew and
such, their actuality is easily proved, but for Arthur Clen-
nams we have better sources than social historians.
For instance, Matthew Smith the well-known painter
showed a comparable casc-history (one among many such).
" He was born 1 industrial Yorkshire in 1879 — I take the facts
from the Biographical Notc supplied by his friends to the
volume of reproductions, published by Allen & Unwin.
‘His childhood and boyhood’, it tells us, were dominated
by the personality of his father, who was a man of great
force of character and hard-headed business vision. A
strict Nonconformist, who went to chapel twice every
Sunday and also taught in Sunday School, Frederic Smith
was a cultured example of the successful industrialist of s
day, but ‘he had no sympathy with Matthew’s growing
awarencss of his vocation as a painter. Frederic Smith ruled
his family, as he ruled his business, absolutely . . . Matthew
was haunted as a boy and asa youth by the fear of his father’s
displeasure.” Taken from school and put into the famuly
w.orks in Manchester, Matthew was ‘a complete failure’ and
his health suffered seriously, yet his father would not con-
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sider letting him become an arust because the proper way of
hie was to be a business man and the arts, besides being a
Ieisurc activity rightly, were in the case of panting dubiously
moral since the nudity of models was involved The father’s
sigmficance is that he was widely 1epresentative, and so was
the psychological stiain on his family Matthew was twenty-
onc before he could make his wishes known cffectively:
‘Such was lis frustration and despair that at last he nerved
himsclf to stand up to his father, choosing the solemn oc-
casion of Sunday tca. The famuly sat silent, heads bowed,
while Matthew and his father fought it out’ In the end,
Matthew won (by threatening to Iecave home) and was
allowed to attend the Manchester School of Art, “but apphed
design, not painting, was to be his main subject, and his
father gave instructions that his son was on no account to be
allowed near any class-room wheie women wete posing in a
state of undress.” The combination Dickens had diagnosed,
and represents in Mrs Clennam as typical, are all represented
here (except for her sexual jealousy as a wronged wafe ~ her
marriage was ncver consummated since Arthur’s mother,
a professional singer, had been her husband’s choice until
his uncle forced him into a loveless marriage). Frederic
Smith exhibits the sclf-righteousness, the inflexible preju~
dices of Nonconformity, the Puritan acquisitiveness and
materialism, fear of pleasure and of the sensuous (Mis
Clennam’s ‘those accursed snares of Satan, the arts’), the
belief 1 the absolute right of the parent to decide the lives
of the children, even when adult, the painful effects of the
domineering over the whole family, and the contiol of econ-
omic power to securc this2 — though Matthew was allowed
23 Arnold Bennett, born and bred 1n the industrial Non-conformist
Victorian society, constantly makes the situation described here the
centre of his better novels and tales about his native Five Toswns. In his
most ambitious work, Clayhanger, the father, an uncultivated version of
a Frederic Smuth, is shown in impressive detail forang his son, who
wished to be an artist and architect, into the famuly works and economic

dependence, thus turning him nto an Arthur Clennam - frustrated,
depressed and celibate il a marniage late in hie
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for the next four years to attend art school and afterwards
one in London even, ‘he had little or no pocket-money and
was kept strictly under hus father’s control’.

The inevitable consequences were to turn him into an
Arthur Clennam, as Dickens had foresecen: his health
troubles developed into breakdowns, he had no self-confi-
dernice even when he at last got abroad to Brittany which
enchanted him (his father, when the doctor sent him abroad
for his health, stipulated he should not go to wicked
Paris; this was m his thirtieth year) It1s surprising that he
was able to marry at thirty-three, two years before his
father’s death which at last gave him financial freedom
though never freedom from the despair, and ‘nervous and
emotional strains’, from which he continued to suffer even
when, at forty-four, he found the voluptuous model who
enabled him to produce his characteristic nudes and vivid
sensual paintings of flowers and fruit, pamtings flooded with
rich colour and painted with the vigour of a young man
Though he was now free as an artist he never overcame the
sense of 1solation and sclf-distrust caused by his famly his-
tory, and he could never settle into famly life.

The difficulty of being an artist of any kind 1 such a cul-
ture is mamfest, and perhaps Dickens’s increasing apprecia-
tion of his father owed a good deal to the son’s realization
that he had been spared the respectable middle-class up-
bringing and conventional schooling of the time which were,
as he shows in many of his novels he believed them to be,
the cnemy of the creative spirit The tension 1 the family
of Matthew Smith I’ve cited is feelingly presented by Dickens
in the remembered childhood of chapter 111 of Luttle Dorrit,
called ‘Home’ to make the point clear, and in Mrs Clen-
nam’s account 1n her apologia at the end of the novel of her
own hfc and her reasons for her persecution of the Dorrits
(she had caused their rotting away in a long imprisonment
for debt by withholding a legacy due to Frederick Dorrit, a
patron of the aits —1f the fact 15 not very plausible the mo’ti-
vation 1s and esscntial to Dickens’s case, and we can now
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sce that it was symbolically right). Yet Dickens was himsclf
spared these psychological conditions of Victorian family
life, and to create them so successfully, having diagnosed and
comprchended their causes, 1epresents a very considerable
fcat. One understands why Dickens filled his own children’s
lives with acuing, jokes, dancing, singing, partics, travel,
scaside spells, and all kinds of happy nonsense (Edmund
Wilson of course finds a sinister explanation for such things),
and why he liked to describe scenes of joviality as well as to
show the hoirors of such family life as that of the Clennams,
the Wilfers, the Snagsbys, the Gradgrinds and the Murd-
stones, among others such as Esther’s childhood home,

APPENDIX A

The Symbolic Function of the Doctor in
Victorian Novels

Victorian novclists of the unoriginating kind go on using the
doctor as physician in his traditional aspect of cither wise
family fiiend or humorously as a self-important old humbug,
but in cither case his chief asset is the bedside manner - as it
inevitably was, of course, before medical science had been
developed on modern lines. Encouraging the patient and
his family to pin their faith on him and Nature’s healing
power was probably most of what the doctor could do with-
out harm, outside elementary surgery. Just as a science of
nursing and hospital management resulted from the Cri-
mean War so the necessity for sanitary reforms and public’
health services resulted in England from the epidemics
produced by crowded cities and the new industrial slums,
and from the advent of cholera. The doctor had thus to be
thought of as filling quite a new role, a modern figure
concerned not for private practice among the well-to-do
but for public health and the scientific advancement of
medicine, a figure as disinterested as the cleric and visibly
more important in the new social conditions. Thus he be-
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came an evident symbol and available as such to the novelist
as a central character instead of a stock background-filler.t

Dickens in Bleak House (1852) is early in the field 1 using
the doctor 1 this way. I have pointed out Allan Wood-
court’s part in the novel’s theme, Dickens’s use of the sur-
geon who cites naval officer and academic scientist to state
his professional theory, and that the aesthete 1s there repre-
sented as a rencgade doctor — all interesting ideas for that
date, and particularly m that the grounds for optimism of
the novel consist 1n the marriage of the doctor, now become
a public health official, to Esther Summerson? — love and
chanty wedded to disinterested service and scientific
knowledge. But 1t is Kingsley, generally in the lead as to
ideas, however wildly and patchily he developed them in his
novels, who 1 Two Years Ago (1857) produced the doctor as
hero and as the genuinely modern figure required for the
role — ‘two years ago’ being when the cholera epidemic hit
England. Tom Thurnall, son of a doctor and with a
vocation for medical practice as well as a generally scientific
bent, has also a strong social conscience, though tough-
minded and a rolling stone Wrecked on the Cornish coast,
he stays on 1n the fishing village mamnly 1n order to see it
through the cholera which he knows is on the way. He fights
diseasc 1 the same spirit as carlier heroes fought sin and
the pursuit of science is his religion, he being a sceptic as
regards Christianity. Rather surprisingly he cuts a better
figure than the good young High Church curate who is
simply 1neffective in spite of his idealism and good-will,
having antagonized the fishermen as a gentleman and,
they believe, a crypto-Papist, while the widely-experienced

1 He s still useful as such in similar conditions of political and social
disorder 1n our own age, witness Camus’s heroic doctor, the protagomst
in La Peste, and Pasternak’s doctor-poct in Dr Zhwago, who endures and
1s martyred mn the course of the Russian revolution

2 The suggestive surname is explained 1n the tribute paid E
Ada and Jarndyce- *They said that wherever Dame Durcﬂixc},vlc:;ihill;sz
was sunshine and summer air.’ ’

243



DICKENS

doctor is shown tactfully managing them, and the reaction-
ary, the vicious and the foolish, fighting vested interests,
winning respect all round and completely indifferent to
class considerations, as well as physically courageous.
Kingsley has put much more into him than Dickens has into
Allan Woodcourt, and the great spcech Tom is given to
explain to the curate his obsessive sense of vocation is really
convincing:

‘I do it because I like it. It’s a sort of sporting with your true
doctor. He blazes away at a discase where he sees one, as he would
at a bear or a lion; the very sight of 1t excites his organ of destruc-
tiveness Don’t you understand me? You hate sin, you know.
Well, I hate disease. Moral evil is your devil, and physical evil
is mine I hate it, hittle or big; I hate to see a fellow sick, I hate to
see a child 1ickety and pale; I hate to see a speck of dut in the
street; I hate to sce a woman’s gown torn; I hate to see her stock-
mgs down at heel, I hate to see anything wasted, anything awry,
anything gomg wrong; I hate to see water-power wasted, manure
wasted, land wasted, muscle wasted, pluck wasted, brains wasted;
I hate neglect, mcapacity, idleness, ignorance, and all the disease
and misery which spring out of that. There’s my devil; and I can’t
help, for the hie of me, going right at his throat, wheresoever I

mect him!’

Kingsley’s novel, like its predecessor Bleak House, is deli-
berately schematic and the doctor is 1n the centre of a system
of representative characters — an aristocratic landlord and
an objectionable squire; the curate for whom the villagers
have no use till the cholera epidemic shows his moral
stamina and he finds his function; a Romantic poet who
‘had been apprenticed to Tom’s father but had run away
from medicine to literature’, and comes to a bad end
generally as, like Skimpole, an aesthete, one who ‘had also
(and prided himself too, on having) all Goethe’s dislike ofany-
thing terrible or horrible, of sickness, disease, wounds, death,
anything which jarred with that “beautiful”” which was his
1dol’; and a contrasting character who 1s the true artist.
A painter who, seeing that the invention of photography \
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is a science that must have sooner or later an impact on
art, he has given up painting when the novel starts in order to
experiment with the camera for a spell to find out what it
can do as well as or better than the painter and what it
can’t do, so that he can rethink the question of the function
of the artist in a new scientific age — whercas the Romantic
poet. had rejected Tom’s suggestion that the poets ought
to ‘take to the microscope’ and write poems about the new
realities thus made manifest. The heroine is a Methodistical
Cornish girl called Grace who thus symbolically provides
Tom with the faith he has rejected hitherto since he ulti-
mately marries her, as his only salvation, after a long resist-
ance, for she is a village girl, though beautiful, saintly and
gifted — this shows a characteristic collapse into hysterical
emotionalism that seems the only way Kingsley could
bring a novel to an end. .

We can sec that George Eliot, in supplying Dr Lydgate
with a central role in Middlemarch in 1872, was therefore
not particularly original, except in putting him back into
an earlier age of unscientific medicine in the English provin-
cial scene (as we sce from Trollope whose Barsetshire doctors
are of the thoroughly old-fashioned type, even his hero Dr
Thorne of the novel of that name of a year later than
Two Years Ago). But Mrs Oliphant, like George Eliot a
thoroughly up-to-date intellectual, had published 1n 1865
her best novel, Miss Marjoribanks, where a leading figure,
the heroine’s father, is a Scotch doctor who is hard, sardonic
of tongue and outlook, and takes a wholly scientific view of
people, his life is centred on the scientific advancement of
medicine and he is shown as having considerable contempt
for the drawing-room where s daughter reigns, slipping
away to his study to write up his cases for The Lancet. Like
Lydgate too he is very conscious of being of good family. I
have argued in my introduction to the Zodiac edition of Muss
Marjoribanks (Chatto & Windus, 196g) that George Eliot
probably took from this novel the tone of her original
attitude to her heroine in Middlemarch and that the presence
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of Dr Lydgatc there owes much to the scientific-oriented
doctor who dominates Carlingford in the carlier novel.
Possibly also to the whole tradition going back to Bleak
House, which had provided the form of a social microcosm
which George Eliot uscs in Afiddlemarch. except that she
replaces London by a provincial town in the Midlands and
that instcad of Chesney Wold we have two contrasted estates
and landlords, one the good old Tory landlord (Sir James
Chettam who is her Sir Leicester Dedlock, and even shows
himself willing to fight a duel) and the other as a source of
humour, a bad landlord, Mr Brooke, who has Radical views
though not to the extent of doing his duty by his tenants.
The idea of putting a modern scientific medical man into
such an unpromising context had already been suggested
by Kingsley, as I've shown. Lydgate, who in Bleak House or
Two Years Ago would have been allowed to marry the sym-
bolically fitting character Dorothea Brooke, and so fulfilled
and provided with a field of action suited to his qualities
and talents, touches her life only idecally, so to speak, and
comes to grief partly through defeat by the reactionary
clements in the town but mainly through marrying the
wrong woman who deflects him from public service to
private practicc among the 1ich to satisfy her social ambi-
tions; he dies in the bitterness of self~contempt, and his
widow then marrics a physician of the old school who can
provide her with a carmage. It is thus George Ehot the
‘meliorist’, as she considered herself (neither an optumist
nor a pessimist) who follows the comparatively hopeful uses
of the new doctor-figure by a thoroughly defeatist one.
Another reason for the usefulness of the doctor as a symbol
for Victorian novelists was that he was necessarily outside
class,? privileged to tell the truth to the upper classes and
handle them impartially, frequently having to be let into
secrets not even revealed to the family lawyer. Dickens in

3 Dr Thorne, though a Tory in his belefs, 1s odious to Lady Arabella,
Trollope says, because of ‘his subversive professional democratic tend-
encies’. -
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Laitle Doyrif makes a very marked distinction between Phy-
sician, who 1s straightforward, self-respecting and immune to
the snobbery and Mammon-worship practised by all around
him, and representatives of the other professions such as Bar
and Bishop. Trollope’s Dr Thorne 1s habitually shown snub-
bing ladies of noble birth who try unsuccessfully to put him
down, and maintaining a position of moral superiority to
the aristocracy and the new rich alike; Dr Lydgate, Dr
Marjoribanks and Dr Tom Thurnall are of the same
pattern ~ all happily born gentlemen, but despising the
drawing-room and 1ts values and refusing to bow the neck
to Mammon (except for Lydgate’s defeat by his wife even-
tually.) But ‘Physician’ in Little Dorrit, named gencrically
hike a character 1n a morality-play — which the scenes in the
Merdles’ house would seem to suggest — is much loftier 1n
conception than any of these actual physicians ‘Where he
was, something real was’: he causes everyone, even Mrs
Merdle, to speak the truth to him, he 1s shown practising
chanty and, imperturbable, looking on the just and the
unjust alike, ‘his equality of compassion no more disturbed
than the Divine Master’s of all healing was’. In fact, he 15
the truly wise man as well as truly good. Thus for Dickens
the physician in essence 15 virtually sanctified, but as we have
secn, by the time Dickens was ending Lutle Dorrit, where
Physician appears i the late chapters, (snubbing ‘Bishop®
incidentally), the character bad been evolving in this
direccion Henry James merely follows on the Dickens of
Lzitle Dornit in this, as so ofien, when in The Wings of the

Dove he makes his physician, Sir Luke Strett, all-knowing
and apostolic.

APPENDIX B
Mayhew and Dickens

Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor was published m
th'rc.c volumes in 1851 and followed by a fourth m 1862,
While confirmation for Dickens’s material accounts of the
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nature and suflerings of the lives of poor and submerged
classes of Londoncrs, and country boys and girls attracted
to London, arc provided by Mayhew, the main interest for
readets of Dickens’s novels is that he incidentally furnishes
collateral evidence about the cflects on childien of having
to support themsclves and younger brother and sisters, which
bear out what in Dickens’s novels might be disbelicved
otherwisc. Dickens, in his constant patrolling of the streets of
London - his ‘magic lantern” - for excrcise and inspiration,
and in his considerable charitics, had plenty of opportuni-
tics of making his own observations, but Mayhew, being
factual, escapes the possible charge of romanticizing or
sentimentalizing his evidence, though cvidently he must in
the cascs of his underworld characters have frequently
bowdlerized what he was told for publication.

As to the truth to life of Charley and her family in Bleak
House, Amy Dorrit in Little Dorrit and Jenny Wren in Our
Mutual Friend, Mayhew in some of his characters, such as
the Orphan Flower Girl and the Water Cress Girl, gives
confirmation of the unchildlike nature, the respectability
maintained under the most unlikely circumstances, the
fortitude, and the touching depth of affection and unselfish-
ness of such children, as well as their (and many old people
too) having Betty Higden's pride in not taking charity and
in escaping the workhouse (or ‘Union’).

He tells of “The little watercress girl, who, although only
eight years of age, had entirely lost all childish ways, and
was, indeed, in thoughts and manner, a woman. There was
something cruelly pathetic in hearing this infant, so young
that her features had scarcely formed themselves, talking
of the bitterest struggles of her life, with the calm earnestness
of one who had endured them all I did not know how to
talk with her . .. Her little face, pale and thin with priva-
tion, was wrinkled where the dimples ought to have been,
and she would sigh frequently.’ She had already been a
twelvemonth in the streets selling cresses and before that
had taken care of a young baby with real pleasure. When she
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got home she scrubbed the floor ¢ “and put the room to
rights . . . All my money I earns I puts in a club and draws
out to buy clothes with. I’s better than spending it in
sweet-stuff, for them as has a hiving to earn. Besides it’s
hke a child to care for sugar-sticks, and not like one who’s
got a living and wittals to carn I amn’t a child but I’'m past
eight, I am ” ’.etc :

The orphan flower-girl supported her younger sister and
brother with what help they could give, sharing one room
with a married couple, the woman (their landlady) giving
the children friendly services like Mrs Blinder The eldest,
now fifteen, told Mayhew. ¢ “Mother died seven years
ago last Guy Faux day. I’'ve got mysclf, and my brother
and sister, a bit o’ bread ever since, and never had any
help but from the neighbours. I never troubled the parish.
... Wecanall read I putmyselfand I put my brother and
sister to a Roman Catholic school — and to Ragged schools.
My brother can write, and I pray to God that he’ll do well
with 1t,” 7 ete. .

Hence we can trust Dickens in his presentation of such -
characteristics — to us of the Welfare State Society unbe-
lievable — as he attributes to his Dolls’ Dressmaker and to
young sister-mothers like Lizzie Hexam, Little Dorrit and
Charley, while we may note that their 1mpressive qualities,
as well as their sufferings and sacrifices and stunted physique,
were brought into being and operation by that social system
which Dickens criticizes so radically Self-help, one of 1ts
by-products, 1s after all the best kind of help. (Dickens’s
findings on what the Welfare State ethos has done in altering
the character, mentality and outlook of the English working-
class — that 15, on the Trade Union state of mind thus engen-
dered — would also”have been worth bhaving ) From his
observation of the London streets alone Dickens must
clearly have been struck by the difference between the
premature gravity, the precocity and the excessive respon-
stbilities of the children of the poor, in contrast to what he
saw to be the arrested development, particularly of the girls,
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of the petted children of the well-off, so much so as to make
this a recurrent and ultimately a leading idea in his novels,

Mayhew also frees Dickens from charges of sentimentaliz-
ing the poor, for he documents Dickens’s belief that it was
the poor who showed sympathy and charity for the destitute,
" that aged husbands and wives in extreme poverty and illness
could show themselves, in Mayhew’s own words, ‘heroic’
in their devoted attachment and loyalty to each other, and
he illustrates the touching affection of the shockingly poor
in their human relations, as well as the liveliness of language
in idiom and capabilities of self-expression in the 1lliterate
and ignorant of all ages then. His interviews with what he
called ‘the humbler classes’ in their homes and in the
streets of London furnish evidence of the actuality of Artful
Dodgers and Noah Claypoles, Fagmns, Orlicks and Mag-
witches, Martha Endells, Betty Higdens, Lizzie Hexams
and Little Dorrits. We have his evidence of the truth of
Dickens’s observation of the clinging to respectability, or
the still more astonishing yearning for it, in those almost or
quite at the bottom of the social and moral ladder, as a
Victorian characteristic. What we might dismiss as the
improbable fantasy-dreams related by Jenny Wren are
realized in the case of the Crippled Street Bird-Seller (‘I’ve
never seemed to myself to be a cripple in my dreams. Well,
I can’t explain how, but I feel as if my limbs was all free
like — so beautiful’ etc.)

Dickens of course was quite capable of doing his own
Mayhewing, and from his letters, and articles in periodicals,
as well as his early (pre-Mayhew) novels, can be seen to have
done so.



4
Hard Times:
The World of Bentham

HArD TIMES is not a difficult work; its intention and nature
arc pretty obvious. If, then, it is the masterpiece 1 take it
for, why has it not had general recognition? To judge by
the critical record, 1t has had none at all. If there exists
anywherc an appreciation, or even an acclaiming reference,
I have missed it. In the books and cssays on Dickens, so
far as I know them, it is passed over as a very minor thing;
too slight and insignificant to distract us for more than a
sentence or two from the works worth critical attention,
Yet, if I am right, of all Dickens’s works it is the one that,
having the distinctive strength that makes him a major
artist, has it in so compact a way, and with a concentrated
significance so immediately clear and penetrating, as,
onc would have thought, to preclude the rcader’s failing
1o recognize that he had before him a completely serious,
and, in its originality, a triumphantly successful, work of
art.

The answer to the question asked above seems to me to
bear on-the traditional approach to ‘the English novel®.
For all the more sophisticated critical currency of the last
decade or two, that approach still prevails, at any rate in
the appreciation of the Victorian novelists. The business of
the novelist, you gather, is to ‘create a world’, and the mark
of the master is external abundance - he gives you lots of
‘Iife’. The test of hife in his characters (he must above all
create ‘living’ characters) is that they go on living outside
the book Expectations as unexacting as these are not, when
they encounter significance, grateful for it, and when it
meets them in that insistent form where nothing is very
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-engaging as ‘life’ unless its relevance is fully taken, miss it
altogether. Thus is the only way in which I can account for
the neglect suffered by Henry James's The Europeans,
which may be classed with Hard Times as a moral fable -
though one might have supposed that James would enjoy
the advantage of being approached with expectations of
subtlety and closely calculated relevance. Fashion, however,
has not recommended his earlier work, and this (whatever
appreciation may be enjoyed by. The Ambassados) still
suffers from the prevailing expectation of redundant? and
irrelevant ‘hife’.

I need say no more by way of defining the moral fable
than that in 1t the intention is peculiarly insistent, so that
the representative significance of everything in the fable -
character, episode, and so on ~ is immediately apparent
as we read Intention might scem to be insistent enough m
the opening of Hard Times, in that scene in Mr Gradgrind’s
school. But then, mntention is in some well-known places
in Dickens’s work — and this has been generally thought
of as a Dickensian characteristic — notably insistent without
its bemng taken.up in any inclusive significance that in-
forms and organizes a coherent whole, and, for lack of any
expectation of an organized whole, 1t has no doubt been
supposed that in Hard Times the satiric irony of the first two
chapters is merely, in the large and genial Dickensian way,
thrown together with melodrama, pathos and humour -
and that we are given these ingredients more abundantly
and exuberantly elsewhere. Actually, the Dickensian vitality
is there 1n 1ts varied characteristic modes, which should —
surely — here be the more immediately and perceptively
responded t6 as the agents of a felt compelling significance
because they are free of anything that might be seen as
redundance: the creative exuberance is controlled by a p1ro-
found inspiration that informs, directs and hmuts

The inspiration is what is given in the grim clinch of the

1 In relation to ‘redundant’ and ‘abundant’, see (eg) page 297
below.
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‘ title, Hard Times. Ordinarily what arc rccognized as
Dickens’s judgements about the world he lives in (‘Dickens’s
social criticism’) are casual and incidental — a matter of
including among the ingredients of a book some indignant
treatment of a particular abuse. But in Hard Twmes he 1s
unmistakably possessed by a comprehensive vision, one mn
which the inhumamnities of Victonan civilization are seen
as fostered and sanctioned by a hard philosophy, the aggres-
sive formulation of an inhumane spirit. The philosophy is
represented by Thomas Gradgrind, Esquire, Member of
Parhiament for Coketown, who has brought up his children
on the hnes of the experiment recorded by John Stuart Mill
as carried out on himself What Gradgrind stands for s,
though repellent, nevertheless respectable; us Utilitarianism
is a theory sincerely held and there is intellectual dis-
interestedness in its application. But Gradgrind marries his
cldest daughter to Josiah Bounderby, ‘banker, merchant,
manufacturer’, about whom there is no disinterestedness
whatever, and nothing to be respected. Bounderby is
Victorian ‘rugged individualism’ 1n its grossest and most
intransigent form. Concerned with nothing but self-assertion
and power and material success, he has no interest in ideals
or ideas — except the idea of being the completely self-made
man (since, for all his brag, he 1s not that in fact). Dickens
here makes a just observation about the affimties and prac-
tical tendency of Utilitarianism, as, 1n his presentment of
the Gradgrind home and the Gradgrind clementary school,
he does about the Utilitarian spirit in Victorian education

All this is obvious enough. But Dickens’s art, while
rcmaining that of the great popular entertamecr, has in
Hard Times, as he renders his full critical vision, a stamina,
a flexibility combied with consistency, and a depth that

he scems to have had little credit for. Take that opening
scene in the school-room-

‘Girl number twenty,” smd Mr Gradgrind squarely pomnting

\«{1?;}113 square forcfinger, ‘I don’t know that girl. Who 15 that
glr .
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‘Sissy Jupe, sit,” explained number twenty, blushing, standing
up, and curtsying.

‘Sissy is not a name,” saxd Mr Gradgrind. ‘Don’t call yourself
Sissy. Call yourself Cecilia.’

‘It’s father as call me Sissy, sir,” returned the young girl in a
trembling voice, and with another curtsy.

‘Then he has no busmess to do it,” said Mr Gradgrind. “Tell
him he mustn’t. Cecilia Jupe. Let me sce. What 1s your father?’

‘He belongs to the horse-riding, 1if you please, sir.’

Mr Gradgrind frowned, and waved off the objectionable calling
with his hand.

‘We don’t want to know anything about that here. You mustn’t
tell us about that here. Your father breaks horses, don’t he?’

‘If you please, sir, when they can get any to break, they do break
horses in the ring, sir.

‘You mustn’t tell us about the ring here. Very well, then. De-
scribe your father as a horse-breaker. He doctors sick horses, I
dare say?’

‘Oh, yes, sir!’

‘Very well, then. He is a veterinary surgeon, a farrier, and
horse-breaker. Give me your definition of a horse.’

(Sissy Jupe thrown into the greatest alarm by this demand.)

‘Girl number twenty unable to define a horse!’ said Mr Grad-
grind, for the benefit of all the little pitchers. Girl number twenty
possessed of no facts in reference to one of the commonest animals'
Some boy’s defimtion of a horse. Bitzer, yours.’

.

‘Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-
four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in
the spring; in marshy countries, sheds hoofs too. Hoofs hard, but
requiring to be shod with iron. Age known by marks in mouth.’
Thus (and much more) Bitzer.

Lawrence himself, protesting against harmful tendencies
in education, never made the point more tellingly. Sissy has
been brought up among horses, and among people whose
livelihood depends upon understanding horses, but ‘we
don’t want to know anything about that here’. Such know-
ledge isn’t real knowledge. Bitzer, the model pupil, on the
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button’s being pressed, promptly vomits up the genuine
article, ‘Quadruped. Graminivorous’, ctc; and ‘Now,
girl number twenty, you know what a horse is.” The irony,
pungent cnough locally, is richly developed in the subse-
quent action. Bitzer’s aptness has its cvaluative comment in
his career. Sissy’s incapacity to acquire this kind of *fact’
or formula, her inaptness for education, is manifested to us,
on the other hand, as part and parcel of her sovereign and
indefeasible humanity: it is the virtue that makes 1t im-
possible for her to understand, or acquiesce in, an cthos
for which she is ‘gl number twenty’, or to think of any
other human being as a unit for arithmetic.

This kind of ironic method might seem to commit the
author to very limited kinds of effect In Hard Times,
however, it associates quite congruously, such is the flexi-
bility of Dickens’s art, with very different methods; it co-
operates in a truly dramatic and profoundly poctic whole.
Sissy Jupe, who might be taken here for a merely conven-
tional persona, has alrcady, as a matter of fact, been cstab-
lished in a potently symbolic role: she is part of the
poctically-creative operation of Dickens’s genius in Hard
Times. Here is a passage 1 omitted from the middle of the
excerpt quoted above:

The square finger, moving here and there, lighted suddenly on
Bitzer, perhaps because he chanced to sit in the same ray of sun-
Iight which, darting 1n at onc of the barec windows of the intensely
white-washed room, irradiated Sissy For the boys and gurls sat on
the face of an inclined planc in two compact bodics, divided up
the centre by a narrow interval, and Sissy, being at the corner of
a row on the sunny side, came in for the beginning of a sunbeam,
of which Bitzer, being at the corner of a row on the other side,
a few rows in advance, caught the end. But, whereas the girl was
so dark-eyed and dark-haired that she scemed to receive a deeper
and more lustrous colour from the sun when 1t shone upon her, the
boy was so hght-eyed and hght-haired that the self-same ,rays )
appeared to draw out of him what hittle colour he ever possessed,
His cold eyes would hardly have been eyes, but for the short ends
of lashes whuch, by bringing them into immediate contrast with
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something paler than themselycs, expressed their form Ifis short-
cropped hair might have been a mere continuation of the sandy
freckles on his forchead and face. His skin was so unwholesomely
deficient in the natural tinge, that he looked as though, 1f he were
cut, he would bleed white.

There is no nced to insist on the force ~ representative
of Dickens's art in gencral sn Hard Times ~ with which the
moral and spiritual differences are rendered here in terms
of scnsation, so that the symbolic intention emerges out of
metaphor and the vivid evocation of the concrete What
may, perhaps, be emphasized 1s that Sissy stands for vitahty
as well as goodness — they are seen, in fact, as one; she
is generous, impulsive life, finding sclf-fulfilment in self-
forgetfulness — all that is the antithesis of calculating sclf-
interest. Therc is an essentially Laurentian suggestion about
the way in which ‘the dark-eyed and dark-haired’ girl,
contrasting with Bitzer, seemed to receive a ‘decper and
more lustrous colour from the sun’, so opposing the life that
is lived freely and nichly from the deep instincuve and
cmotional springs to the thin-blooded, quasi-mechanical
product of Gradgrindery.

Sissy’s symbolic significance 1s bound up with that of
Sleary’s Horsc-11ding where human kindness is very in-
sistently associated with vitality.

The way in which the Horse-riding takes on its sigmfi-
cance illustrates felicitously the poctic-dramatic nature of
Dickens’s art. From the utilitarian schoolroom Mr Grad-
grind walks towards his utilitarian abode, Stone Lodge,
which, as Dickens evokes it, brings home to us concretely
the model régime that for the little Gradgrinds (among
whom are Malthus and Adam Smith) is an inescapable
prison. But before he gets there he passes the back of a
circus booth, and is pulled up by the sight of two palpable
offenders. Looking more closely, ‘what did he behold but
his own metallurgical Louisa peeping through a hole in a
deal board, and his own mathematical Thomas abasing
himself on the ground to catch but a hoof of the graceful
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equestrian Tyrolean flower act!” The chapter is called
‘A Loophole’, and Thomas ‘gave himself up to be taken
home hke a machine’.

Representing human spontaneity, the circus-athletes rep-
resent at the same time highly-developed skill and deft-
ness of kinds that bring poise, pride and confident ease ~
they are always buoyant, and, ballet-dancer-like, in training:

There were two or three handsome young women among them,
with two or three husbands, and their two or three mothers, and
their eight or nine children, who did the fairy business when re-
quired. The father of one of the famulies was in the habit of balanc-
ing the father of another of the families on the top of a great pole;
the father of the third farmly often made a pyranmud of both those
fathers, with Master Kidderminster for the apex, and himself for
the base; all the fathers could dance upon rolling casks, stand upon
bottles, catch knives and balls, twirl hand-basins, ride upon any-
thing, jump over everything, and stick at nothing. All the mothers
could (and did) dance upon the slack wire and the tight-rope, and
perform rapid acts on bare-backed steeds; none of them were at
all particular in respect of showing their legs; and one of them,
alone 1n a Greek chariot, drove six-in-hand into every town they
came to. They all assumed to be mighty rakish and knowing, they
were not very tidy in their private dresses, they were not at all
ordeily in their domestic arrangements, and the combined litera-
ture of the whole company would have produced but 2 poor letter
on any subject. Yet there was a remarkable gentleness and child-
ishness about these people, a special inaptitude for any kind of
sharp practice, and an untiring readness to help and pity one
another, deserving often of as much respect, and always of as much

generous construction, as the every-day virtues of any class of
people m the world.

Their skills have no value for the Utilitarian calculus,
but they express vital human impulse, and they minister
to vital human needs. The Horse-riding, frowned upon as
frivolous and wasteful by Gradgrind and malignantly
scorned by Bounderby, brings the machine-hands of Coke-
town (the spirit-quenching hideousness of which is
hauntingly evoked) what they are starved of, It brings
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to them, not merely amusement, but art, and the spectacle
of triumphant activilty that, sceming to contain its end
within itself, is, in its easy mastery, joyously selfjustified.
In investing a tra¢elling circus with this kind of symbolic
value Dickens expresses a profounder reaction to indus-
trialism than might have been expected of him. It is not
only pleasure and relaxation the Coketowners stand in need
of; he feels the dreadful degradation of life that would
remain even 1f they were to be given a forty-hour week,
comfort, security and fun. We recall a characteristic passage
from D. H. Lawrence.

The car ploughed uphill thiough the long squald straggle of
Tevershall, the blackened biick dwellings, the black slate roofs,
glistening their sharp edges, the mud black with coal-dust, the
pavements wet and black It was as if dismalness had soahed
through and through everything. The utter negation of natural
beauty, the utter negation of the gladness of ife, the utter absence
of the mstinct for shapely beauty which every bird and beast has,
the utter death of the human intuitive faculty was appalling. The
stacks of soap 1n the groceis’ shops, the rhubarb and lemons i the
greengrocers’! the awful hats i the nullners all went by ugly,
ugly, ugly, followed by the plaster and gilt horror of the cinema
with 1ts wet picture announcements, ‘A Woman’s Love’, and the
new big Primitive chapel, primitive enough 1n 1ts stark brick and
big panes of greenish and raspberry glass in the windows The
Wesleyan chapel, higher up, was of blackened brick and stood
behind 1ron raihngs and blackened shrubs. The Congregational
chapel, which thought itself superior, was bult of rusticated
sandstone and had a steeple, but not a very high one Just beyond
were the new school buldngs, expensive pink brick, and gravelled
playground mside non railings, all very imposing, and mixing the
suggestion of a chapel and a p11son. Standard Five girls were having
a simging lesson, just finishing the la-me-do-la exercises and begmn-
ning a ‘sweet children’s song’. Anything moie unlike song, spoti-
taneous song, would be mmpossible to imagie: a strange-bawlng
yell followed the outlines of a tune It was not like animals- ant-
mals mean something when they yell. It was hike nothing on eat th,
and 1t was called singing Connie sat and listened with her heart
in her boots, as Field was filling petrol. What could possibly be-
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come of such a people, a people in whom the hiving intuitive faculty
was dead as nails, and only queer, mechamcal yells and uncanny
will-power remamed ?’

Dickens couldn’t have put it in just those terms, but the
way in which his vision of the Horse-riders insists on their
gracious vitality umnplies that reaction.

Here an objection may be anticipated — as a way of
making a point. Cloketown, hke Gradgrind and Bounderby,
is real enough, but it can’t be contended that the Horse-
riding is real in the same sense. There would have been
some athletic skill and perhaps some bodily grace among
the people of a Victorian travelling circus, but surely so
much squalor, grossness and vulgarity that we must find
Dickens’s symbolism sentimentally false? And ‘there was
aremarkable gentleness and childishness about these people,
a special inaptitude for any kind of sharp practice® — that,
surely, is going ludicrously too far? :

If Dickens, intent on an emotional effect, or drunk with
moral enthusiasm, had been decewving himself (it couldn’t
have been innocently) about the nature of the actuality,
he would then mdeed have heen guilty of sentimental
falsity, and the adverse criticism would have held But the
Horse-riding presents no such case. The virtues and qualities .
that Dickens prizes do indced exist, and it is necessary for
his criique of Utlitartanism and industrialism, and for
(what is the same thing) his creative purpose, to evoke them
vividly. The book can’t, in my judgement, be fairly charged
with giving a misleading rcpresentation of human naturc
And it would plainly not be intelligent criticism to suggest
that anyone could be musled about the nature of circuses
by Hard Tumes The critical question is merely onc of tact:
was 1t well-judged of Dickens to try to do that — which had
to be done somehow ~ with a travelling circus?

Or, rather, the question is: by what means has he suc-
ceeded ? For the success is complete. It 1s conditioned partly
by the fact that, from the opening chapters, we have been
tuncd for the reccption of a highly conventional art —
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though i.t is a tuning that has no narrowly limiting effect.
To descn.be at all cogently the means by which this respon-
stveness 1s set up would take a good deal of ‘practical
criticism’ analysis — analysis that would reveal an extra-
ordinary flexibility in the art of Hard Times. This can be
seen very obviously in the dialogue. Some passages might
come from an ordinary novel. Others have the ironic
pointedness of the school-room scene in so insistent a form
that we might be reading a work as stylized as Jonsonan
comedy: Gradgrind’s final exchange with Bitzer (quoted
below) is a supreme instance. Others again are ‘literary’,
like the conversation between Gradgrind and Louisa on
her flight home for refuge from Mr James Harthouse’s
attentions.

To the question how the reconciling is done — there is
much more diversity in Hard Times than these references
to dialogue suggest — the answer can be given by point-
ing to the astonishing and irresistible richness of life that
characterizes the book everywhere. It meets us everywhere,
unstrained and natural, in the prose. Out of such prose a
great variety of presentations can arise congenially with
equal vividness. There they are, unquestionably ‘real’.
It goes back to an extraordinary energy of perception and
registration in Dickens. “When people say that Dickens
exaggerates’, says Santayana, ‘it seems to me that they
can have no eyes and no ears. They probably only have
notions of what things and people are; they accept them
conventionally, at their diplomatic value.’ Settling down as
we read to an implicit recognition of this truth, we don’t
readily and confidently apply any criterion we suppose
ourselves 10 hold for distinguishing varieties of relation
between what Dickens gives us and a normal ‘real’. His
flexibility is that of a michly poetic art of the world. He
doesn’t write ‘poetic prose’; he writes with a poetic force
of evocation, registering with the responsiveness of a genius
of verbal expression what he so sharply sees and feels. In
fact, by texture, imaginative mode, symbolic method, and
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the resulting concentration, Hard Times affects us as be-
longing with formally poetic works.

There is, however, more to be said about the success that
attends Dickens’s symbolic intention in the Horse-riding;
there is an essential quality of his genius to be emphasized.
There 1s no Hamlet in him, and he 1s quite unlike T. S. Eliot.

The red-gyed scavengers are creeping
From Kentish Town and Golders Green

~ there 15 nothing of that in Dickens’s reaction to life. He
observes with gusto the humanness of humanity as exhibited
in the urban (and suburban) scene. When he sees, as he
sees so readily, the common manifestations of human kind-
ness, and the essential virtues, asserting themselves in the
mdst of ugliness, squalor and banality, his warmly sympa-
thetic response has no disgust to overcome. There is no
suggestion, for instance, of recoil - or of distance-keeping —
from the game-eyed, brandy-soaked, flabby-suifaced Mr
Sleary, who is successfully made to figure for us a humane,
anti-Utiitarian  positive. This is not sentimentality in
Dickens, but genius, and a gemus that should be found
peculiarly worth attention in an age when, as D. H. Law-
rence (with, as I remember, Wyndham Lewis immediately
in view) says, ‘My God! they stink’ tends to be an in-
supcrable and final reaction.

Sentimentality, as everyone knows, is to be found in
Dickens’s @uvre. We have 1t in Hard Tumes (though not to
any seriously damaging effect) in Stephen Blackpool, the
good, victimized working-man, whose perfect patience
under infliction we are expected to find supremely edifying
and 1rresistibly touching as the agonies are piled on for his
martyrdom But Sissy Jupe 1s another matter. A general
description of her part in the fable might suggest the worst,
but actually she has nothing in common with Little Nell:
she shares in the strength of the Horse-riding. She is wholly
convincing in the function Dickens assigns to her The
working of her influence in the Utilitarian home is conveyed
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with a fine tact, and we do really feel her as a growing
potency. Dickens can even, with sufficient success, give
her the stage for a victorious #éfe-d-téte with the well-bred
and langnd elegant, Mr James Harthouse, in which she
tells hum that his duty 1s to leave Coketown and cease
troubling Lousa with lus attentions:

She was not afraid of him, o1 in any way disconcerted; she
seemed to have her mind entuely preoccupied with the occasion
of her visit, and to have substituted that consideration for herself

The victory of disinterestedness is convincing enough as
one reads.

At the opening of the book Sissy establishes the essential
distinction between Gradgrind and Bounderby Gradgrind,
by taking her home, however ungraciously, shows humself
capable of humane feeling, however unacknowledged We
are reminded, in the previous school-room scene, of the
Jonsonian affinities of Dickens’s art, and Bounderby turns
out to be consistently a Jonsonian character in the sense
that he is incapable of change. He remains the blustering
egotist and braggart and responds in character to the
collapse of his marriage*

‘I’ll give you to understand, in reply to that, that there unques-
tionably 1s an incompatibility of the first magmtude — to be
summed up 1n this — that your daughter don’t properly know her
husband’s merits, and 1s not impressed with such a sense as would
become her, by George! of the honour of his alhance That’s plain

speaking, I hope.’

He remains Jonsonianly consistent in his last testament
and death. But Gradgrind, 1n the nature of the fable, has
to expertence the confutation of his philosophy, and to be
capable of the change involved in adlmtting that life
has proved him wrong. (Dickens’s art in Hard Tumes
differs from Ben Jonson’s not in being inconsistent, but in
being so very much more flexible and inclusive — a point
that seemed to be worth making because the relation
between Dickens and Jonson has been stressed of late, and
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I have known unfair conclusions to be drawn from the
comparison, notably in respect of Hard Times.)

The confutation of Utilitarianism by-life is conducted
with great subtlety. That the conditions for it are there in
Mr Gradgrind he betrays by his initial kindness, ungenial
enough, but properly rebuked by Bounderby, to Sissy.
“Mr Gradgrind’, we are told, ‘though hard enough, was
by no means so rough a man as Mr Bounderby. His charac-
ter was not unkind, all things considered; it mught have heen
very kind indeed if only he had made some mistake in the
arithmetic that balanced it years ago.” The inadequacy of
the calculus is starkly exposed when he brings it to bear on
‘the problem of marriage in the consummate scene with his
cldest daughter:

He waited, as if he would have been glad that she said some-
thing. But she said never a word.

‘Louisa, my dear, you are the subject of a proposal of marriage
that has been made to me.’

Again he waited, and again she answered not one word. This so
far surprised him as to induce him gently to repeat, ‘A proposal of
marriage, my dear.” To which she returned, without any visible
emotion whatever:

‘I hear you, father. I am attending, I assure you.’

‘Well"” said Mr Gradgrind, breaking into a smule, after being
for the moment at a loss, ‘you are even more dispassionate than I
expected, Loussa. Or, perhaps, you are not unprepared for the
announcement I have 1t 1in charge to make??

‘I cannot say that, father, until I hear it. Prepared or unpre-
pared, I wish to hear 1t all from you. I wish to hear you state 1t to
me, father.’

Strange to relate, Mr Gradgrind was not so collected at this
moment as his daughter was He took a paper knife mn his hand,
turned it over, laid it down, took 1t up agamn, and even then had

to look along the blade of it, considering how to go on.

‘What you say, my dear Louisa, 1s perfectly reasonable. I have

xémc%;:rtaken, then, to let you know that ~ 1 short, that Mr Boun-
erby ...}

His embarrassment — by his own avowal - is caused by
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the perfect rationality with which she receives his overture.
He is still more disconcerted when, with a completely
dispassionate matter-of-fact-ness that does credit to his
régime, she gives him the opportunity 1o state in plain terms
precisely what marriage should mean for the young
Houyhnhnm:

Silence between them. The deadly statistical clock very hollow.
The distant smoke very black and hecavy.

‘Father,” said Lowsa, “do you think I love Mr Bounderby?’

Mr Gradgrind was extiemcly discomfited by this unexpected
question. ‘Well, my child,’ he returned, ‘I — really — cannot take
upon myself to say.’

‘Father,” pursued Lowsa in exactly the same voice as before,
‘do you ask me to love Mr Bounderby *’

‘My dear Lousa, no. I ask nothing.’

. ‘Father,’ she still pursued, ‘docs Mr Boundeirby ask me to Jove
him®?

‘Really, my dear,” saxd Mr Gradgrind, ‘1t is difficult to answer
your question -’

‘Difficult to answer it, Yes or No, father?’

‘Certainly, my dear. Because’ ~ here was something to demon-
state, and to set him up again — ‘because the reply depends sO
materially, Lousa, on the scnse in which we use the expression.
Now, Mr Bounderby does not do you the injustice, and does not
do himself the injustice, of pretending to anything fanciful, fan-
tastic, or (I am using synonymous terms) sentimental. Mr Boun-
derby would have seen you grow up under his eye to very little
purpose, if he could so far forget what 15 due to yow good sense,
not to say to his, as to address you from such ground. Therefore,
perhaps, the expression itself — I merely suggest this to you, my
dear ~ may be a httle misplaced ’

“What would you advise me to use m 1ts stead, father?’

“Why, my dear Loussa,” said Mr Gradgrind, completely 1e-
covered by this time. ‘I would advise you (since you ask me) fo
consider the question, as you have been accustomed to consider
every other question, simply as one of tangible Fact. The ignoant
and the giddy may embarrass such subjects with irrelevant fancies,
and other absurdities that have no existence, properly viewed —
really no existence ~ but 1t 1s no compliment to say that you know
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better. Now, what are the Facts of this casc? You are, we will say
1n round numbers, twenty years of age, Mr Bounderby 15, we will
say in round numbers, fifty. There 1s some disparity in your re-
spective years, but . ..

— And at this point Mr Gradgrind seizes the chance for
a happy escape into statistics. But Louisa brings him firmly
back.

‘What do you recommend, father®’ asked Lowsa, her reserved
composure not in the least affected by these gratifying results, ‘ that
1 should substitute for the term I used just now ? For the musplaced
expression?’

‘Lowsa,” returned her father, ‘it appears to me that nothing
can be plamer. Confining yourself rigidly to Fact, the question of
Fact you state to yourself 1s: Does Mr Bounderby ask me to mairy
him? Yes, he does. The sole remaining question then is* Shall I
marry him? I think nothing can be plamer than that’

‘Shall I marry hum?’ repeated Lowssa with great deliberation.

‘Preciscly.’

It is a tnumph of ironic art No logical analysis could
dispose of the philosophy of fact and calculus with such neat
finality. As the 1ssues are reduced to algebraic formulation
they are patently emptied of all real meaning The instinct-
free rationality of the emotionless Houyhnhnm is a void

Louisa proceeds to try and make him understand that she 1s
a living creature and therefore no Houyhnhnm, but in vain
(“to see it, he must have overleaped at a bound the arti-
ficial barriers he had for many years been erecting between
himsclf and all those subtle essences of humanity which will
clude the utmost cunning of algebra, until the last trumpet
ever to be sounded will blow even algebra to wreck’),

Removing her eyes from Jum, <he sat so Jong looking silently to-
waids the town, that he said at length “Arc you consulting the
chimneys of the Coketown works, Lowsa

“There scems to be nothing there but languid and monoclicnous
smole Yet, when the night comci, I'ire bursts out, father!” she
answered, turning quichly. ’ '
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‘Of course I know that, Louisa. I do not see the application of
the remark.” To do him justice, he did not at all.

She passed it away with a slight motion of her hand, and con-
centrating her attention upon him again, said, ‘Father, I have
often thought that life is very short.” ~ This was so distinctly one
of his subjects that he interposed:

‘It is short, no doubt, my dear. Still, the average duration of
human hfe is proved to have increased of late yeais, The calcula-
tions of various Iife assurance and annuity offices, among other
figures which cannot go wrong, have established the fact.’

‘I speak of my own life, father.’

‘Oh, indeed! Still,” said Mr Gradgrind, ‘I need not point out to
you, Louisa, that it is governed by the laws which govern lives 1n
the aggregate.’ .

‘While it lasts, I would wish to do the little I can, and the little
I am fit for. What does it matter?’ -

Mr Gradgrind seemed rather at a loss to understand the last
four words; replying, ‘How, matter > What matter, my dear?’

‘Mr-Bounderby,’ she went on 1n a steady, straight way, without
regarding this, ‘asks me to marry him. The question I have to ask
myself 1s, shall I mairy him? That is so, father, is it not? You have
told me so, father. Have you not?’

‘Certainly, my dear?’

‘Let it be so.’

The psychology of Louisa’s development and of her
brother Tom’s is sound. Having no outlet for her emotional
life except in her love for her brother, she lives for him,
and marries Bounderby — under pressure from Tom - for
Tom’s sake (“What does it matter?’). Thus, by the con-
strictions and starvations of the Gradgrind régime, are natural
affection and capacity for disinterested devotion turned to
ill Asfor Tom, the régime has made of him a bored and sullen
whelp, and ‘he was becoming that not unprecedented
triumph of calculation which is usually at work on number
one’ ~ the Utlitarian philosophy has done that for him.
He declares that when he goes to live with Bounderby as
having a post in- the bank, ‘he’ll have his revenge’. — ‘I
mean, I'll enjoy myself a little, and go about and see some-
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thing and hear something. I'll recompense myself for the way
in which I’ve been brought up.” His descent into debt and
bank-robbery is natural. And it is natural that Lousa,
having sacrificed herself for this unrepaying object of
affection, should be found not altogether unresponsive
when Mr James Harthouse, having sized up the situation,
pursues his opportunity with well-bred and calculating tact.
His apologia for genteel cynicism is a shrewd thrust at the
Gradgrind philosophy-

“The only diffeience between us and the professors of virtue or
benevolence, or philanthropy — never mind the name — is, that we
know it 1s all meaningless, and say so, while they know 1t equally,
and will never say so’

Why should she be shocked or warned by the reiteration? It was
not so unlike her father’s principles, and her early training, that it
need startle her,

When, flecing from temptation, she arrives back at her
father’s house, tells mm her phght, and, crying, ‘All T know
is, your philosophy and your teaching will not save me’,
collapses, he sees ‘the pride of his heart and the triumph of
his system lying an insensible heap at his fcet’. The fallacy
now calamitously demonstrated can be seen focused in that
‘pride’, which brings together in an illusory oneness the
pride of his system and his love for lus child What that love
is Gradgrind now knows, and hc knows that it matters to
him more than the system, which 1s thus confuted (the
cducational failure as such being a lesser matter). There is
nothing sentimental here; the demonstration is impressive,
because we are convinced of the love, and because Grad-

grind has been made to exist for us as a man who has ‘meant
to do right’:

He said 1t carnestly, and, to do him justice, he had. In gauging
fathomless deeps with his hittle mean excise rod, and i staggering
over the universe with his rusty stiff-legged compasses, hie had
mcant to do great things. Within the Iimits of his short tether he
had tumbled about, anmihilating the flowers of emistence with
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greater singleness of pupose than many of the blatant personages
whose company he kept.

The demonstration still to come, that of which the other
‘triumph of his system’, Tom, is the centre, is sardonic
comedy, imagined with great intensity and done with the
sure touch of genius. There is the pregnant scene in which
Mr Gradgrind, in the descrted ring of a third-rate travel-
ling circus, has to recognize his son in a comic negro servant;
and has to recognize that his son owes his escape from Jus-
tice to a peculiarly disinterested gratitude — to the oppor-
tunity given him to assume such a disguise by the
non-Utilitarian Mr Sleary, grateful for Sissy’s sake:

In a preposterous coat, like a beadle’s, with cuffs and flaps exag-
gerated to an unspeakable extent; in an immense waistcoat, knee
breeches, buckled shoes, and a mad cocked-hat; with nothing
fitting lum and everything of coarse material, moth-caten, and
full of holes; with scams m his black face, whete fear and heat
had started through the gieasy composition daubed all over it;
anything so grunly, detestably, ridiculously shameful as the whelp
1 his comic livery, Mr Gradgiind never could by any other means
have believed in, weighablc and measurable fact though it was.
And one of his model children had come to this!

At first the whelp would not draw any nearer but peisisted in
remaining up there by himsclf. Yielding at length, if any con-
cession so sullenly made can be called yielding, to the entreaties of
Sissy — for Louisa he disowned altogether — he came down, bench
by bench, until he stood 1n the sawdust, on the veige of the circle,
as far as possible, within 1ts limits, from where his father sat.

‘How was this done?’ asked the father.

‘How was what done?’ moodily answered the son.

“This robbery,’ said the father, rasing his voice upon the word.

‘T forced the safe myself overnight, and shut it up ajar before I
went away. I had had the key that was found long before. I
dropped it that morning, that it might be supposed to have been
used. I didn’t take the money all at once, I pretended to put my
balance away every mght, but I didn’t. Now you know all about 1t.”

‘If a thunderbolt had fallen on me,’ said the father, ‘it would

have shocked me less than this!? .
‘I don’t see why,” grumbled the son. ‘So many people arc em-
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ployed in situations of trust; so many people, out of so many, will
be dishonest, I have heard you talk, a hundred times, of 1ts being
a law How can I help laws? You have comforted others with
such things, father. Comfort yourself!’

The father buried his face 1n his hands, and the son stood in his
disgraceful grotesqueness, biting straw: hus hands, with the black
partly worn away mside, looking like the hands of a monkey. The
evening was fast closing 1n; and, from time to time, he turncd the
whites of his eyes restlessly and impatiently towards his father.
They were the only parts of his face that showed any hfe or ex-
pression, the pigment upon 1t was so thick.

Something of the rich complexity of Dickens’s art may
be seen in this passage. No simple formula can take account
of the various elements in the whole effect, a sardonic-
tragic in which satire consorts with pathos. The excerpt
itself suggests the justification for saying that Hard Times
is a poetic work. It suggests that the gemus of the writer
may fairly be described as that of a poetic dramatist, and
that, in our preconceptions about ‘ the novel’, we may muss,
within the ficld of fictional prose, possibilities of concentra-
tion and flexibility in the interpretation of life such as we
associate with Shakespearcan drama.

The note, as we have it above in Tom’s retort, of ironic-
satiric discomfiture of the Utilitarian philosopher by the
rebound of his formulae upon himself is developed 1 the
ensuing scene with Bitzer, the truly successful pupil, the real
triumph of the system. He arrives to intercept Tom’s flight:

Bitzer, still holding the paralysed culprit by the collar, stood in
the Ring, blinking at his old patron through the darkness of the
twilight.

‘Bitzer,” smid Mr Gradgrind, broken down and miscrably sub-
missive to him, ‘have you a heart?’

“The circulation, sir,” returned Bitzer, smuling at the oddity of
the question, ‘couldn’t be carried on without one. No man, sir,
acquamted with the facts established by Harvey relating to the
circulation of the blood, can doubt that I have a heart *

‘Is 1t accessible,” cried Mr Gradgrind, ‘to any compassionate
mfluence®?
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‘It is accessible to Reason, siry’ retutned the excellent young
man. ‘And to nothing clse.’

‘They stood looking at each other ; Mr Gradgrind’s face as white
as the puisuer's,

*What motive -~ even what motive in 1eason - can you have for
preventing the escape of this wretched youth,” sard Mr Gradgiind,
‘and crushing his miscrable father? Sce hus sister here. Pity us!

‘Su,’ returned Bitzer in a very business-lthe and logical manner,
‘since you ask me what motive I have mn reason for taking young
Mr Tom back to Coketown, it is only rcasonable to let you know
.. . I am gomg to take young Mr Tom back to Coketown, n order
to deliver him over to M1 Boundeiby. Sir, I have no doubt what-
cver that Mr Bounde: by will then promote me to young Mr Tom’s
situation. And T wish to have this situation, sir, for it will be a nise
1o me and will do me good.’

*I{ this s solely a question of sclf-interest with you -’ Mr Grad-
grind began.,

‘I beg yout pardon for interrupting you, sir,” 1eturned Bitzer,
‘but I am surc you know that the whole social system 1s a question
of self-inteiest What you must always appeal to 1s a person’s self-
mterest. It’s your only hold. We are so constituted. I was brought
up in that catechism when I was very young, su, as you arc awaic’

“What sum of moncy,’ said Mr Gradgrind, ‘will you set agamst
your expected promotion?’

“Thank you, sir,” 1eturncd Buzer, ‘for hinting at the proposal;
but I will not set any sum agamnst 1t Knowing that your clear head
would propose that alternative, I have gone over the calculations
in my mind; and I find that to compound a fclony, even on very
high terms indced, would not be as safe and good for me as my
improved prospects m the Bank.’

‘Bitzer.’ smd Mr Gradgrnd, stretching out his hands as though
he would have said, Sce how muserable I am! ‘Bitzei, I have but
one chance left to soften you. You weie many years at my school.
If, in remembiance of the pains bestowed upon you there, you can
persuade yowself in any degiee to disregard your present mterest
and release my son, I entreat and pray you to give him the benefit
of that remembrance.’

‘I really wondei, si1,’ rejoined the old pupil in an argumenta-
tive manner, ‘to find you taking a position so untenable. My
schooling was paid for ; it was a bargamn; and when I came away,
the bargain ended.’ i
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It was a fundamental principle of the Gradgrind philosophy,
that cverything was to be paid for. Nobody was ever on any
account to give anybody anything, or render anybody help with-
out purchase. Gratitude was to be abolished, and the virtues
springing from it were not to be. Every inch of the existence
of mankind, from birth to death, was to be a bargam across
the counter. And if we didn’t get to Heaven that way, it was not
a politico-economical place, and we had no business there.

‘I don’t deny,’ added Bitzer, ‘that my schooling was cheap. But
that comes right, sir. I was made in the cheapest market, and have
to dispose of myself in the dearest.’

Tom’s escape is contrived, successfully in every sense,
by means belonging to Dickensian high-fantastic comedy.
And there follows the solemn moral of the whole fable,
put with the rightness of genuus into Mr Sleary’s asthmatic
mouth. He, agent of the artist’s marvellous tact, acquits
himself of 1t characteristically:

“Thquire, you don’t nced to be told that dogth 1th wonderful
animalth’ _

‘“Ther mstinct,” saxd Mr Gradgrind, ‘1s surprising ’

‘Whatever you call it —and I’m bletht 1f T know what to call 1it® ~
said Sleary, ‘it ith athtomthing The way m which a dog’ll find
you ~ the dithtanthe he’ll come!? i

‘His scent,’ said Mr Gradgrind, ‘being so fine.’

‘I’'m blctht of I know what to call 1t,” repeated Sleary, shaking
his head, ‘but I have had dogth find me, Thquire ...’

~ And Mr Sleary proceeds to explam that Sissy’s truant
father 1s certainly dead because s performing dog, who
would never have deserted him hiving, has come back to the
Horse-riding:

‘he wath lame, and pretty well bhind, He went to our children,
one after another, ath if he wath a theeking for a child he knowed ;
and then he come to me, and throwed hithelf up behind, and
thtood on huth two fore-legth, weak ath he wath, and then he
wagged hith tail and died Thquire that dog wath Merrylegth,’

The whole passage has to be read as it stands in the text
(Book the Third, chapter VIII). Reading 1t there we have
to stand off and reflect at a distance to 1ecognize the poten-
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tialities that might have been realized elsewhere as Dicken-
sian sentimentality. There is nothing sentimental in the
actual eflect. The profoundly serious intention is in control,
the touch sure, and the structure that ensures the poise
unassertively complex., Here is the formal moral:

“Tho, whether her father bathely detherted her; or whether he
broke hith own heart alone, rather than pull her down along with
him; never will be known now, Thquire, till - no, not till we know
how the dogth findth uth out!’

*She keeps the bottle that he sent her for, to this hour; and she
will believe in his affection to the last moment of her life,’ said Mr
Gradgrind.

‘It thecmth to prethent two thingth to a perthon, don’t it,
Thquire?’ said Mr Sleary, musing as he looked down into the
depths of his brandy-and-water: ‘one, that there 1th a love in the
world, not all Thelf-interetht after all, but thomething very differ-
ent; t'other, that 1t hath a way of ith own of calculating or not
calculating, whith thomehow or another ith at leatht ath hard to
give a name to, ath the wayth of the dogth ith!®

Mr Gradgrind looked out of the window, and made no 1eply.
Mr Sleary emptied his glass and recalled the ladies.

It will be seen that the effect (I repeat, the whole passage
must be read), apparently so simple and easily right, de-
pends upon a subtle interplay of diverse elements, a multi-
plicity in unison of timbre and tone. Dickens, we know,
was a popular entertainer, but Flaubert never wrote any-
thing approaching this in subtlety of achieved art. Dickens,
of course, has a witality that we can’t look for in Flaubert.
Shakespeare was a popular entertainer, we reflect ~ not
too extravagantly, we can surely tell ourselves, as we p_onder
passages of this characteristic quality in their relation, a
closely organized one, to the poetic whole. ‘

Criticism, of course, has its points to make against Hard
Times. It can be said of Stephen Blackpool, not only that
he is too good and qualifies too consistently for the martyr’s
halo, but that he invites an adaptation of the objection
brought, from the negro point of view, against Uncle Tom,
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which was to the effect that he was a white man’s good
nigger. And certainly it doesn’t need a working-class bias
to produce the comment that when Dickens comes to the
Trade Unions his understanding of the world he offers to
deal with betrays a marked limtation. There were un-
doubtedly professional agitators, and Trade Union soli-
darity was undoubtedly often asserted at the expense of the
mdividual’s rights, but it is a score against a work so in-
sistently typical in ntenuion that it should give the repre-
sentative role to the agitator, Slackbridge, and make
Trade Unionism nothing better than the pardonable error
of the misguided and oppressed, and, as such, an agent n
the martyrdom of the good working man (But to be far
we must remember the conversation between Bitzer and
Mrs Sparsit. -

‘It 1s much to be'regretted,’ said Mrs Sparsit, making her nose
more Roman and her eycbrows more Coriolanian in the strength
of her severity, ‘that the united masters allow of any such class
combination ’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Bitzer.

‘Being umted themselves, they ought one and all to set therr

faces agamst employing any man who 15 umted with any other
man,’ said Mis Sparsit

“They have done that, ma’am,’ returned Bitzer, ‘but 1t rather
fell through, ma’am.’

‘I do not pretend to understand these things,’ saxd Mrs Sparsit
with digmty. ¢ . I only know that those people must be con-
quered, and that 1t’s high time 1t was done, once and for all.’

Just as Dickens has no glimpse of the part to be played
by Trade Unionism in bettering the conditions he deplores,
so, though he sces there are many places of worship in
Coketown, of various kinds of ugliness, he has no notion
of the part played by the chapel in the life of nincteenth-
century industrial England. The kind of seclf-respecting
steadmess and conscientious restraint that he represents in
Stephen did certainly exist on a large scale among the
working-classes, and this is an important historical fact.
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But there would have been no such fact if those chapels
described by Dickens had had no more relation to the life
of Coketown than he shows them to have.

Again, his attitude to Trade Unionism is not the only
cxpression of a lack of political understanding. Parliament
for him is mercly the ‘national dust-yard’, where the
‘national dustmen’ cntertain one another ‘with a gieat
many noisy little fights among themselves’, and appoint
commissions which fill blue-books with dreary facts and
futile statistics — of a kind that helps Gradgrind to ‘prove
that the Good Samaritan was a bad economist’,

Yet Dickens’s understanding of Victorian civilization is
adequate for his purpose; the justice and penetration of his
criticism are unaffected. And his moral perception works
in alliance with a clear insight into the Enghsh social
structure. Mr James Harthouse is nccessary for the plot;
but he too has his representative function He has come to
Cokctown as a prospective parliamentary candidate, for
‘the Gradgrind party wanted assistance in cutting the
throats of the Graces’, and they ‘liked fine gentlemen;
they pretended that they did not, but they did’. And so
the alliance between the old ruling class and the ‘hard’
men figures duly in the fable. This cconomy is typical.
There is Mis Sparsit, for instance, who might seem to
be there merely for the plot. But her ‘husband was a
Powler?®, a fact she reverts to as often as Bounderby to his
mythical birth in a ditch; and the two complementary
opposites, when Mr James Harthouse, who in his languid
assurance of class-superiority doesn’t necd to boast, is added,
form a trio that suggests the whole system of British snobbery.

But the packed richness of Hard Times is almost incredibly
varied, and not all the quoting I have indulged in suggests

. it adequately. The final stress may fall on Dickens’s com-
mand of word, phrase, rhythm and image: in ease and range
there is surely no greater master of Enghsh except Shake-
speare. This comes back to saying that Dickens is a great
poet: his endless resource in felicitously varied expression
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is an extraordinary responsivencss to life. Tlis senses are
charged with cmotional energy, and his intelligence plays
and flashes in the quickest and sharpest perception That is,
his mastery of ‘style’ is of the only Lind that matters —
which is not to say that hc hasn’t a conscious interest in
what can be done with words; many of his fclicitics could
plamly not have come if there had not been. 1n the back-
ground, a habit of such interest. Take this, for instance:

He bad reached the neutral ground upon the outskirts of the
town, which v.as nerither town nor country, but ather spoiled . .

But he is no more a stylist than Shakespeare; and his
mastery of expression is most fairly cuggested by stressing,
not his descriptive cvocations (there are some magnificent
oncs 1n Hard Times — the varied décor of the action is made
vividly present, you can feel the velvety dust trodden by
Mrs Sparsit in her stealth, and fed the imminent storm),
but his sinctly dramatic feliatics. Perhaps, however,
‘strictly’ is not altogether a good pointer, since Dickens is
a master of his chosen art, and his mastery shows itself in
the way 1n which he moves between less direct forms of the
dramatic and the direct rendering of specch. Here is Mrs
Gradgnind dying (a cipher in the Giadgrind system, the
poor creature has never really been alive):

Her feeble voice sounded so far away in her bundle of shawls,
and the sound of another votce addressing her scemed to take such
a long ume in getting down to her cars, that she might have been
lying at the bottom of a well. The poor lady was nearer Truth
than she had ever been: which had much to do with it,

On being told that Mr Bounderby was there, she replicd, at
Cross purposes, that she had never called him by that name since
I.lc had marricd Lowsa, and that pending her choice of an ob.
Juectionable name, she had called him J; and that she could not at
present depart from that 1egulation, not being yet provided with
a permanent substitute. Lowssa had sat by her for some minutes,
and had spol.cn to her often, before she arrived at a clear under-
standing who 1t was She then scemed to come to 1t all at once.

“Well, my dear,” said Mrs Gradgrind, ‘and I hope you are

275



DICKENS

gomg on satisfactonly to yowself. It was all your father’s doing.
He set his heart upon 1t. And he ought to know.’

‘I want to hear of you, mother; not of myself.’

‘You want to hear of me, my dear? That’s something new, I am
surc, when anybody wants to hear of me. Not at all well, Lousa,
Very faint and giddy.’

‘A1e you 1n pain, dear mother?’

‘I think there’s a pain somewhere 1 the room,’ said Mrs Grad-
gund, ‘but I couldn’t positively say that I have got 1t.”

After this stiange speech, she lay silent for some time.

‘But there 1s something — not an Ology at all — that your father
has missed, or forgotten, Louisa I don’t know what 1t 1s I have
often sat with Sissy ncar me, and thought about it. I shall never
get 1ts name now. But your father may. It makes me restless I
want to write to him, to find out, for God’s sake, what it 15 Give
me a pen, give me a pen’

Even”the power of restlessness was gone, except for the poor
head, which could just turn from side to side.

She fancied, however, that her request had been complied with,
and that the pen she could not have held was m her hand. It
matters little what figures of wondeiful no-meaning she began to
tiace upon her wrappers The hand soon stopped n the mudst of
them; the light that had always been feeble and dim behind the
weak transparency, went out, and even Mis Gradgrind, emeiged
from the shadow m which man walketh and disquieteth himself
m vam, took upon her the dread solemmity of the sages and
patriarchs. )

With this kind of thing before us, we talk not of style but

of dramatic creation and imaginative genius.

NOTE

. ) .
The following is a pretty recent pronouncement on Dickens
in general and on Hard Twmes m particulat — 1t comes {from
Dr John Holloway’s contribution to Duckens in the Twentreth
Century (edited by John Gross):

What the discussion [Dr Holloway’s of Hard Times] seems to
issue 1n 15 a view of the novel’s moral intention that accords with
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the quality and development of Dickens’s whole mind He was not
a profound or prophetic gentus with insight into the deepest levels
of experience, but (leaving his immense gifts aside for a moment)
a man whose outlook was amable and generous, though it par-
took a Iittle of the shallowness of the merely topical, and the de-
fects of the bourgeois — the word 1s not too hard — Philistine.

That is exphcit enough; with my avowed purpose as
criterion, I don’t ask for better, and the deliberately em-
phatic ‘Phuilistine’ gives a good concluding resonance. The
passage seems worth quoting because, bluntly challenging
as it offers to be, the critic isn’t to be charged with any
brashness of originality; the view of Dickens he states
doesn’t quarrel with that generally held. It’s my own account
of Hard Times that he challenges — he explicitly writes with
his eye on what I wrote in Scrutiny.

The gifts that made Dickens one of the very greatest of
creative writers are not, in fact, merely ‘left aside for a
moment’, they are flatly demied and dismissed I won’t
spend words on Dr Holloway’s offer to disprove my
account of Hard Times by adducing what Dickens said at
Birmingham in a specch after a civic dinner It goes, that
offer, with the conviction (shared with Humphrey House
and others) that Dickens, unlike his critics, hadn’t the -
tellectual capacity for understanding Bentham, and with
the attempt to show that Hard Tiumes (a moral fable being
an essay turned into art) is not an alpha, or even a beta,
cssay on Utilitarianism What reply 15 there to such an
approach? — unless, with a finger on a place in the text
‘But take this, and ponder what it does and to what 1t owes
1ts power’?

If, however, mappropriate assumptions preclude any
recognition of the nature of creative expression as Dickens
practises it, there will be no recognition of the power, and
the reply fails Thus Dr Holloway dismisses my commen-
tary on the significance of the Horse-riding with this.

It doesn’t scem to be anything even rcmotely Lawientian (this
was after all, a pre-Nietzsche novel).
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On the contiary, it too, like its oppostte, operated (for all its
obvious common sense and 1its genuine valuc) at a relatively shal-
low level of consciousness, one represented by the Slearies, not as
vital horsemen, but as plain entertainers.

In fact, the creed which Dickens champions in the novel against
the Giadgrinds seems to be 1n the main that of ‘all work and no
play makes Jack a dull boy.” How unwilling many will be to admit

thus!

. Unwilling! T can’t but observe that the critical conscious-
ness to which this kind of confidence belongs operates at
decidedly a not-profound level. Lawrence didn’t need to
learn from Nietzsche that life flows from sources far below
the level of will and ego-enforced idea; that it is spontaneous,
unmeasurable and creative; and that men, all the same,
are continually trying, in one way and another, to ignore
or defeat these truths. If he had needed to find them in
other writers he could have learnt them from Shakespeare
and the Greek tragic poets and from all the creative
writers and artists he studied with the insight of genius. My
immediate point is that he could have learnt them from
Dickens, with whom he has special affinities, and to whom,
like the post-Dickensian novelists in general, he was im-~
mensely indebted

The robust realism of commonsense, however, assures
us that Dickens is to be thought of, not as a great artist
and novelist, but as an entertainer (a genius, of course).
The Horse-riding is a circus, and a circus is entertainment,
and all the meaning we can reasonably take from the part
it plays in Hard Times is that all work and no play makes
Jack a dull boy. This chimes with the notion of Dickens that
has been generally endorsed by the authorities on his
‘social criticism’. To this day a specialist on Dickens’s
relation to the Victorian age will, when he holds forth
publicly, pay his due tribute to the creative writer with a
comic-turn rendering of some selected ¢ Dickens characters’.

I hadn’t, in the way Dr Holloway implies, thought of any
conventional symbolic value belonging to horses; but all
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that we see of the Horse-riding evokes for us spontaneous
and daring vitality disciphined into skill and grace It brings
together the elements and aspects of an intense, deep and
embracing significance ~ that which animates the whole
dramatic poem.

This, however, 1s to postulate something that doesn’t
exist for my critic, for whom there 1s no ‘dramatic poem’
~no conceivable significance of such a kind as could justify
that description. He has, it secems, the Dickens authorities
with him And yet the insistence developed in Hard Times
has been, explicitly and implicitly, present in Dickens’s
work from before Dombey and Son, where it plays so central
a part. Dr Holloway might, I suppose, say that little Paul
died of ‘all work and no play’ added to deprivation of a
mother’s love What, then, does he make of Paul’s weakness
for old Glubb, which Dickens obviously intends us to see
as highly significant? The fact is that ‘all work and no play’
in Dr Holloway’s use of the phrase is — as Dickens’s genius
has not availed to bring home to him — grossly reductive
Years before Hard Times, and years before Dombey and Son
too, Dickens was insisting that ‘play’ as a need is intimately
bound up with ‘wonder’, imagination and creativity, and
that any starving of the complex need is cruel, denaturing
and sterilizing, and may be lethal. There is, for instance, 1n
The Old Curiosity Shop (chapter XXXT), the scene in Miss
Monflathers’ Boarding and Day Establishment, with the
rebuke inflicted on Little Nell and elaborated for the edi-
fication of those present.

‘Don’t you feel how naughty it 1s of you,” resumed Miss Mon-
flathers, ‘1o be a waxwork child, when you might have the proud
consciousness of assisting, to the extent of your mnfant powers, the
manufactures of your country; of improving your mind by the
constant contemplation of the steam-engine; and of earning 2 com-

fortable and independent subsistence of from two-and-ninepence
to three shillings per week?’

Immediately before Hard Times comes Bleak House, and
therc we have the Smallweeds.
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Duning the whole time consumed in the slow growth of this
family tree, the house of Smallweed, always early to go out and
late to marry, has strengthened itself in its practical character, has
discarded all amusements, discountenanced all story-books, fairy
tales, fictions and fables, and banished all levities whatsoever.
Hence the gratifying fact, that it has had no child born to 1t, and
that the complete little men and women whom 1t has produced '
have been observed to bear a likeness to old monkeys with some-
thing depressing on their minds.

Of the sister-twin we are told:

Judy never owned a doll, never hecard of Cindetella, never
played at any game.

Her twin-biother:

couldn’t wind up a top for his Iife. He knows no moze of Jack the
Giant Killer, or of Sinbad the Sailoy, than he knows of the people
m the stars He could as soon play at leapfiog, or at ciuicket. as
change mto a ciicket or a fiog himself But he is so much the
better off than his sister that on his narrow world of fact an open-
g has dawned, 1nto such broader regions as lie within the ken of
Mr Guppy. Hence, his admiration and his emulation of that

shining enchanter.

The basic utilitarian principle of self-interest gets 1its ex-
pheit statement here:

‘Aye, aye, Bart!’ says Giandfather Smallwced ‘How are you,
hey?’

‘Here I am,’ says Bart

‘Been along with your friend again, Bait?’ Small nods.

‘Dining at his expense, Bart?’ Small nods agan

*That’s right. Lave at his expense as much as you can, and take
warning by his foolish example. That’s the use of such a fool. The
only use you can put him to,” says the venerable sage.

Bleak House leads on to Hard Times, and Hard Times leads
on to Lutle Dornit.

Those who 1est complacently or 1esolutely on the con-
viction that Dickens was a Philistine will see little point m
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that last clause. But the characteristic insistence as developed
in Little Dorrit, where, as a proud and conscious major
artist, Dickens conducts a sustained and searching inquiry
into contemporary civilization, entails a full overtness of
preoccupation with the place, and the human necessity, of
art.

The passage quoted at the bottom of page 267 contains,
it will have been scen, this sentence:

In gauging fathomless deeps with his Little mean excise rod, and
in staggering over the umverse with his rusty stiff-legged com-
passes, he had meant to do great things.

If Dickens had written this in an age in which Blake repro-
ductions were familiar to all cultivated persons, we should
have been sure that he had ‘The Ancient of Days’ — Urizen
~ bending forward over the cosmic decps, as well as the
Godlike Newton bending over his diagram, both with
opened compasses in the down-stretched hand.



5
Dickens and Blake:
Little Dorrit

1

Tue indisputable but misleading proposition that the
Dickensian genius 1s the genius of a great entertainer can
be, we have seen, advanced, Hard Times being in question,
to justify a blankness to the shaiply focused power — that
is, to the clear significance — of that lghly concentrated
work, and so to its distinction as creative hterature, for if
you can’t take the significance you will hardly see Hard
Times as the patent classic it is. Lutle Dorrit, on the other
hand, answers so obviously and abundantly to what has for
so long been the prevailing notion of the essentially Dicken-~
sian that it enjoys general recognition as one of the master’s
major performances. Yet that it is one of the very greatest of
novels — that its orussion from any brief bst of the great
European novels would be critically: indefensible ~ 1s not
a commonplace. The significance focused with a sharp
economy 1n Hard Times— a significance the force and bearing
of which can’t be too insistently impressed on an age of
statistical method, social studies and the computer — 15 at
the deep centre of Luttle Dorrit; but published commentary
on Dickens doesn’t encourage the recognition that any book
of his has a deep centre. Luile Dorrit 15 one that has; it
exhibits a unifying and contiolling Iife such as only the
greatest kind of creative writer can command.

There seems to be a pretty general conviction among us
that in recent years we have achieved, in regard to the
‘art of the novel’, a critical sophistication unknown in the
Victorian age. Perhaps we have But the truly portentous
effect of the changes that have transformed civilization, i
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the hundred years since Dickens died is not that he strikes
the reader as antiquated, naive and Victorian, but that the
conditions of the kind of greatness rcprcsentcd by Little
Dorrit have disappeared from the world and a corresponding
blindness results, mnduced by the climate of implicit
assumptions and 1dcas that now prevails The firmly estab-
lished cult of Shakespeare gencrates no effective light.

I won’t offer to claborate-the parallel between Shake-
speare’s development and achievement as the great popular
playwright of our dramatic cfflorescence and Dickens’s
as the marvellously fertile, supremely successful and pro-
foundly creative cxploiter of the Victorian market for
fichon. There is clearly, however, a need to msist that
Dickens no more than Shakespeare started from nothing
and created out of a cultural void. ‘A waif himself, he was
totally disinherited’: Santayana’s observation illuminates
nothing except the assumptions bchind 1t; it is stultifymgly
false. Dickens belonged as a popular writer, along with his
public, to a culture in which the arts of speech were 1n-
tensely alive. That was a good start. Anyone concerned to
enforce the truth that he wrote out of a peculiarly rich
inheritance — rich in relation to the needs of an artist of his
gift and destiny — would have good reason to think first of
the part of Shakespeare himself in 1t; Shakespeare — the
point 1s an essential onec — who then really was a national
author The most important aspcct of Dickens’s notorious
indebtedness to the theatre (though this is not the point
usually made) is to be seen there Not that the hfe and power
of Shakespeare for Dickens were merely a matter of the
-theatre He read immensely, with the intelhgence of genius,
and his inwardness with Shakespeare, the subtlety of the
influence mamfest, and to be divined, in his own creative
originality, can’t be explained except by a reader’s close
and pondering acquaintance. I will add, by way of en-
forcing this kind of comment on the view that the author of
Dombey and Son, Luttle Dorrit and Great Expectations was a
Philistine, the related note that he knew the Romantic
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pocts — one can’t, by the time one comes to Little Dorrit, fail
to sce 1t as an important cnough truth to be affirmed.

He mixed freely in the cultivated company he needed:
class did indced, as his novels make us very much aware,
exist in Victorian England, but class constituted no barrier
that got in his way. The higher cultural world of intellect
and spirit was quick to rccognize his genius, and he hadn’t
to form any scnse of finding it difficult of access. We see
these as pregnantly significant points when we ask how it
was that, just as Shakespeare could be both the established
favourite of the groundlings in the popular theatre and the
supreme poctic mind of the Renaissance, master explorer
of human expericnce, so Dickens, pursuing indcfatigably
his career as best-selling producer of popular fiction, could
develop into a creative writer of the first order, the super-
Iatively original creator of his art.

He was intensely an artist, unlike as he was either to
Tlaubert or to Henry James, and as he develops he becomes
more and more describable as a dedicated one. Dombey and
Son, in ways I have discussed, solved only partially Dickens’s
problem: that of achieving the wholly significant work of
art as a successful scrial-writer, writing always against time
and for the popular market. Bleak House again, rich and
diverse as it is in the creative felicities of a great novelist
and poet, doesn’t altogether solve that problem. But in
Litile Dornt the thing is done. There are no large quali-
fications to be urged, and the whole working of the plot,
down to the melodramatic dénouement, is significant —
that is, serves the essential communication felicitously.
‘When the secret of Arthur Clennam’s birth is revealed, it
completes the presented significance of Mrs Clennam and
the Clennam house:

... Satan entered into that Frederick Dorrit, and counselled
him that he was a man of innocent and laudable tastes who did
kind actions, and that here was a poor girl with a voice for singing
music with. Then he is to have her taught. Then Arthur’s father,
who 'has all along been secretly pining, in the ways of virtaous
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ruggedness, for those accursed snares which are called the Arts,
becomes acquainted with her. And so a graceless orphan, training
to be a singing girl, carries it, by that Frederick Dorrit’s agency,
against me, and I am humbled and deceived.

This emphasis on art at the moment of confession -
Mrs Clennam’s characteristic kind of confession — has
nothing gratuitous about it What Dickens hated in the
Calvinistic commercialism of the carly and middle Victorian
age — the repressiveness towards children, the hard righteous-
ness, the fear of love, the armed rigour in the face of hfe ~
he sums up now in its hatred of art. That he should do so
is cloquent of the place he gave to art in human life and of
the conception of art that informs his practice (it secems to
be essentially Blake’s). He conveyed his criticism of Vic-
torian civilization in a creative masterpiecce, a great work of
art, which it would be fatuous to supposc he achieved
accidentally and unconsciously, without meaning it and
without hnowing it. What, at a religious depth, Dickens
hated about the ethos figured by the Clennam house was
the offence against life, the spontanecous, the real, the crea-
tive, and, at this moment preceding the collapse of the
symbolic house, he represents the creative sprrit of life by
art. ’

For Arthur Clennam the ethos is that which oppressed
his childhood, glowering on spontaneity, spirit and happi-
ness and inculcating guilt, and which, 1n its institutional
manifestation, appals him as the English Sunday, wrapping
London in a pall of gloom on his first morning back, he
bemg bound towards the old childhood home to see his
‘mother’ again after twenty years of exile. It is the begin-
ning of the sustained criticism of English life that the book
cnacts For Clennam himself it is the beginning of an
urgently personal criticism of life in Arnold’s sense — that
entaded in the, inescapable and unrelenting questions:
‘What shall T do? What can I do? What are the possibilities
of Iife — for me, and, more gencrally, 1n the very nature of
life? What are the conditions of happiness? What is life
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for?’ Despondent, muted, earnest, with an earnestness
derived from the upbringing the anti-life ethos of which he
intensely rejects, he can’t but find himself with such a
criticism of life as his insistent preoccupation.

-

So here I am, in the middle way, having had twenty years ~
Twenty years largely wasted . ..

— The resonance as of a religious concern with basic criteria
and ultimate issues carried by this from its context in Four
Quartets and {from the opening of the Dwina Commedia
doesn’t make it inappropriate here — for the usual easy and
confident denial of any profundity of thought to Dickens
is absurd and shameful.

The inquest into contemporary civilization that he under-
took in Luttle Dorret mught equally be called a study of the
criteria implicit n an evaluative study of life What it
commits him to is an enterprise of thought; thought that 1t
is 1 our time of the greatest moment to get recognized,
consciously and clearly, as thought ~ an affair (that is) of
the thinking intelligence directed to a grasp of the real.
Dickens’s capacity for effective thought about life is in-
distinguishable from his genius as a novelist. A great novelist
is addicted to contemplating and pondering life with an
intensity of interest that entails — that zs — the thought that
asks questions, seeks answers and defines. And (whatever
that last verb might seem to imply) he doesn’t need to be
told that he must take a firm hold on the truth that life,
for a mind truly intent on the real, is life 1n the concrete;
that life is concretely ¢ there’ only in individual lives; and that
individual lives can’t be aggregated, generalized or averaged.

On the other hand, he knows that the serious and devel-
oped study of the individual life can’t but be a study of lives
in relation, and of social conditions, conventions, pressures
as they affect essential hife. The really great novelist can’t
but find himself making an evaluative inquiry into the
cwilization in which he finds himself — which he more and
more finds himself 1n and of.
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I might have added a couple of sentences ago that he
doesn’t need to be reminded ~ or to remind himself - that
‘life’ is a necessary word and that the impossibility of
arriving at any abstract definition acceptable to him is
far from being evidence of an unreality about what the
word portends- it is the opposite.

Dickens in the nature of his creative undertaking aims at
communicating generally valid truths about what can’t
be defined. I point here to the importance of getting it
recognized that his genius as a novelist is a capacity for
profound and subtle thought. His method, with all its
subtleties and complexities, is a method of tackling what is
in one aspect an intellectual problem: he tackles it, beyond
any doubt, consciously and calculatingly. - -

I have already noted how Clennam, returned after
twenty years of exile, dejected and without momentum or
aim, opens, out of a particular situation and the pressure
of a personal history, the critique of Victorian civilization,
The questioning, so largely for him a matter of self-inter-
rogation that implicitly bears on the criteria for judgement
and value - perception, starts in that reverse of theoretical
way, but — or so — with great felicity. The answer implicit
in Little Dorrit is given creatively by the book, and it is not
one that could have been given by Clennam himself, Not
only is it something that can’t be stated; the Clennam
evoked for us is obviously not adequate to its depth and
range and fullness, his deficiency being among the charac-
teristics that qualify him for his part in the process by which
the inclusive communication of the book is generated. Each
of the other characters also plays a contributory part,
inviting us to make notes on his or her distinctive ‘valye®
in relation to the whole '

Nevertheless, about Dickens’s art there is nothing of the
rigidly or insistently schematic. We find oursclves bringing
together for significant association characters as unlike,
for Instance, as Miss Wade, Henry Gowan, William
Dorrit and Mrs Clennam, or seeing a rightness that is
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other than onc of piquant or pleasing complementarity in
the mutual attraction that manifests itsclf (a fact of the
nartative) between Doyce, Clennam, Pancks and Caval-
Ietto. And when we have got as far as that we arc aware of
alrcady having made a note that Gowan (for instance)
associates in significant relationship with characters who
form a quite different grouping from that in which T have
Just placed him, so that, if in out diagrammatic notation
we have been 1epresenting groupings by lines inking names,
the lines run across onc another in an untidy and undiagiam-
matic mess. The diagrammatic suggestion is soon tran-
scended as the growing complexity of Iines thickens; we
arrtve at telling ouiselves explicitly what we have been
implicitly realizing in immediate perception and response:
“This, brought before us for pondering contemplation, is
life ~ Iife as it manifests itself variously m this, that and the

other focusing individual (the only way in which it can)’
In the striking power with which the book achieves the
cffect I point to here Clennam plays an important part,
onc that entails the unique status he has among the charac-
ters. That he is very important doesn’t mean that he com-
petes for inclusion among the ‘Dickens characters’, for he
isn’t a character in that scnse, though he decidedly exists
for us ~is felt (that is) as a real personal presence. He has in
this respect a clear affinity with Pip of Great Eapectations,
who, though so centrally important in that book, is not
described at all, or endowed with desciibable, or at any
rate very distinctive, charactetistics. What is required of
Pip is that he shall be felt unquestionably to exist as a
centre of sentience, an identity, and Dickens’s art ensures
that he shall, for it ensures that the reader shall implicitly
identify himself with Pip and &e¢ his sentience — while
remaining, nevertheless, as the reader, another person
(sufficiently another person in many cascs, it seems, not to

think of protesung when an authority calls Greal Expecta-

fwons ‘a snob’s progress’).
Lutile Dorrit, the equally astonishing and very differént
~
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masterpiece, is very differently organized; Clennam is not
‘I’ 1n it, and not the ubiquitous immediate consciousncss
that registers and prescnts. Yet he too 1s felt as a pervasive
presence, or something approaching it. He has been very
carly, with a subtlety of purpose and touch Dickens 1sn’t
as a rule credited with, established as that — established as
the presence of what one may very well find onesclf referring
to as plain unassertive normality. And what that means is
that we tend to be Clennam, as we obviously don’t William
Dorrit, Mr Meagles, Daniel Doyce, Henry Gowan, Pancks
~ or any other character in the book He 1s for us a person,
the decently ordinary person among the dramatis personae
(‘ordinary’ here not being used mm a placing or pejorative
way, but reassuringly), and he has at the same time a
special status, unavowed but essential to his importance,
it 1s 1imphecit 1n his being, not a queer or unpleasant case,
but the immediate focal presence of representative human
sentience — ours (for ours, being our own, s that; 1t is the
mnmediate concrete ‘presence of life’).

Clennam’s consciousness of deprivation and disablement,
avowed by hum directly at the outset, in his exchange with
Mr Mecagles in chapter 11, where the quarantine-freed
travellers preparc to disperse, 1sn’t at all a contradiction
that has to be reconciled with this speamal status, or with
the suggestions of the word ‘normality’, without having
suffered his childhood, we accept with recady sympathy
the sense of the world repiesented by this carnest, intell-

1. “And now, Mr Clennam, perhaps I may ask you, whether you
have come to a decision where to go next?”

“Indced no, I am such a waif and stray everywhere, that T am hable
to be dnfted where any current may set -

“It’s extraordinary to me - if you'll excuse my freedom n saymng so ~
that you don’t go straight to London”, said Mr Meagles, 1n the same
tone of a confidential adviser

“Perhaps I shall ”

“Ay' But I mean with a will

“T have no will That 1s to say”™, he coloured a Iittle, “next to none
that T can put in action now "’
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gent and pre-cminently civilized man: we respect him as
we respect ourselves. The way in which Clennam serves
the cffect that the intellectual-imaginative purpose of
Lattle Donit requires has nothing of the diagrammatic or
the logical about it; it works by imaginatively prompting
suggestion, so that the reader secs and takes in immediate
perception what logic, analysis and statement can’t convey.
The cffect 1s to make us realize explicitly why we are right
to pick on Litile Doirif as a supreme illustration of the general
truth about giecat creative writers, that their creative
genius is a potency of thought. We tcll oursclves that in
presenting the large cast of diverse characters and the inter-
play between them Dickens is conducting a sustamed,
highly conscious and subuly methodical study of the human
psyche; that he is concerned to arrive at and convey
certain genceral validities of perception and judgement
about life ~ enforcing implicitly in the process the truth that
‘life’ is a nccessary word; that it is not a mere word, or a
word that portends nothing morc than an abstraction.

It won’t, perhaps, be out of place to clinch this critical
insistence with a comparative reference to Blake. Blake
too was a ciecative writer whose genius was a penetrating
insight into human nature and the human condition, and
whose creativity was a potency of thought. The mythical
works, with the complexities, ambiguities and shifting
‘symbolic’ values that defy the diagrammatizing interpreter,
give us Blake’s method of grappling with the problem
(‘Lives® and ‘Iife’) that Dickens tackles with the innovating
resources of an inspired and marvellously original novelist
in Lattle Dornit,

II

We quite early find that we are engaged intimately and
deeply in Glennam’s personal life. The book, in making
the Clennam theme — the necessity-impelled battle with
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the challenging questions — a unifying one, gives us his édu-
cation sentimentale. There is the shattering disillusion of Flora,
the one redeeming memory (she had heen) of his childhood:

It 15 no proof of an inconstant mind, but exactly the opposite,
when the idea will not bear close comparison with the reality, and
the contrast 1s a fatal shock to it. Such was Clennam’s case. In his
youth he had ardently loved this woman, and had heaped upon
her all the locked-up wealth of his affection and 1magination. That
wealth had been, in his desert home, Iike Robmson Crusoe’s
money; exchangeable with no one, lymg 1dle in the dark to rust,
until he poured 1t out for her. Ever since that memorable time,
though he had, until the night of his arrival, as completely dis-
mssed her from any association with his Present or Past as 1f she
had been dead (which she might easily have been for anything he
knew), he had kept the old fancy of the Past unchanged 1n 1ts old
sacred place. And now, after all, the last df the Patriarchs coolly
walked into the parlour, saying in ecffect, ‘Be good enough to
throw 1t down and dance upon 1t. This 1s Flora.’

There is Pet Meagles, the charming girl with whom he,
at forty (inevitably, as the just-quoted passage tells us),
falls in love, but whom, we can see, as Dickens clearly sces
and implicitly says, he oughtn’t (even though the parents
favour him — even if Pet’s asscnt could be won) to be
allowed to marry. And there is Lattle Dorrit, and, finally,
marriage, with the fittingness, not to be dismissed as
romantic or sentimental, that makes it something quite
other than a conventional conclusion.

In all this, which is done with delicacy and penetration,
we can no doubt seec some direct drawing on personal
bistory, but Dickens himself, intimately presented as
Clennam is, wasn’t at all Iike Clennam Clennam’s past
has left him discouraged 1n his vital spontaneity. The crea-
tive force of life in him has no confident authority; he, we
can say with point, is nof an artist But in that set inquest
Into Victorian civilization which Luttle Dorrnit enacts for us
he is a focal agent — focal in respect of the implicit judge-
ments and valuations and the criteria they represent. We
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have here, representatively manifest, the impersonalizing
process of Dickens’s art: the way in which he has tians-
muted his personal experience into something that is not
personal, but felt by us as reality and truth presented,
for what with intrinsic authority they are, by impersonal
intelligence. His essential social criticism doesn’t affect
us as urged personally by the writer. It has the disintercsted-
ness of spontancous life, undetermined and undirected
and uncontrolled by idea, will and self-insistent ego, the
disinterestedness here being that which brings a perceived
significance to full rcalization and completeness in art.
The writer’s labour has becn to present something that
speaks for itself.

That Dickens’s finest work has the impersonality of great
art is something I have to insist on; the fact is at the centre
of my theme. Consider the Marshalsea in Little Dorrit, and
the kind of emphasis that marks Edmund Wilson’s dis-
cussion of its significance — Wilson being a critic who
enjoys a very high prestige. He, in his well-known essay,®
makes the significance mainly a matter of the psychological
traumata suffered by Dickens in childhood, and invites us
to see Dickens ‘working the prison out of his system’ in
the conceiving and writing of his euvre. But thus is to ignore
the nature of Dickens’s development as an artist, and the
greatness of his greatest book. And it is to misdirect the
attention and to put obstacles in the way of perception and
understanding. No one would wish to question that the
Marshalsea was an intensely charged memory for Dickens,
or that it was so by reason of the well-known facts of his
personal history. But there is no need to know those facts in
order to appreciate Lutle Doinit; they have virtually no
critical relevance, and if, as we read, we occupy ourselves
with a quest for the evidence of traumata, we are disas-
trously musdirecting our attention

A colleague of mine some years ago hailed, as giving us
the most promising kind of clue for future criticism, the

2. In The Wound and the Bow. -
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discovery that Dickens was an ‘anal dandy’. I don’t
expect to sce anyone scriously attempting that approach,
yet the ostensibly more respectable substitutes for an intelli-
gent interest 1n the great novelist’s art are really no better.

The significance of the Marshalsea is the significance
we take in a disintercsted response to the text; and, as we
go on taking 1t, it expands and subtilizes—the profound irony
of the novel expressing itsclf in that process. The prison is
the world of ‘the mind-forged manacles’; it is Society with
a big S, as well as the society we all have to hve in; it is
Mrs Clennam’s will and sclf~deception (figured also in
her arthritic immobilization and her wheeled chair);
it 1s Henry Gowan’s ego; it is Pancks’s ‘ What business' have
I in the present world, except to stick to busmess? No
business’; it is for the great Merdle the Chicf Butler’s eye;
it is life in our civilization as Clennam - as, more inclusively,
the Dickens of Little Dorrit ~ registers it.

When towards the end Clennam finds himself hiterally
imprisoned in the Marshalsea and lapses into accidie, we
have no need to ponder symbolic values: the focused charge
has its immediate effect. The Blakean indeterminateness
of what the Marshalsea ‘stands for’ is a condition, in fact,
of the major part the ‘symbol’ plays in the whole wonder-
fully close organic unity. In the shifting metaphorical sug-
gestiveness there 15 a unifying constant; it 1s the implicitly
evoked contrasting opposite ~ opposite of what the stale and
squalid prison, closed in upon by the city ‘where the
charter’d Thames does flow’, evokes directly. When we
say that for Dickens, and for us, it is ego-free love, creative
spontaneity, Little Dorrit’s bouquet, Flora Casby, the
crupting Pancks, Doyce, Cavalletto and Dickens himself,
we don’t unsay ‘umfying constant’. And to say that the
book, the created whole, justifics this last sentence seems
agood way of pointing to the nature of Dickens’s triumphant
success.

The problem (‘social problem’) with which Dickens’s
book challenges us in the Marshalsea isn’t of a kind to
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which discussions of Dickens’s part (or the absence of it)
in the abolition of imprisonment for debt has any relevance.
‘That isn’t to say that Dickens didn’t in lis innermost being
cry out against the very idea of imprisonment for debt.
The book does that. The fact that imprisonment for debt
had been abolished before he wrote Little Dorrit only serves
to make the spirit of his use of the Marshalsea the more
unambiguous All his carly rcaders would know of the
not distant actuality, and no onc would for a moment
suppose him ignorant of the abolition.? Theic has been no
excusc at any time for any reader not to realize the nature
and take the force of this ‘social criticism’ as the book
makes it. They are those exemplified in the passage (Book
the First, chapter XXXV) in which Little Dorrit, her
father’s release being imminent, makes her protest against
the conditions of it — though obviously her essential
protest comes to more than that:

‘Mr Clennam, will he pay all his debts before he leaves here?’

‘No doubt, All.’

‘All the debts for which he has been imprisoned here, all my hfe,
and longer *’

‘No doubt.’

Therc was something of uncertainty and remonstrance in her
-Jook; something that was not all satisfaction. He wondered to dc-
tect it, and said:

“You are glad that he should do so?’

‘Are you?’

‘Am I? Most heartly glad.’ .

‘Then I know I ought to be.’

‘And are you not?’

3 The opening phrase of the book 1s ‘Thirty years ago’, and chapter
VI begins. ‘Thirty years ago there stood, a few doors short of the church
of Saint George, m the borough of Southwark, on the lefi-hand side
of the way going southward, the Marshalsea Prison > Nevertheless, it 1s
England of the time of writing that Dickens planly offers to examine
The ‘anachromsm’ doesn’t 1 the least qualfy the fehaty of his use of
the Marshalsea; rather, 1t serves to emphasize the essential nature of hus
‘social criticism’,

-
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‘It seems to me hard,’ said Little Dorrit, ‘that he should have
lost so many years and suffered so much, and at last pay all the
debts as well. It seems to me hard that he should pay in Iife and
money bhoth.”

‘My dear child —,” Clennam was beginning

‘Yes, I know I am wrong,’ she pleaded timidly, ‘don’t think any
the worse of mej 1t has grown up with me here.’

The prison, which could spoil so many things, had tainted Lattle
Dornit’s mind no more than this. Engendered, as the confusion was,
i compassion for the poor prisoner, her father: it was the fiist
speck Clennam had ever seen, 1t was the last speck Clennam ever
saw, of the prison atmosphere upon her.

The speck, of course, is upon Clennam. I say “of course’,
but I know from questions and discussion — and there 15 the
(to me) astonishing commentary in A O. J Cockshut’s
book 4 on “this slight tant of irresponsibility® (It is beyond
her imagination that the creditor also might have suffered
hardship through unpaid debts’) — I know that the irony can
be missed Yet who, on reflection, can conceive Dickens to
have meant any but that judgement which 1s conveyed by
Lattle Dorrit? Besides the cruelty, the offence against Iife,
of mmprisonment for debt (and it was socicty that had
entailed indebtedness on the essentially innocent William
Dornt), there 1s the stultifying irrationality: the debtor 1n
prison 1s debarred fiom setting about carning the means of
repayment. The imprisoning him represents starkly the
most indefensible idea of retribution. And life against
money! — 1t 15 the blasphemous iniquity of that, legally
and righteously enforced, that Little Dorrit can’t swallow:
who can suppose that 1t’s the money she cares about? Her
protest 15 against the whole code, and the unspeakable
her father has suffered The taint 1s what clings to Clennam,
clings still from his upbringing; the tamnt of the Calvinstic
commercial ethos (prison), and it manifests itself m his
taking her as he does, and reproving her with that firm
forbearing look If we take Dickens’s irony, we don’t assume

i

v 4+ The Imagmnation of Gharles Dichens, pages 40-41.
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that look or that tone; we leave them to Clennam, and it’s
not for Little Dorrit that we make allowances.

It seems to me that not to be sure of this is to have missed
the creative arch-intuition in Dickens, the deep imperative
preoccupation that organizes the immense range of evoked
life, the wealth of diverse interest, into significance - for
everything in the book is significant in terms of the whole.
Dickens’s art in that brief exchange between Little Dorrit
and Clennam is making the samc affirmation it makes in
the #éte-a-téte between Louisa and her father about Boun-
derby’s proposal of marriage. The affirmation is of life,
which — this is the insistence — doesn’t belong to the quan-
titative order, can’t be averaged, gives no hold for statistics
and can’t be weighed against money. Little Dorrit is
profoundly modest and not a person of intellectual force,
and Clennam, she knows, is good, so she defers to him;
but she has seen ~ for her feeling is perception — that to
acquiesce in the suggestion that life can be weighed against
money is a sin against Iife. Not crime, but sin; it is a word
one has to use, even though Dickens (Cockshut’s judgement)
knows nothing about sanctity, and is charged with shallow-
ness, or philistinism, in matters of religion.

‘Life’, it may be commented, is a large word. Certainly
it is a word we can’t do without and unquestionably an
important one, and the importance is of 2 nature that makes
it obviously futile to try to define abstractly, by way of
achieving precision, the force or value it has as I have just
used it, We feel the futility the more intensely in that, as we
consider Dickens’s art in Little Dorrit, we see very potently
at work a process that it seems proper to call definition by
creative means. There are other important words, so closely
associated — as, prompted by Lattle Dorrit, we find we have
to invoke them — with ‘life’ that we judge them to be
equally " unsusceptible of what is ordinarily meant by
definition; and these we unmistakably see getting a potent
definition 1n the concrete. And as, with reassuring effect,_
we inquire into the justification of this last phrase, we recog-
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mize that what the prompted words 1 association portend
gets s definition as the creative work builds up. Dickens’s
essential ‘social crticism’, his inquest into Victorian
civilization, 15 inseparable from this process It s plain that
neither the process (which is Dickens’s art) nor the sig-
nificance has been, or can be, appreciated by critics,
scholarly or otherwise, who can tell us — with forbearance
and counter-concessions — that Dickens never grew up
intellectually, and that there 1s no reason to suppose that he
could have made much of Bentham -

The points T have made about the nature and significance
of Luttle Dorrit can be enforced by illustration abundantly and
In many ways, as any responsive reader will easily exemplify;
for the book has the aboundingness and the mexhaustible
subtlety. of the greatest art. My obvious next move 1s to
record some of the notes that one finds oneself jotung
down, as onc reads, regarding the criteria implicit in
Dickens’s critique of civilized England When one has noted
the set of indicative, or focal, words one 1s prompted to
seize on, the words to which I have just referred, and made
the essential commentary on them, one has at the same time
donc a lot to explain the force of calling Lutle Dorrit an
‘affirmation of ife’. But to say that is to point to the diffi-
culty, the words are focal, and the aboundingness, whatever
Henry James might have thought, was not redundant. So
I must make 1t plain at once that there can be no neat and
systematic exposttion, and avow that I find the directness
of approach I may have seemed to promise out of place

I will start with some reflections on the character whose
name gves the book its title Lattle Dorrit, the heroine (if
that 1s not too 1ncongruous a word), has a large and very
Important part in the complex whole, and unmistakably
represents human quahities on which Dickens sets a high
value Of her the first thing it scems natural to say is that
she 15 good ~ which is not one of the ‘focal words’ in my
own hst, But if one says she is good it must be to add that
she 1s utterly unlike Lattle Nell I have found myself
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insisting on this obvious enough truth because, as I know
from much arguing about Dickens, that people nowadays
are apt to shy away from goodness as Little Dorrit evokes it,
and, when challenged, to reply by associating her with Little
Nell. They may have been shifted out of House’s kind of
injustice, by which Dickens’s ‘social doctrine’ is reduced
to a Cheeryble benevolence, but they still baulk at taking
feminine goodness seriously. .

Of course, to suggest taking Little Nell seriously would
be absurd: there’s nothing there. She doesn’t derive from
any perception of the real; she’s a contrived unreality, the
function of which is to facilitate in the reader a gross and
virtuous self-indulgence. But the Little Dorrit we know, if
we read and see and respond, emerges for us out of the
situation and the routine of daily life that produced her -
I mean, conditioned just #hat manifestation of what she
spontaneously was, in the living individuality that started
its unfolding when she was born in the Marshalsea.
Her genius is to be always beyond question genuine — real,
She is indefectibly real, and the test of reality for the others.
That is a proposition to which the dramatic poem gives the
clearest meaning. The characteristic manifests itself in her
power to be, for her father and brother and sister, the
never-failing providence, the vital core of sincerity, the
conscience, the courage of moral percipience, the saving
realism, that preserves for them the necessary bare mimimum
of the real beneath the fantastic play of snobberies, pre-
tences and self-deceptions that constitutes genteel life in
the Marshalsea. It is done, not merely told us, with in-
exhaustible fullness, diversity and power.

Lattle Dorrit is unquestionable ‘there’ for us. Dickens’s
creativity in achieving this is a matter of appealing to our
experience. We recognize in her a profoundly important
human possibility — one that has a normative bearing. There
seems to me point in recalling here the parallel provided
by James in his Maisie. I think of James because, having once
suggested, with good reason, that the prompting to that
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masterpiece, What Maisie Knew, had been a memory of
littte David Copperfield’s situation in the Micawber
household,? it has struck me that Little Dorrit, 2 child and
the family’s unfaltering stay, had certainly no less a part in
the prompting. Incorruptibly innocent and sincere, what
does she know — really know? To know would be to recog-
nize and to judge: she judges and doesn’t judge. She
understands enough to be infallible in response.

I mean with these three last sentences merely to justify
my ‘parallel’: to think of elaborating a comparison between
the two works would be absurd James’s intention, perfectly
ckecuted, is, in the characteristic Jamesian way, strictly
and narrowly limited, and his book is really a nouvelle.
That the unrecognized memory could play so essential a
part in the imaginative conception (my suggestion is a
convinced onc) can be scen as an implicit tribute to Dickens
on James’s part, the recall of which is immediately very
much in place. He translated the Little Dorrit situation,
the poignant human truth and the irony of which had
clearly made a deep impression on him, into terms of a
social world (or, rather, stratum) he had observed closely ~
and with revulsion. In saying that James’s intention in
his nouvelle is severcly himiting (I put it this way now),
I don’t mean merely that there are many more things in
Dickens’s book than the ‘Little Dorrit situation’ that James
responded to creatively. My point is (and in making it I
challenge the Jamesian critical attitude towards Dickens)
that that situation as Dickens presents 1t involves the whole
of the book he called Lutle Dornit, and can be appreciated
for what it is only by those who arc open to the force of that
truth James’s assured critical bent is that of the decidedly
less great artist — My concern is not to depreciate James,
but to vindicate the genius of Dickens.

. Immediately it is with the inquiry into ‘criteria’ and
values’ as it centres upon Little Dorrit herself The affinity

£ 5 See the essay, ‘What Maisie Knew’, in dnna Karenna and Other
$5ays. .
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between her and Maisic is that they both so obviously
prompt the chaiacterizing notes, ‘cgo-free love’, ‘dis-
intcrestedness’ and ‘innocence’. There is no compelling
1cason why the admirer of What Aaisie Knew should feel
that such notes ought to be developed further; he wouldn’t,
in the nature of the case, be engaged in the kind of inquiry
I have avowed as my own concern — an inquiry into the
criteria 1mplicit in a critique of a civilization It is only as
involved — through all kinds of personal relations, contacts
and implicit cross-references — in that civilization that
Little Dorrit exists to be studied as a focus of significance,
and she is a very important onc. ‘

Dickens’s abundance, range and intense freedom are
the conditions, not only of an inexhaustibly subtle related-
ness,® but of depth. T will pick up at this point the side-
references I have thrown out to Blake. It has long scemed
to me that there is the closest essential affinity between
Dickens and the author of ‘London’. It was in relation to
the question of ‘criteria’ and ‘values’ that the aflinity
was borne in on me: I found that in reading Dickens I
was jotting down the same words and phrases as those
prompted by Blake. As for the nature of the affinity, I will
quote what I have written clsewhere.”

But, of course it will be asked. what mfluence can Blake, who
was far from being a current author 1 hns time and didn’t come 1n
with the Romantic poets, be supposed to have had? A study of the
evidence may some day be written showing that Blake, his poetry -
and his thought werc well enough known to make him an ‘in-
fluence’ of certainly not less importance on the literature of the
Victorian age than Wordsworth, for Litle Dornt, where the
charactenistics that make onc think of Blake belong to the essential
organic structure of the dramatic poem, 1s a much greater creative
work than any i which Wordsworth may be seen as counting m

6 “The novel 1s the lughest example of subtle inter-relatedness that
man has discovered ’ ~ D. H Lawrence, Phoenzx (‘Morahity and the

Novel’), page 528
- 7. Introduction to The Image of Ghildhood by Peter Coveney (Peregrine

Books), page 19, ,
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a major way, and 1t 1s representative of the art that puts Dickens
among the very greatest creative writers.

But I am not intending to commut myself to the belief that
Dickens had read Blake. What 1s plam beyond question 1s that he
was fapuhar with Wordsworth and with Romantic poetry in
general, and that his mterest and responsiveness were those of an
ongmating genius who was equipped by nature to be himself a
great poct Further, a man of wonderfully quick intelligence, he
mixed with the élfe that shared the finest culture of the age and,
when first frequented by him, was like himself pre-Victorian, One
can say that hus genius, entathng a completeness of interest in
human hfe (Dickens was not ‘a solemn and unsexual man’), cities
and civihzation that it was Wordsworth’s genius not to have,
spontancously took those promptings of the complex romantic
heritage which confirmed his response to early Victorian England,
confirmed the mntwitions and affirmations that, present organically
m the structure and significance of Hard Times and Luttle Dornt,
make one think of Blake.

I have in mind, of course, the way in which the irrelevance of
the Benthamite calculus 1s exposed; the mnsistence that hife 1s spon-
tancous and creative, so that the appceal to self-interest as the essen-
tral motive 1s hfe-defeating; the vindication, in terms of childhood,
of ¢pontancity, disintercstedness, love and wonder; and the
significant place given to Art — a place entaithng a conception of
Art that 1s pure Blake,

In Hard Times, with 1ts comparative ssmplicily as a damning
critique of the hard cthos and the hifc-oppressing civilization, the
identity of the affirmatives, or evoked and related manifestations
of life and health and human normality, by which he condemns,
with those of Blake 1s clear. JLattle Dorrit 1s immensely more com-
Plex, and offers something hke a comprehensive report on Vie-
torian England ~ what 1s life, what are the possibilities of life, 1n
this society and civilization, and what could life, 1n a beiter
socicty, be? To elicit the convinced assent to the proposition that
here too the underlymg structure of valuc-affirmations (imphicit,
Spontancous, mncvitable) upon which the form and sigmficance

- depend 1s Blakean, 15 not so casy. But the structure 1s there ; for
the book has organic form and essential economy , 1t1s all significant

—The entailed immediate emphasis for me is that, 1f onc’s
commentary js to be effective in the required way, onc will
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be conscious of facing a challenge to one's tactical shill,
And, with ‘disinterestedness’, ‘ego-free love’ and Litile
Dornit in mind, I think that my best move is to adduce
Blake’s distinction between the ‘identity’ and the ‘self-
hood’. “Identity’ is the word with which he insists, in the
face of the ethos of ‘Locke and Newton’, that what matters
is hfe, that only in the individual is life ¢ there’, and that the
individual is unique. With the distinction he insists also
that the individual is a centre of responsibility towards
something that is not him- (or her-)self. The distinction
points to a basic truth — and not the less because there are
perhaps difficulties in the way of sceing the distinction as
absolute; a truth that is made to manifest itself concretely,
its force brought home to us, by the great novelist’s art.
In fact I know of no better way of developing an account
of Blake’s thought than by turning, as I do now, to Lutile
Dornt, my theme beng the thought - the insight and
intelligence — of Dickens.

III-

What Little Dorrit herself is as a person is established
for us, i.e. ‘created’, by the dramatic interplay with others
in which the narrative presents her; the significance we
see in her is developed by a complex implicit play of
contrasts and affinities that involves all the characters in
the cast. Her great opposite is Mrs Clennam, the righteously
unforgiving, who in the dénouement asks her forgiveness.
Immediately after the confrontation with the blackmailing
Rigaud,? and its sequel, the nightmare passage through the
streets to the Marshalsea, we are told of the proud tor-
mented woman, as she waits for Little Dorrit to come to
her:? ‘She stood at the window, bewildered, looking down
into the prison out of her own different prison, when a soft
word or two of surprise made her start, and Little Dorrit

8 Part the Second, chapter XXX.
g. Part the Second, chapter XXXI.
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stood before her’. Little Dorrit, it comes to her, 1s the offered
— the sought — opening of escape, and she takes it. The
prison out of which she looks is the selfhood . Urizen, onec has
found oneself calling it — as one had found oneself calling
the other too. Having achieved, in appeal and confession,
a measure of release from her solitary confincment, she
rushes with Little Dorrit out of the Marshalsea, and arrives
at the grim and stale old house just as 1t splits and crumbles
in dust and thunder before their eyes and subsides into
rubble.

Mrs Clennam too sank to the ground; from that hour
she never recovered the ability ‘to lift a finger or speak a
word’; ‘rechined in her wheeled chair . . . she lived and died
astatue’. The mechanism of will, idea and ego had stopped;;
but, after the years during which the spontanecous upflow
had been jealously and righteously excluded, there was
nothing that could take over; only a sad ghost of identity
for a while remained, wholly impotent. She couldn’t now,
in the manner of those days of Urnizenic domination, drive

her wheeled chair with a thrust of her foot from one place
to another in her enclosing room 10

10 The suggestion of life become mechanism 1s used pervasively and
subtly m Lattle Dorrit Here, for instance, with immediate relevance to
Mrs Clennam’s case, 1s the opening of chapter XXIX, Book the First,

“The house 1n the city preserved its heavy dullness through all
these transactions, and the invalid within 1t turned the same unvary-
1ng round of hfe Morning, noon, and mght, morning, noon, and mght,
cach recurring with 1ts accompanymng monotony, always the same
rcluctant return of the same sequences of machinery, Iike a dragging
piece of clockwork

“The wheeled chair had 1ts associated remembrances and reveries
one may suppose, as cvery place that 1s made the station of a humax;
bemng has Pictures of demolished streets and altered houses as they
formerly were when the occupant of the chair was famihar with them;
smages of people as they used to be, with hittle or no allowance for the
lapse of time sice they were seen, of these there must have been man
in the long routine of gloomy days To stop the clock of busy custcncz

at the'hour when we were personally sequestered from 1t: to su S

mankind stricken motionless, when we were brought to ; stanzl)s?t‘x)llt3

H
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The sclfhood encloses; it insulates; the closurc against
the creative flow fiom below is at the same time a closure
agamnst surrounding lives and life, In Mrs Clennam and
Miss Wade and Henry Gowan the identity has become the
sellhood: the thing is achieved. The word ‘responsibility’
I used gives some clue to the way in which this happens -
some cluc to the nature and significance of the process
‘Disintercstedness’, and ‘cgo-frec love’ are casily said,
but the 1esponsibility in question hasn’t ~ the effect of the
whole complex work is to bring that out ~ its complete
rcpiescntation, its full compichensive paradigm, in Little
Dornt, whose goodness is mnocence. The presence of
Danicl Doyce, who is both short and sharp about Henry,
Gowan, makes that plain. Doyces arc rare, but what Doyce
1epresents in so unqualified a way can’t be dispensed with.
One Icarns, however, to expect, in general, varying degrees
of qualification; the life-thwarting potentialities in the
psychc being unchminable and insidious. Doyce’s in-
defeasible ‘responsibility towards something other than
himself”’ entails, to be effective, his being strongly conscious
of it. Such a consciousness can hardly not entail a sense of
one’s identity’s being important; one’s identity is oneself,
and, as the habit of this last word in free use intimates, the

to be unable to measure the changes beyond our view by any larger

standard than the shrunken one of our own umform and contracted

existence, 15 the mfirmity of many invalids, and the mental unhealth:-
ness of almost all recluses

‘What scenes and actors the stern woman most reviewed, as she sat
from season to scason in her one dark room, nonc knew but herself

Mr Flintwinch, with his wry presence brought to bear upon her

daily life ike some eccentric mechanical force, would perhaps have

screwed 1t out of her, if there had been less resistance n her, but she
was too strong for him’

The potent doubleness of suggestion represented by the co-presence
and combined action of ‘dragging piece of clockwork’ mn the first para-
graph and “stop the clock of busy existence’ in the second will have been
noted The ‘symbolic’ value of Mrs Clennam and the Clennam house
has the kind of indeterminateness that makes the Marshalsea pervade
the whole novel
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shift to a dominating sense of one’s unique and unshared
selfhood as the important thing is insidiously easy.

Mrs Clennam’s Calvinistic religion enables her to trans-
mute the service of her will — of her possessiveness, pride,
jealousy, vengefulness and life-hatred — into the service of
God, and this gives a poised, judicially stern and quasi-
rational authonity to her ruthless dominance:*! Urizen
reigns. The essential nature of her disease is brought out by
the simpler case of Miss Wade. Miss Wade has no need of
disguised self-justification, and no need of God. In her,
‘identity’ s ‘selfhood’, completely, simply and without
musgiving; as if, in fact, she were God, a jealous and vengeful
one, and blameless. She had no Little Dorrit on whom to
appease a suppressed need of tenderness and an unavowed
qualm of conscience. Her righteousness is wholly a sense of
being wronged (u.e. sinned against). And she kas heen
wronged, how irremediably, the state cxpressed with
mechanical invariableness in her behaviour manifests; she
has been wronged by Victorian civilization, being a victim
of the Victorian attitude towards illegitimacy? ~ the
attitude as experienced by the sex which was the more
exposed to its crucllest consequences: she needs to be
wronged in order to keep up the intensity of her resentment,
the passion which for her is life.

To us the whole process presents itself as a hysterical
mechanism ~ a mechanism which in fact is madness, and
this is what she describes in the curriculum vitae she hands to
Clennam * in order to convince him of the hopelessness of

11, *“As well might 1t be charged upon me that the stings of an
awakened conscience drove her mad, and that 1t was the will of the
Disposer of all things that she should hive s0, many years I devoted myself
to reclaim the otherwise predestined and lost boy, to give him the
rcpufatxon of an honest origin; to bring him up in fear and trembhing,
and in a life of practical contrition for the sins that were heavy on hxs;
head before hus entrance into this condemned world,’  Part the Second
chapter XXX ’

12: See page 212 above,

13. Book the Second, chapter XXI,
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his quest Her need to be wionged is a need to dominate -
to be uniquely real, unconditioned and absolute; and driven
by 1t she destroys, she herself being the victim who can't
escape. She doesn’t rescue Tattycoram in order to make
her happy; she doesn’t want to make heiself happy -
essentially she 1s destructive. This 1t didn’t take Tatty-
coram long to discover — or, rather, she had felt the lethal
fascination at the first contact, and knew at once that the
fascination was fear: restored to Twickenham, she confesses
that.

No one would call Henry Gowan mad, but it is not for
nothing that Miss Wade, in her compte rendu of herself,
records that he was the first person who understood her,
and that he understood her at once. He knew at a glance
what her resentful pride meant, because his own pride was
of a kind that could express itself only in resentment, his
resentment being not less destructive, but more subtly so,
than hers. His pleasure is to disconcert, and he uses his
gentlemanly aplomb and his skill, which 1s constantly in
practice, to that end An extended example of the trait and
of the graturtousness of 1ts manifestation is his part in the
conversation at the supper-table of the Great Saint Bernard
convent? (Book the Second, chapter I) This imncidental
descriptive sentence sufficiently characterizes it: ‘There was
enough of mocking inconsistency at the bottom of this
speech to make it rather discordant, though the manner
was refined and the person well-favoured, and though the
depreciatory part of it was so skilfully thrown off, as to be
very difficult for those not perfectly acquainted with the
English language to understand, or, even understanding,
to take offence at' so simple and dispassionate was 1ts
tone * But if he hadn’t known that the peculiar offensive-
ness would be felt for what 1t was, there would have been no
point in the adroitness Nevertheless, the inconsistency was
not calculated; it expresses something in his basic condition

14. The implicit, significantly sympathetic, valuation conveyed: to us
of the young monk who urbanely and firmly presides is unmlstakable
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We are told of this formidably proud man that he has
‘no belief in anyone, because he had no belief in himself”.
His insistent consciousness of superiority is an underlying
consciousness of nullity; the stultifying contradiction,

sensed if not recognized, makes him smister in lis all-

round destructiveness; he feels that if he doesn’t assert, as
something that doesn’t necd asserting, his intrinsic superi-

~ ority — the ‘reality’ of which is the recognition 1t gets ~

he 1s nothing. His case is given in Blandois’ formula: ‘He
is more than an artist; he is well-connected.” His Barnacle
kin have earned his resentment by not jobbing him into a
well-salaried sinccure (the claim on the country that is a
Barnacle’s right), and he has had, dcfiantly, to fall back on
‘being an artist’. He treats them, when they come up for
mention, in his destructively equivocal way, but neverthe-
less cherishes with challenging intensity — born a French-
man he would have been an addicted duellist — the superi-
ority which is nothing but a matter of being ‘one of them’
(‘one of us’, of course, in direct speech).

Brought a commussion to pamnt Mr William Dornit’s
portrait, he insults Blandois, the insultable kept-friend who

" brings it; ‘for he resented patronage almost as much as he

resented the want of it’. Next day, he pays a call on the

' gentlernan .

Mr Dorrit then mentioned his proposal. ‘Sir,” said Gowan,

. Jaughing, after receiving 1t gracefully cnough, ‘I am new to the

trade, and not expert 1n 1ts mysteries. I believe I ought to look at
you in various hghts, tell you you are a capital subject, and con-
sider when 1 shall be sufficiently disengaged to devote mysclf
with the necessary enthusiasm to the fine picture I mean to make
of you. T assure you,’ and he laughed again, ‘I fecl quite a traitor
in the camp of those dear, gifted, noble fellows, my brother artists

by not dong the hocus-pocus better But I have not been brough;
up to1t, and it’s too late to learn 1t Now, the fact1s, I am a very
bad pamter, but not much worse than the generality, If you are
gong to throw away a hundred guineas or so, I am as poor as a
poor rélation of great people usually 1s, and I shall be very much

obliged tq you, if you'll throw your money away upon me I’ll
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do the best I can for the money; and if the best should be bad,
why even then, you may probably have a bad picture with a small
name to it, mstead of a bad picture with a laige name to it.”

This tone, though not what he had espected, on the whole
suited Mr Dorrit remarkably well. It showed that the gentleman,
highly connccted, and not a mere workman, would be under an
obligation to him.

The mocking inconsistency that imposes itself as ironic
poisc is an aggressively dominating mode of Mrs General's
‘surface’, with its proscription of ‘wonder’, ‘opnions’
(i.e. convictions), and reality. Gowan practiscs this mode.
the implicit intention and force of which are destructive,
because, knowing deep down that he doesn’t know what,
if anything, is real in himself, he is determined to climmnate
all possible tests of reality: the reality of the self he prefers
not to recogmize for what it is had better, for others (and
himsclf too), remain a brilliant and disconcerting equivo-
cation. His essential nihilism, profoundly personal, and at
the samc timc highly significant for Dickens’s ‘social
criticism’, has a poignant manifestation in the upshot, for
the Meagleses, of the sacrifice of their Pet.

By this ime, Mr Gowan had made up his mind that it would be
agrecable to hum not to know the Meagleses . . . he mentioned to
Mr Meagles that personally they did not appear to him to get on
togcther, and that he thought 1t would be a good thing if -
politely, without any scene, or anything of that sort — they agreed
that they were the best fellows in the world, but were best apart.
Poor Mr Meagles, who was already sensible that he did not ad-
vance his daughter’s happiness by being constantly slighted in her
presence, said, ‘Good, Henry! You are my Pet’s husband; you
have displaced me, in the course of natute* if you wish 1t, good"’
This arrangement mvolved the contingent advantage, which per-
haps Henry Gowan had not forescen, that both Mr and Mrs
Meagles were more liberal than before to their daughter, when
their communication was only with her and her young child; and
that his igh spirit found itself better provided with money, without
bemng under the degrading necessity of knowing whence 1t came.’

15 Book the Second, chapter XXXIII,
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If it is necessary to drive home the point that ‘essential
nihilism’ is not a rhetorical emphasis but a cool judicial
constatation, a passage offers itself from the exchange
(Book the First, chapter XXVI) in which Gowan tells
Clennam: ‘You are genuine also’.

‘By Jove, he is the finest creaturc?®’ said Gowan. ‘So fiesh, so
green, trusts i such wonderful things!’

Here was one of the many little rough points that had a tendency
to grate on Clennam’s hearing. He put it aside by merely repeat-
ing that he had a high regard for Mr Doyce. )

‘He is charmung! To sec him moomnung along to that time of life,
laying down nothing by the way and picking up nothing by the
way, 15 delightful! It warms a man. So unspoilt, so simple, such 2
good soul! Upon my hfe, Mr Clennam, onc fecls desperately
worldly and wicked i comparison with such an mnocent crea~
ture. 1 speak for myself, let me add, without including you. You
are genuirne also’

‘Thank you for the compliment,’ said Clennam: ill at ease, ‘you
are too, I hope?’

‘So so,” rejomed the other. “To be candid with you, iolerably.
I am not a great impostor. Buy onc of my pictures, and I assure
you, in confidence, that it 1s not worth the money. Buy one of an-
other man’s ~ any great professor who beats me hollow - and the
chances are that the more you give him, the more he’ll impose
upon you. They all do it.’

‘Al painters?’ .

‘Painters, writers, patriots, all the rest who have stands in the
market. Give almost any man I know ten pounds, and he’ll im-
pose upon you to a corresponding extent; a thousand pounds — to
a corresponding extent; ten thousand — to a corresponding extent,
So great the success, so great the imposition, But what 2 capital
world 1t 1s!” cried Gowan, with warm enthusiasm. “What a Jolly,
cxcellent, lovable world it 1Y’ ’

‘I had rather thought,’ said Clennam, ‘that the principle you
mention was chiefly acted on by -

‘gy the Barnacles?’ interrupted Gowan, laughing,
locut}i’ Ot}llccﬁ%lé(t:?al gentlemen who condescend to keep the Circums

‘Ah! Dop’t be hard upon the Barnacles,’ said Gowan, iaughing
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afresh, ‘they are darling fellows! Even poor little Clarence, the
born 1diot of the farmly is the most agreeable and the most endear-
ing blockhead! And by Jupiter, with a kind of cleverness in him
too, that would astonish you!’

‘It would. Very much,’ said Clennam, drily.

‘And after all,” cried Gowan, with that charactersstic balancing
of his which reduced everything m the wide world to the same
Lght weight, ‘though I can’t deny that the Circumlocution Office
may ultimately shipwreck everybody and everything, stll, that
will probably not be in ow time ~ and 1t’s a school for gentlemen’

I

We see here, neatly exemplified in these juxtaposed
passages, how Dickens’s analysis, presented in what is s0
distinctively a novelist’s art, becomes ‘social criticism’,
or, to put it another way, how inseparable, in his art, the
two are. Willhlam Dorrit, we note, not for the first time, but,
as we read the episode of the portrait commission, with
sharpened realhization of what is involved, sacrifices hfe
and reality to nullities ~ does it blindly, and with an unction
of righteousness, in his set will to vindicate his dignity,
his gentlemanly status, his ‘position’ He does it, we com-
ment now, in what 1s at bottom essentially Gowan’s way,
his resentments have the same significance as Gowan’s,
and he is as incapable of happiness And he is committed
to supporting, with all the power of influence and suggestion
he may have, the ciwvilization, the world of privilege, and
the cultural ethos that breed the Gowans, the Mrs Generals,
the Chief Butlers and Mr Merdle. The difference 1s that
William Dorrit has (it is largely a further indebtedness to
Amy) a claim on our sympathy, and we see lum in any
case as a victim, whereas Gowan, strongly individualized
as a formudable person and a militant parasite (his partner-
ship with the bully Blandois defines a trait of his own),
consciously means to be the disconcerter and destroyer.
His highly articulate utterances make that plain, and make
plamn also, in a less conscious way, his representative sig-
nificance, so that, as a dramatic character among the others,
he gives something like explicit formulation — he-certainly
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" prompts explicitness in us — to the spirit he represents.
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Thus he plays a major part in relation to .]?ickens’s design
to make a packed Dickensian novel a critique of English
civilization.

It is obvious that he has a contrasting opposite in Little
Dorrit, who, in the Marshalsea, is the centre, the test,
and the generator of reality. Nevertheless, she isn’t the full
answer to Gowan’s challenge — for it’s as a challenge, pro-
voking and enforcing Dickens’s full positive answer, that
Gowan has his presence in the book (which he pervades,
as Little Dorrit herself, Mrs Clennam and the Marshalsca
do). It is not for nothing that the arch-nihilist is made to
present himself as an artist, and -that the characteristic
Gowan demonstrations (I may call them) that I have just
adduced make his hatred of the real artist and of art, his
implicit denial that art has any importance in civilization,
overt and explicit. Here again we have the affinity between
Dickens and Blake ~ unmistakably a natural and essential
affinity. Dickens lays the same kind of emphasis on the
creative nature of life as Blake does, and insists in the same
way that there is a continuity from the inescapable creative-
ness of perception to the disciplined imaginative creative-
ness of the skilled artist, and that where art doesn’t thrive
or enjoy the intelligent estecm due to it the civilization is
sick Lattle Dorrit, whom I have called a contrasting op-
posite to Gowan the nihilist, is not only nof an artist; she
hasn’t the makings of an artist in her It is in being — being
what she is — that she is creative.

Like the other key characters, she stands in a relation of
con'trast to more than one of the dramatis personae; but her
antlthe§is above all is Mrs Clennam, whose value-signifi-
cance 15 more complex and more comprehensive than
dGowan’s (We have by now, I suggest, these words noted

T < . . .
d?s;:i :rse]:teee(llmng on tht(;1 theme of c'ntema’: r.cahty, courage,
Whon o ness, tl‘li t ’I spontaneity, creativeness — life,
Sisty Tu ~compare Little ]?orrlt, as we naturally do, with
P¢, we see the significance of Sissy’s relation to the.
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Horsc-riding. Little Do1rit’s goodness and disinterestedness
go with a modesty that is withdrawingness, and it is wonder-
ful how Dickens conveys this without presenting them as
anything but positive — creative with the essential creativity
of hfe. Theit effect on Clennam (a part of whose role 1tisto
be virtually the reader’s immediate presence in the book)
is given in the nosegay he finds by his tea-cup on waking
from a fevered doze, he lying 11l in the Marshalsea, the
prison of this world (Book the Sccond, chapter XXIV).
He has had an msistent dream-sense of a garden:

- a garden of flowers, with a damp waim wind gentlv stirnng
their scents. It required such a panful effort to Iift his head for the
purpose of inquiring into anything. that the impression appeared
to have become quite an old and importunate one when he
looked round. Beside the tea-cup on his table he saw, then, a
blooming nosegay: a wonderful handful of the choicest and most
lovely flowers.

Nothing had ever appecared so beautiful in his sight. He took
them up and inhaled their fragiances, and he hifted them to his
hot head, and he put them down and opened his parched hands
to them, as cold hands are opened to reccive the cheering of a

fire 16

v

But in Little Dorrit herself the disinterestedness of life -
disinterested, and so implicitly creative, in being not cgo-
bound and not slave to a mechamsm ~ hasn’t that overt
relation with the developed creativity of art which Dickens
so clearly intended in Sissy. Where, then, in the book have
we the clear recognition-challenging emphasis on the ¢rea-
twe nature of life (the large word I may now, perhaps, give
the right focal foice to by adding, ‘the spontancous, the
disiterested, the ego-free, the reality-creating’)? Is there
any better answer than to pomnt to Henry Gowan, the

16 We note how the intensc vividness of that is gencrated'in*the
temperature-paradox.
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poised and drifting waster of the Best Families who, being
unprovided for by his Barnacle kin, is ‘being an artist’ 7 -
to point to Jam as evoking by negation Dickens’s positive
conception of the artist and of art? Yes, there 15 Daniel
Doyce. It is eloquent both of the impersonality of Dickens
when creatively engaged and of the unconventional first-
handness and fullness of his conception of art that, m his
greatest work, he should have conveyed most explicitly his
proud consciousness of the creative function by making its
special representative an inventor. Dickens, we know -
if we take it on the authority of Lord Snow (both a bi-
cultural sage and a novelist), was a ‘natural Luddite’.
Nevertheless, the significance of Doyce 1s plain and un-
deniable. Dickens, in fact, msists on it; Doyce’s distinctive
function is to be 1t Even when we consider his part in the
plot, of which we might be tempted for a moment to say
that an 1nventor as such wasn’t necessary to 1it, we sce that
what he essentially does, by being the person Dickens made
him, 1s to bring the becalmed and debilitated Clennam
mio touch with strong and intransigent creativity.

. Talking with him (Part the First, chapter XV1), Clennam
is struck by the force of that disintetestedness in lnm which
1s the reverse of indifference, being commtment and reso-
lution and undeﬂcctablfa courage, though not at all of the
order of ego-assertive .w1ll, but its antithesis, When, having
heard of the obstructing Circumlocution Office,” Clennam
suggests that 1t’s a pity Doyce ever entered into so hopeless
a battle and had better give 1t up, Doyce, ‘shaking his head
with a thoughtful smile’, replies that ‘a man can’t do 1’

“You hold your Iife on the condition that to the last you shall

struggl 18
o xTig,c: hard for 1t 8 Tveiy man holds a discovery on the same

17 Lhave discussed the force of this
atthcend of D H, Lawrence  Novelst,
n Anna Karenmna and Other Essays,
doiﬁﬁ'ﬂ{;xt we have a positive Dickensian affirmation here 15 beyond

15 an nsistence on that “upright’ human posture, WIG&; its
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7~
“This is to say,” said Arthur, with a growing admiration of his
quict companion, *you are not finally discoutaged even now?*
‘I have no right to be, 1if I am,” returned the other, “The thing
is as truc as ever it was®

It is the quict unassertive impeisonality of his conviction
that especially impresses Clennam  Of the effect on him of
Doyce’s manner on a later occasion we arc told:

He had the power, often to be found in union with such a char-
acter, of explaming what he himself perceived, and meant, with
the direct force and distinetness with which 1t struck his own mind.
His manner of demonstiation was so orderly and neat and sunple,
that 1t was not casy to mistake him. There was something almost
ludicrous in the complete irteconcilability of a vaguc conventional
notion that he must be a visionary man, with the precise, sagacious

entailed hazards, which Marvell treats of in ‘A Dialogue between the
Soul and Body’. No onc realizing how essential to the Dickensian critique
the emphasis 15 could endorse Cockshut’s reflections on the sigruficance
of the Marshalsea:

The first description (chapter VI) of the Marshalsea is curiously
nostalgic; and we soon find the place possesses an attraction for its
mmates It 15 a place of rest, of kindness, of gentle and harmless
deceits,

When Mrs Doint 1s giving birth there, the charwoman says, ‘The
fhies trouble you, don't they dear? But p't’aps they’ll take your mund
off 1t, and do you good What between the buryin’ ground, the
grocer’s, the waggon-stables, and the paunch trade, the Marshalsea
flies gets very large. P’r’aps they’re sent as a consolation, if only we
know’d it.” The religious sensibiity revealed here may not be of a
very high order, but the humamty and kindness are genuine, In the
same scene the beery, disrcputable doctor says* “We are quiet here;
we don’t get badgered here; there’s no knocker here, sir, to be
hammered at by creditors and bring a man’s heart to his mouth.
Nobody comes here to ask 1f a man’s at home, and say he’ll stand on
the door till he 1s. Nobody writes threatemng letters about money to
this place It’s freedom, s, it’s freedom’

Actually, what Dickens’s evocation registers is not attraction, but
recoll — mntense and ‘placing’, It is an evocation of final human defeat
as a subsidence into a callous hiving deadness of abject acquiescence. If
we are to talk of ‘religious sensibility’, then what we have is Dickens’s
vision of the Marshalsea as Hell. ‘Abandon hope all ye who énter here’.
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travelling of his eyc and thumb over the plans, their patient stop-
pages at particular points, their careful rcturns to other pomts
whence little channels of explanation had to be traced up, and his
steady manner of making everything good and everything sound,
at each important stage, Before taking his hearer on a lme’s-
breadth further His dismissal of himsclf from hus description was
hardly less remarkable. He never said, 1 discovered this adaptation
or mvented that combination, but showed the whole thing as if the
Divine artificer had made 1t, and he had happened to find 1t. So
modest he was about 1t, such a pleasant touch of respect was
mungled with his quiet admuration of 1t, and so calmly convinced
he was that 1t was cstablished on irrefragable laws.

Dickens himself was necither an 1nventor nor a scientist,
but he understood that kind of conviction from the insider
he was a great artist, and familiar with the compelling
impersonal authority of the real (and not the less for knowing
so well that there is no grasp of the real that is not creative).
It is not for nothing that Doyce is the severest critic of Henry
Gowan, and that the first criticism recorded of that gentle-
man is what Doyce says in reply to Clennam’s questioning:

‘An artist, I infer from what he says?’

‘A sort of one,” said Damel Doyce m a surly tone.

‘What sort of one?’ asked Clennam, with a smile.

‘Why, he has sauntered into the Arts at a lewsurely Palli Mall
pace,’ sard Doyce, ‘and I doubt if they care to be taken so casily.’

On Doyce, that judgment nvites mmplicit recognition
from us which 1s stated (Part the Sccond, chapter XXV)
about Physician: ‘where he was, somcthing real was’
With mtrinsic fitness he, with Clennam, becomes patror;
and employer of Cavalletto, the light-hearted, warm-

hearted and spontaneous httle Italian who ;
surprises Bleed-
ing Heart Yard by his abilit priscs Bleed

y to sit down and b
though poor. We note that Doyce, Clennam Paﬁclgpfnyé
Blecding Heart Yard arc all drawn to him,
th;%l}n Doyce, all-said, is not an artist Cavalletto carves
1 8 1n wood, but that hardly makes him, either, an artist
1 2 sense that licenses us to set him, as an actual creative

315



DICKENS

the smallest compass, a weight that had rested on Clennam’s
life; and he made no answer. ’

‘That’s what I ask our weckly tenants,” said Pancks. “Some of
‘em will pull long faces to me, and say, Poor as you see us, master,
we’re always ginding, drudging, toiling, every minute we're
awake. I say to them, What clse are you made for? It shuts them
up. They haven’t a word to answer. What else are you made for?
That clinches it.’

‘Ah dear, decar, dear!’ sighed Clennam,20 B

Pancks’s briskness is that of a nippy steam-tug (he ‘dochs’
in the office of Casby’s house), snorting about mechanically
on his “proprietor’s’ business. ¢ You oughtn’t to be anybody’s
proprietor, Mr Clennam’, he remarks. ‘You’re much too
delicate.” The signs of vital energy, converted by repression
into dangerous potentiality, are there, however, in insistent
traits:

His little black eyes sparkled electrically, His very hair seemed
to sparkle as he roughened 1t. He was in that highly-charged staté
that one might have expected to draw sparks and snaps from him
by presenting a knuckle to any part of his figure.?!

The great eruptive discharge takes place in the scen¢
(Book the Second, chapter XXXII), towards the end of the
book, that has its climax in the cropping, with Pancks’s
suddenly drawn scissors, of the Patriarch’s veneiable
locks, the shearing-off of the broad hat-brim, and the 1¢-
planting of the lopped crown on the now unpatriarchal
bead. But what I want to emphasize in order to bring out the
point of proceeding in this way from Flora Casby to Mr
Pancks is the nature of the eloquence with which Pancks
accompanies his dramatic demonstrations. This excerpt

i

20. Book the First, chapter XIII,
21. Book the First, chapterXXXII. Also. ‘He had suddenly checked

himself. Where he got all the additional black-prongs from, that now
flew up all over his head, like the myrads of points th:at break out in the
large change of a great firework, was a mystery. -
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-from the sustained and abundantly felicitous cpisode will
suffice for my purpose:

®oon

Mr Pancks and the Patriarch were instantly the centre of a
press, all eyes and ears, windows were thrown open, and doorsteps
were thronged.

‘What do you pretend to be?’ said Mr Pancks, “What’s your
“moral game? What do you go in for? Benevolence, ain’t it?

YOU benevolent!” Here Mr Pancks, apparently without the

intention of hitting him, but merely to rchieve his mind and expend

his superfluous power in wholesome exercise, aimed a blow at the
» bumpy head, which the bumpy hcad ducked to avoid. Tlus
- singular performance was repeated, to the ever-increasing
- admiration of the spectators, at the end of every succceding
- atticle of Mr Pancks’s oration.
. ‘I have discharged myself from your service,” said Pancks, ‘that
~ I may tell you what you are, You’re one of a lot of impostors that
~ are the worst lot of all the lots that arc to be met with Speaking

as a suffurer by both, I don’t know that I wouldn’t as soon have
- the Merdle lot as your lot You’re a driver in disguise, a screwer by

deputy, a wringer, a squcezer, and a shaver by substitute. You’re
a philanthropic sneak. You're a shabby decciver!’

(The repctition of the performance at this pomnt was received
with a burst of laughter.)

‘Ask these good people who’s the hard man here. They’l] tell
you Panchs, I behieve’

This was confirmied by cries of *Certamly?, and *Hear!?

‘But I tell you, good people — Casby! This mound of meckness,
thus lump of love, this bottle-green smuler, this 1s your driver!” said
Pancks “If you want to see the man who would flay you alive -
here he st Don’t look for hum i me, at tharty shullings a week, but
look for him 1n Casby, at I don’t know how much a year!’

‘Good!’ cried several voices ‘Hear Mr Pancks!’

‘Hear Mr Pancls?’ cried that gentleman (after repeating the
popular performance). *Yes, I should think so! It’s almost time to
hear Mr Panchs Mr Pancks has come down mnto the Yard tonght,
on purppse that you should hear him Panchs 1s only the Worls,
but here’s the Winder.?

The audsence would have gone over to Mr Panchs, as one man,

woman, and child, but for the long, grey, sillen locks, and the
broad-brimmed hat.

rr §4°
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‘Here’s the Stop,” said Pancls, ‘that’s the man that sets the tune
to be ground. And there'’s but one tune, and 1ts name is Grind,
Grind, Grind! Here’s the Proprictor, and here’s his Grubber. Why,
good people, when he comes smoothly spinning through the Yard
tomght, Iike a slow-going benevolent Humming-Top ...

Dramatic utterance of that kind couldn’t (nor, of course,
could the accompanying kind of action) be contained in a
novel by Tolstoy any more than in one by James. And as of
Tlora’s, so of Pancks’s, we can say that he enjoys his creative
flights and felicities, adding that so, again, does Dickens.
And, again, to say this is not to pass, or to suggest, an ad-
verse criticism on the novelist.

When we have in this way taken conscious note of the one
case after the other we 1ealize that the presence of Dickens
they represent can be pointed to in numberless manifesta-
tions; diverse, but continuous in the sense that they belong
to, they have their part in building up, a unity of effect.
We take them, whether or not in full consciousness, not only
in characters, but in the vivid cnergy of descriptions and the
evocations of décor and atmosphere (as, for instance, of the
Alps, Italy, Rome, Boulogne and London ~ to suggest the
diversity and range of function and expressive value). In
short, we see that we are not playing with a fanciful idea
but recording a critical observation of major critical im-
portance when we say that, opposing and placing Henry
Gowan, the real artist s present in Luftle Dorrit — concretely
present. He is present, the only way he could be, as Dickens
himself, the creative Dickens. It is a presence potently
enough felt, and at the same time impersonal enough, to
perform perfectly its function in the organic whole. Itis a
success that is conditioned by the astonishing flexibility of
Dickens’s art — its supple sureness in combining modes and
conventions that might well have seemed irreconcilable.

What I have been pointing to is an emphasis (so to speak)
in the total creativity of the book — 1t is apparent for in-
stance when Little Dorrit is brought into close relation with
Flora; an emphasis that prompts us to the recognition
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that Little Dorrit, though she may be the heroine, doesn’t
represent the whole of Dickens’s answer to Henry Gowan,
and, further, that her marriage with Arthur Clennam,
though (solving the personal problem of each) it may be
right and happy, is neither a romantically exalted ‘happy
ending’, nor a triumphant upshot of the inquiry, the com-
plex intensity of questioming, that the book so largely is.
Dickens is neither a romantic optimist nor a pessimist (a
proposition that holds of Blake too). And it isn’t that Little
Dorrit 1s being criticized when we are moved to wish that
she weren’t so docile to Mrs General. Dickens doesn’t
simplify (nor does Blake). His human concern, being pro-
found, is inescapably a concern with society and civiliza-
tion, and, in face of Mrs General, Henry Gowan, Gowan’s
mother, the Patriarch, the Barnacles and Merdle, he insists
that qualities and energics not represented by Little Dorrit
are indispensable too

Nevertheless, there is no infelicity in the book’s being
called by her name. She is at its centre, and the subtlety,
delicacy and penetration with which Dickens conveys her
distinctive paradoxical strength are, though not what
‘Dickensian’ commonly suggests, profoundly characteristic
of his genius In the painful scene afier the rejection of
young Chivery, her father’s line being to suggest, with a
mastery of inexplicitness and of non-recognition in himself
of what he means, that, in aid of the process by which
(though a prisoner) he has succeeded heroically in pre-
serving his self-respect as a gentleman, she should keep
young John on a string, she gives us a representative in-
stance of the way in which, by force of a complete and
unquestionable disinterestedness, she can bring her father
to the point of glimpsing from time to time the reality of
what he 15 — and in so doing make him for us somcthing of a
tragic figure. Disinterestedness in her is goodness and love;
she differs from Sissy 1n that, while manifested in scenes of
this kund as a decisive presence, she can’t be called a chal-
lenging one - there are no dark hair and eyes and lustrous
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gleams (these in Litile Dorrit helong to Tattycoram). Yet
her decisiveness, with 1ts peculiar quality, Ieaves us in no
doubt, it 15 brought so potently home to us.

Of course, the ait in general of Lutle Dornit is more
complex in its subtlety than that of Hard Times: the large
book is not merely laiger; it offers something in its point-
to-point treatment of life that doesn’t go and couldn’t, with
moral-fable economy, the scale and abundance of the
work being necessary to the distinctive preoccupation with
significance and to the accompanying local pregnancy.
This truth is illustrated by the way in which the episode
(Book the First, chapter XIX) I have referred to — and it
is relevant to note that, without any effect of mere repetition,
there have already been a number of the kind - comes 1n the
whole gencrously charged and dclicately modulated chapter
that contains it. For a just critical consideration one has to
re-read the whole chapter.

It gives us first the two brothers, William urging the
broken Frederick 22 to profit by the model in front of him:

The Father of the Marshalsca said, with a shrug of modest self-
depreciation, ‘Oh! You might be like me, my dear Frederick, you
mght be, 1f you chose!’ and forbore, in the magnammuty of his
stiength, to press hus fallen brother further.

William Dorrit’s possession of his role is complete, and
magnificently confident It carries him over the jai of the

22. When, m The Princess Casamassuna, we consider Mr Vetch (who.
though once a gentleman, 1s reduced to carning his hiving as a fiddler
in a low theatre) along with Millicent Henmng 1n comparison with
Fredenick Dorrit and Fanny, 1t becomes hardly questionable, and not
the more so for the differences, that memories of Little Dorrit were the
promptings to James’s characters His dependence on Dickens 1s more
gencral than that, and may fanly be called parasiuc Thus the prison,
the child protagomst whose young hife 1s mtimately associated with it,
and the scamstress in the squahd area of London, are plamly vague
memortes of Little Dorrit, used i The Princess Casamassuna for atmosphere
unconvincingly, since James had no corresponding first-hand Lnowledge
It1s sigmificant that he expressed a high admiration for Dickens’s Fanny
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elder Chivery’s surliness, which he meets by turning an
enhanced sublimity of patromzing solicitude on Frederick.

‘Be so kind as to keep the door open a moment, Chivery, that 1
may see lum go along the passage and down the steps Take care,
Fredenick! (He is very infirm.) Mind the steps! (He 1s so very
absent ) Be careful how you cross, Frederick! (I really don’t like
the notion of his wandering at large, he 1s so extremely hable to be
run over.)’

With these words, and with a face expressive of many uneasy
doubts and much anxious guardianship, he turned his regards
upon the assembled company m the Lodge. so plainly indicating
that his brother was to be pitied for not being under lock and key,
that an opiruon to that effect went round among the Collegians
assecmbled.

But he did not recerve 1t with unqualified assent; on the contrary,
he said, ‘No, gentlemen, noj; let them not misunderstand him °

And he proceeds to deliver his homily on the rare union
of qualities needed by the man who shall be able to support

existence and maintain his self-respect as a gentleman in
the Marshalsea ’

Was his beloved brother Frederick that man? No. They saw
him, cven, as it was, crushed. Misfortune crushed him. He had not
power of recoil enough, not clasticity enough, to be a long time 1n
such a place, and yet preserve his self-respect and feel conscious
that he was a gentleman. Frederick had not (if he might use the
expression) Power enough to sce 1n any httle attentions and - and
—Testimomials that he might under such circumstances reccive, the
goodness of human nature, the fine spirit ammating the Collegians
as a community, and at the same time no degradation to himself,
and no depreciation of hus claims as a gentleman Gentlemen, God
bless you!

If the boldness of the stylization as seen in extracts mght
prompt onc to recall that Dickens had much frequented
Ben Jonson, one would never, reading currently through
the whole page, think of finding a descriptive felicity 1n
‘Jonsoman’ for this art, which 1s so sensitively supple over
so unlimited a human range Indeed, reading through the
whole chapter, onc 1sn’t prompted to talk of stylizatidn:
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the nature of Dickens’s marvellous freedom suggests too
much, in the exquisite vital sensitivenéss that we see the
boldness to be, the analogy of Shakespeare, and there are in
fact the strongest reasons for calling the art of the great
Dickens Shakespearian. This is the emphasis one might very
well resort to if called on to justify the observation that
Dickens is not only a different kind of genius from James,
but a genius of a greater kind. The creative life in him flows
more freely and fully from the deep sources — the depth,
the freedom and the fullness being the conditions of the
Shakespearian suppleness.

I refer in this comparative way to James because there is
good reason for insisting that Dickens is certainly no less
a master than James of the subtleties of the inner life -
the inner drama of the individual life in its relations with
others. The vivid external drama in the chapter under
consideration (Book the First, chapter XIX) has its mean-
ing in the inner drama, which is so largely a matter of the
essentially inexplicit; or, rather, the inner drama is con-
veyed, with an inevitable felicity of supple shifts, in terms
of the external. William Dorrit’s public demonstration of
his heroically sustained role of Gentleman modulates into
the domestic scene with his daughter.

Her arm was on his shoulder, but she did not look into his face
while he spoke. Bending her head, she looked another way.

‘I — hem! — can’t think, Amy, what has given Chivery offence.
He is generally so — so very attentive and 1espectful. And to-night
he was quite — quite short with me. Other people there too. Why,
good Heaven! 1f I was to lose the support of Chivery and his

. brother officers, I might starve to death here.” While he spoke, he
was opening and shutting his hands like valves; so conscious all
the time of that touch of shame that he shrunk before his own

knowledge of his meaning
‘I — ha! ~ I can’t think what 1t’s owing to I am sure I can’t
imagine what the cause of it 1s. There was a certanl Jackson here
“once, a turnkey of the name of Jackson (I don’t think you remem-
him, my dear, you were very young) and —hem! - and he had
irother and this — young brother paid his ad(?resses to— at least,
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but did not go as far as to pay his addresses to — but admired -
respectfully admired — the ~ not the daughter, the sister - of one
of us; a rather distinguished Collegian; I may say, very much so.
His name was Captain Martin; and he consulted me on the ques-
tion whether 1t was necessary that his daughter — sister — should
hazard offending the turnkey’s brother by being too ~ ha! - too
plain with the other brother — Captain Martin was a gentleman
and a2 man of honour, and I put it to hum — first to give me ns — his
own opimon. Captain Martin (highly respected in the army) then
unhesitatingly said, that 1t appeared to lum that his — hem! —
sister was not called upon to understand the young man too dis-
tinctly, and that she mught lead him on — I am doubtful whether
lead him on was Captain Martin’s exact expression: mdeed I think
he said tolerate him — on lis father’s — T should say brother’s ~
account. 1 hardly know how I strayed mto this story. I suppose 1t
has been through being unable to account for Cluvery; but as to
the connection between the two, I don’t see -

His voice died away, as if she could not bear the pain of hearing
him, and her hand crept to ns lips. For a hittle while, therc was a
dead silence and stillness, and she remamed with her arm round
hus neck, and her head bowed down upon his shoulder,

She says nothing, turns no dark eyes upon him, but
merely by continuing to be what unselfconsciously she is,
brings him to a halt and an unwilling self-realization —
self-realization, though tainted and fleeting. It is utterly
convincing; by the close atquaintance we have been given
with her, she exists for us 1n a way that makes it so,

... he began his meal. They did not, as yet, look at one another.
By hittle and little he began, laying down hus knife and fork with a
noise, takings things up sharply, biting at his bread as if he were
offended wath it, and m other sirmlar ways showing that he was
out of sorts. At length he pushed his plate fiom him, and spoke
aloud Whth the strangest mconsistency.

‘What does it matter whether I eat or starve? What does it
matter whether such a blighted hife as mine comes to an end, now,
next week, or next year? What am I worth to anyone? A poor

prisoner, fed on alms and broken victuals, a squalid and disgraced
wretch!? .

‘Father, father!’
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Where shall we find an art like this? It is astonishingly
original, the art of a great poet who is essentially a novelist.
We can sce that without a famiharity with the theatre of
the time Dickens couldn’t have given Walliam Dorrit, the
Gentleman, that speech at the prison lodge, but we fecl
nothing infelicitously theatrical about it. And m noting
that the convention Dickens actually uscs is that of 1eported
oratory we percerve at the same time what a manifestation
of triumphant tact lus use of it is. It makes what might
otherwise have scemed too challengingly exaggerated inits
absurdity, foo stagey (for William Doriit is essentially an
actor here, playing the role he has cast himself for m the
play, the histrionic unreality he has made of his life in the
Marshalsca), wholly acceptable. Dickens in fact impioviscs,
in a way characteustic of his art, his own convention, and
docs so with a petfect 1ightness. Our response as to @
painfully distuibing actuality of hfe retains its full powet,
we don’t lose our embariassed and apprchensive sense of
the emotional and moral crisis — the poignant affair of John
Chivery immediately present to us in the background

The domestic sequel, the intimate scene between father
and daughter, issucs with a complete naturalness out of all
that has gone before, and it is horrible and tragic. The f‘ather
(Father of the Marshalsca) is commutted to his role with an
alcoholic’s irredecmableness; he can’t face life apart from
it. But, without support from her, which in this matter it is
impossible for her to give — a fact that ther¢’s no saving him
from having to admit to lumself; he can’}: sustain it. The
fostered unrealities collapse; for a terrible moment of
humiliation he can’t help seeing things as they are - what lus
daughter is, what he himself is, and what are their relations.

How is it possible not to recognize 1n the deviser of such
an art, an art serving with such boldness, penetration and .
delicacy such an insight into the human soul, one of the
very greatest of those dramatic pocts whose genius has gone
into the novel? The particular human situation presented

in the chapter is of course central to Litle Dorrit, and 1t
1
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appears recurrently in closely analogous forms, such
recurrence with variation being necessarily entailed in the
undertaking and the designed total effect. For another major

. instance, a comparable scene in which the painful comedy

of the heroically preserved gentleman-status has for up-
shot a collapse into something like ahject self-recognition,
onc can point to that which cnsues on the Father’s en-
countering old Nandy (‘one of my pensioners’) heing
escorted into the Marshalsea on Little Dorrit’s arm (Book
the First, chapter XXXI). The irony of the Chivery epi-
sode has a further development when Mr Dorrit, no longer
the Father of the Marshalsea but impeccably and opulently
a gentleman on tour, and rejoicing in Fanny’s marriage to
Edmund Sparkler, a step-son of the great Merdle, torments
poor Amy with the insistent and confident admonition thatit
isnow her turn, her duty, to make an equally good marriage.

‘Amy,’ he resumed; ‘ your dear sister, our Fanny, has contracted
- ha hum ~ a marriage, eminently calculated to extend the basig
of our ~ ha ~ connection, and to - hum ~ consolidate our social re-
lations. My love, I trust that the time 13 not far distant when some -~
ha — eligible partner may be found for you ’

‘Oh no! Let me stay with you. I beg and pray that I may stay
with you! I want nothing but to stay and take care of you!’

She said 1t Iike one 1 sudden alarm, -

‘Nay, Amy, Amy, Amy,’ said Mr Dorrit. “This 1s weak and
foolish, weak and foolish. You have a — ha ~ responsibility imposed
on you by your posttion. It is to develop that position, and be -
hum - worthy of that position. As to taking care of me; I can—ha —
take care of myself. Or,” he added after 2 moment, “1if I should
need to be taken care of, I - hum - can, with the — ha - blessing of
Providence, be taken carc of. I — ha ~ hum - I cannot, my dear
child, think of engrossing, and ~ ha — as it were, sacrificing you.’

Reinstated in wealth and position, the Dorrit family in
Italy not only don’t nced the practical and material ser-
vices so long taken for granted; they can aflford — ag they
desire — never to be reminded of the real: they are securely
in and of Society, which is personified for us in Mrs General
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—~ form, surface and cmptiness; Papa, potatoces, prunes and
prisms. Mrs General (who may be counted on not to
decline Mr Dorrit’s imminent proposal) is a compamon
figure to Mr Gradgiind; they 1epresent complementary
“social’ ways of emptying the reality out of hfe - to noi’e
which is to 1ecall the significance of M1 James Harthouse’s
part in Hard Times.

But for Little Dorrit there is no challenge she can offer
to mect diamatically with the counter-challenge. that
kind of demonstration is not what Iife has czast her for.
Deprived of her iarson délre, $hghted, disciplined aﬂg
neglected, she finds the beautiful and squalid world aroun1
her unreal in its stiangeness, and looks back to the rcz';l
reality left behind in the Marshalsca ~ a reahty _crca“?d
among those familiar unrcalitics by love, spontancity ai
habitual service of life:
the mote surprising the scenes, the more they rc{emblcd thc} ufcl
reality of her own inner hfe as she went through its vacant p ?zcn 5
all day long. The gorges of the Simplon, its cnormous depths e
thundeiring wateifalls, the wonderful road, the pomts of dzng '
where a loose wheel or a faltering horse would have been C;Sﬂ:s
t1ous, the descent mto Italy, the opening of that beautiful I?nnal :
the rugged mountain-chasm1 widened and let them out1 d}?n o
gloomy and dark impiisonment — all a dream - only the o o
Marshalsca a réality. Nay, cven the old mean x\'Iarshalscath )
shaken to 1ts foundations when she imagined 1t without her fa f;“
She could scarcely believe that the pissoners were still linget mtg
the close vaid, that the mean 10oms wete still every one tenante®
and that the turnkey still stood 1n the Lodge letting people mfi;lnc ]
out, all just as she well kncw 1t to be. With a remembrance O
father’s old hfe hanging about her Iike the burden of a somownto
tune, Lattle Doirit would wake from a drcam of her blrthp}l{acc ;'ten
a whole day’s dicam. The painted room mn which she awoke, 0 "
a humbled state-chamber 1n a dilapidated palace, would blegm it
with its wild red autumnal vineleaves overhanging the glass, 1'ts
C tside the window, a
orange-irees on the cracked white teriace ou e dow, msery '
group of monks and pcasants in the Iittlestr Ccfrer rce(,)d of eriund
magnificence wresthing with each other upon every 1 gr
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in the prospect, no matter how widely diversified, and misery
throwing magmficence with the strength of fate .. Then break-
fast 1n another painted chamber, damp-stained and of desolate
proportions, and then the departure, which, to her timdity and
sense of not being grand enough for her place 1n the ccremonigs,
was always an uncasy thing.

v

Dickens, as in the chapter from which that comes (Book
the Second, chapter III), can cevoke scenc and sctting
through long passages on successive pages, while relying
with an easy confidence on a sustained attention from the
reader ~ an attention as mnecvitably given as if what was being
presented were a grippmng narrative of events. For this
evocative power that Dickens so abundantly commands is
a different thing from what we admire, perhaps, in Rus-
kiman poetic prose (and Dickens, employmng it, shows
himself in an obvious way a greater poct than any of the
Victorian formal poets). It is not merely that the effects in
which it manifests itself present so vitally nervous a diver-
sity; in considering this livingness we can’t but observe that
it belongs to an art that doesn’t go n for set descriptions
— products of a talent that we can think of as something
additional to the gift that makes Dickens a great novelist.
Dickens’s evocations arc always a novelist’s; they are doing
the novelist’s essential work .

In the chapter I have been quoting from they give us in
poignant immediacy - give us as an experienced or suffered
state — the peculiar loneliness and hunger of Little Dorrit’s
situation; and the insistence, or free-flowing abundance
(never felt as longueur), is necessary to the effect, so impor-
tant an element 1n the total communicated significance of
the novel. The family proceed towards Venice:

So they would be driven madly through the narrow unsavoury
streets, and jerked out at the town gate, Among the day’s unreali-
ties would be, roads where the bright red vines were looped and

‘ 331



DICKENS

garlanded together on trees for many miles; woods of olives; white
villages and towns on hill-sides, lovely without, but frightful with
their dirt and poverty within; crosses by the way; deep blue lakes
with fairy islands and clustering boats with awnings of bright
colours and sails of beautiful form; vast piles of buldings moulder-
ing to dust; hanging-gardens where the weeds had grown so
strong that their stems, like wedges driven home, had sphit the arch
and rent the wall; stone-terraced lanes, with the lizards running
into and out of every chink; beggars of all sorts everywhere: piti-
ful, picturesque, hungry, merry children-beggars and aged beg-
gars. Often at posting-houses, and.other halting-places, these
miserable creatuies would appear the only realities of the day . . .

In the evocation of Venice we get the obsessive sense
that troubles the poor girl settling into a nostalgic hope-
lessness of enchantment:

In this crowning unreality, where all the streets were paved with
water, and where the death-like stillness of the days and nights was
broken by no sound but the softened ringing of church-bells, the
rippling of the current, and the cry of the gondohers turning the
corners of the flowing streets, Little Dorrit, quite lost by her task
being done, sat alone to muse.

To the potency of this mode of the Dickensian genius
George Eliot and Henry James after her, pay a tribute the
more telling because unconscious (James at a remove, for
he clearly derives through her). I am thinking of the
passage in chapter 20 of Middlemarch that evokes, in terms
of the effect on her of Rome, the state of fevered despair
to which marriage with Casaubon has so soon bfought
Dorothea, and the unmistakably related passage in The
Portrait of a Lady that gives us the disillusioned Isabel.
To be sure of the derivative relation to Dickens one has only
to recall Little Dorrit looking round at the grandeur and
strangeness and squalor of the immemorial city. I will
quote two sentences.

The family has moved on to Rome: i

Through a repetition of the former Italian scenes, growing miore
dirty and more haggard as they went on, and bringing them to
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where the very air was diseased, they passed to their destination.
A fine residence had been taken for them on the Corso, and there
they took up their abode, in a city where everything scemed to be
trying to stand still for ever on the ruins of something else — except
the water, which, following eternal laws, tumbled and rolled from
its glorious mulutude of fountains. (Part the Second, chapter VIL.)

The peculiar poetic genius comes out here with cogent
felicity in what, for a close, follows the ‘cxcept’, evoking
as ‘eternal laws’ the spontancity and power of life -
triumphant gloriously even in the eternal city; no, not
triumphant as they ought to be (for the metaphorical
potency of that closc is complex). This, we say (percciving
as we say it that the Dickensian vitality of the whole passage
is involved) is essential Dickens: ncither George Eliot nor
James is a great poct 1n this sensc — the sense in which we
find the description felicitous and potent when we acclaim
this kind of effect as intensely characteristic of the writer’s
genius. For George Eliot, of course, as for us, the whole
preceding evocation of Little Dorrit’s state of malign
enchantment makes 1ts power felt in what we take as her
response to Rome. Hence the profound impression asso-
ciated in particular with Rome that George Ehot recalls
unwittingly in her derivative passage.

But the nature of the distinctive genius as represented
by the kind of poetic life I have called attention to is not
fully recognized 1if we don’t, in considering the passage
last quoted, note the tone, manner and burden of the
paragraph into which, illustrating onc manifestation of what
I have called Dickens’s flexability, 1t leads (the flexubility
being something that has for 1ts accompaniment preg-
nancy — manifestations, these, of the author’s wholeness
and profundity of possession by his human theme). What
follows immediately is this:

Here, it secemed to Lattle Dorrit that a change came over the
Marshalsea spirit of their society, and that Prunes and Prisms got
the upper hand, Everybody was walking about St Peter’s and the
Vatican on somebody else’s cork legs, and straining every visible
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object through somebody clse’s sicve. Nobody said what anything
was, but everybody said what Mrs Gencral, Mr Eustace, or some-
body else said 1t was, The whole body of travellers seemed to be a
collection of voluntary human sacnfices, bound hand and foot,
and declivered over to Mr Eustace and his attendants to have the
cntiatls of therr intellects artanged according to the taste of that
sacred priesthood. Thiough the 1ugged 1emains of temples and
tombs and palaces and scnate halls and theatres and amphi-
theaties of ancicnt days, hosts of tongue-ticd and blindfolded
moderns were carefully feeling their way, incessantly 1epeating
Pruncs and Prisms, in the endeavour to set their lips according to
the 1eceived form Mrs General was i her pure clement. Nobody
had an opimion. There was a formation of surface going on around
her on an amazing scale, and 1t had not a flaw of courage or honest
free speech inat.

Reality, courage, disinterestedness, truth, spontaneity,
creativeness — and, summing them, life: these words,
fur ther charged with definitive value, make the appropriate
marginal comment Little Dorrit, whose desolate sense of
the unrcality is what we have been sharing, is the focal
presence of what they stand for. But she is beaten. For her -
a profound wrony - the 1eal is what, at her father’s libera-
tion, she left behind in the Marshalsca. The point implicitly
made (the book makes it in many ways) is that reality is a
collaborative creation: Little Dorrit, in ‘chartcred’, mean
and gloomy London, had found collaboration in the re-
sponsive human nceds of her father and his other children,
and in the human good-nature of the tuinkeys, the Col-
legians and Flora — even of Mrs Clennam. But in Italy she
is wholly denied it; her love for her father is reduced to
expressing itself i docility to Mrs General, the arch-
unrcality. He, on the other hand (for Dickens’s irony 1s
pregnant) has not left the Marshalsea behind ; 1n this genteel
world of collusive unreality the old familiar Marshalsea
15 the concealed reality — a menacing fact, cver-present in
apprehension and suspicion o

Reality for him 75 what has to be feared. The Marshalsea
he now, as a courier-respected. gentleman, inhabits 1n
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Italy (and, when he goes there, in London) is the collusive
unreality of the genteel world. It too is a collaborative
creation. The novel gives us a richly diverse view of the
creating and maintaining. Here again we have the subtlety
of Dickens’s insight into the human psyche. Little Dorrit,
like anyone eclse, needs collaboration in creating the reality
she can grasp — more comprehensively, the reality she can
implicitly believe herself to be, and that which she can
feel with assurance she lives in. Her father too,-as he exem-
phfies — with effects of both comedy and pathos — every
day, can’t get on without collaboration: without it he
couldn’t have maintained the unreality he inhabited as a
gentleman in the Marshalsea (the prison that also pro-
tected ~ as he recognized in declining the turnkey’s offer
to let him step outside into the street for a ghmpse of the
world.) It was a system of countenanced empty pretensions,
But so is that in which he proudly takes his place when he is
liberated into Society; the ‘real’ unreality is equally un-
real, and, in his own way, equally a prison. It1s unreal in a
way symbolized by the authority of Mrs General, who is
concerned for nothing but a conventionally approved kind
of surface. Members, by observing a given code, are enabled
‘to feel that their claims to be genteel, correct and of the
‘right people’ are recognized by the others who observe
the code and are recognized; the recognition ~ a matter of
externals (or ‘surface’) — 1s everything. The system of
authoritative conventions that makes this Society possible
is itself a perverse product of creative collaboration, col-
laborative “creativity being so essentially in and of the
human psyche that it must, one way or another, have
play.

A Henry Gowan, whose social distinction is a matter of
being recognized as most unquestionably one of the socially
distinguished — one of the born and guaranteed ¢lite, can
rely on the system to give him his status and support him in
it, 1n spite of the quasi-Boherman habit he affects and his
deliberately disconcerting articulateness (he doesn’t, of
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couise, threaten anything that matters much to Mrs
General or the Chief Butler).

Here we have the aspect of the system that particularly
prompts the use of the word ‘snobbery’ — a word the im-
plications of which are brought out when we say, as we
might have done, that we can’t do clinical justice to
Tattycoram without giving full weight to the benevolent
British obtuseness of Mr Meagles, the retired banker, who
25, as Dickens is not, a Philistine, placed as such by Dickens,
and a snob as well.

No one has surpassed Dickens in the treatment of Vic-
torian snobbery ~ indeed, has anyone approached him?
He is clear-sighted about the social realities it portends;
he sees that the successful banker’s amiable weakness
represents a major political fact, and may be said to give
us the effective condition of the continued unchallenged
power of the Barnacles — whose Circumlocution Office,
even 1f we don’t accept it as exhaustively representative of
the way the country was admunistered, conveys so un-
answerably what we know to have been a large measure of
the essential truth. The Gowans are a branch of the Bar-
nacle clan, so Mr Meagles, though he would have saved
his daughter from Henry Gowan if he could, gets immense
satisfaction from the wedding 23 The irony of the situation
is developed in the comedy — painful, but still comedy,
marvellous in 1ts perfection — of the various dialogues in
which Mrs Gowan imposes on Clennam, the Meagleses

23 Here, at a lower social level,-is Plormish on William Dornt

<« Ah! there’s manners! There’s polish! There’s a gentleman to
have run to sced 1n the Marshalsea jail'! Why, perhaps you are not
aware”, said Plornish, lowermg his voice, and speaking with a per-
verse admiration of what he ought to have pitied or despised, “not
aware that Miss Dorrit and her sister dursn’t let him krow that they
work for a living. No!” said Ploinish, looking with a ndiculous
triumph first at hus wife, and then round all the room “Dursn’t let
him know it, they dursn’t!””’
I's i place to remember Rugg’s concern that Clennam should
have more respect for himself and his legal representative, fmd §h1ft

to the King’s Bench. . ~
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and the world her version of the marriage, which makes
Henry the victim of designing bourgcois chmbers, Pet’s
good looks being the bait.

These things exhibit 2 consummate art that is very charac-
teristic of Dickens’s gemus In the rendering of manners at
the social level at which they arc the essential art of living,
to be practised with the assurance only a conscious state
of mitlation can give, Dickens 1s certainly not a lesser
master than Henry James. The dialogue, along with the
rest of the notation, in the scenes of ‘lnghly civihzed’
intercourse I have referred to 1s perfect (and 1t comes
from the creator of Flora Finching). In those scenes, of
course, Mrs Gowan is the assured practitioner — the ex-
ploiter — of ‘civilization’, and Clennam and Meagles are
the practised upon, the genius of the greater novelist comes
out in the way the comedy 1s made pamnful for us by the
quitc uncomic significances that our deep sympathies
respond to we protest, in fact — the human issues are too
important for us to be anything but partisan

Fanny, i accepting the bramless Edmund Sparkler,
docs so as belonging with accomplished and single-minded
assurance to that ‘civilization’, having, on the Dornt
re-cmergence into Society, achieved her unquestioned
position with exemplary completeness. Her ability to do so
was achieved in the Marshalsea: 1t 15 the product of her
upbringing, and her father can sce 1 her the reward and
vindication of his resolute stand for ‘self-respect’.24 The

24 He has Mrs General’s corroboration
‘I took the hberty’, saxd Mr Dormt agamn, with the magmficent
placidity of one who was above correction, ‘to solicit the favour of a
Iittle private conversation with you, because I feel rather worried
respecting my — ha —my younger daughter You will have observed a
great difference of temperament, madam, between my two daughters??
Said Mrs General 1 response, crossing her gloved hands (she was
never without gloves, and they never creased and always fitted)
““There 15 a great difference’
~ ‘May I ask to be favoured with your view of 1t?’ said Mr Dorrnt,
with a deference not incompatible with majestic severity,
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no attempt to disguise their lack of any decent human
consideration, and show not the least concern for manners,
Ferdinand, with urbane friendliness, tries to dissuade
Clennam from the futility of pursuing his inquiries.

This kind of thing, it will be commented, merely exem-
phfies the role that Ferdinand, who identifies himself
happily with the system that maintains hum, plays in it;
plays in that whole complex organism of pretence, pre-
tension, privilege, parasitic class-interest and ‘civibization’ ~
the whole social malady — that Dickens is exposing. And
certainly Ferdinand’s charm, 1n Dickens’s sense of it as in
Clennam’s, 15 a matter for exasperation and diagnostic
comment: we remember as characteristic the part played
by Ferdinand on the occasion of the Merdle dinner in
finally bringing together for a téle-d-téte — the end for which
the dinner was arranged — Lord Decimus and the great
Merdle (Book the Second, chapter XII). Ferdinand has
charm, urbanity and tact, and here Dickens shows them
functioning. Before the culminating achievement - this
we remember too — they have been shown functioming in
the same spirit, but to an effect that eliminates all possi-
bility of amusement or complaisance 1n the reader.

‘Pray,” asked Lord Decimus, casting his eyes around the table,
‘what 15 this story I have heard of a gentleman long confined m a
debtor’s prison, proving to be of a wealthy family, and having
come into the inheritance of a large sum of money? I have met with
a varicety of allusions to 1t Do you know anything of it, Ferdinand *’

‘I only know this much,’ said Fetdinand, ‘that he has given the
Department with which I have the honour to be associated?, this
sparkling young Barnacle threw off the phrase sportively, as who
should say, we know all about these forms of speech, but we must
keep 1t up, we must keep the game alive; ‘no end of trouble, and
has put us into innumerable fixes ’

And he gives an account of the characterstic ritual of
incompetence, incuria and obstruction, protracted in com-
plete indifference to any decent human consideration, and
holding up the discharge of the Dorrit debt and Mr Dorrit’s
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ning and a gentleman to the end’. The contrast prompts us
with the implicit judgement that Ferdinand has not only
external good brecding, but, associated with it, something
that distinguishes him radically from Henry Gowan, the
gentlemanly ‘friend’ of the blackguard to whom, in calling
him a blackguard, we deny the name of gentleman in any
sense. If anyone should comment that the clement of
genuineness in Ferdinand merely adds to his plausibility,
qualifying him to represent an essential constituent of the
Barnacle system, and serving to make the noxious ethos of
the Circumlocution Office seem amiable, Dickens’s art
prompts us with a reply: it won’t do simply to see Ferdi-
nand as linked back with Lord Decimus and the Gowans,
ignoring the significance of his being drawn, as he un-
mistakably is, towards Clennam, to whom he goes out of his
way to be kind The significance lies in the implicit recog-
nition' on the part of so hmited a representative of good
breeding that Clennam himself is a gentleman — Clennam
in whom good breeding, apparent in his bearing and
manners, expresses and engages (as even Ferdinand in his
way perceives) something decp within that repudiates the
Barnacle philosophy.

I am insisting, then, that ‘gentleman’ means something
important here, and that Dickens — his art is witness —
values very highly certain social and cultural achievements
it portends No one more unequivocally than he has placed
snobbery and the stupidities and cruelties of class-pride
(‘exclusiveness’), but he has the reverse of contempt for
civiization manifested as manners — manners that in their
refined form come under ‘politeness’; he knows that they
may be, in what they entail or engage, more than a mere
matter of external social grace or aplomb ~ Mrs General’s
‘form’ and ‘surface’. He simplifies no questions and doesn’t
suggest that there can be any simple answers, and the ways
in which he uses the word ‘gentleman’ in Little Dorrit, the
range of his related uses (on one occasion, where in our
period remoteness we a hittle finch, he tells us that John
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and engages the qualities that enable him to be the intimate
and wholly acceptable friend to Doyce that, with all his
bourgeois geniality and good-nature, the obtuse and
patronizing Meagles can’t be.

These are the qualities that, when it comes to coping with
Flora, put Clennam at the disadvantage that has those
decidedly comic aspects — as, for example, when, having
contrived that she should be shown round the dark old
Clennam house so familar to them in childhood, she
makes the escorting Arthur clasp her with his arm bencath
her shawl The whole comedy of Flora tends too much to
be thought of as a self5justifying spontancity of the Dicken-
sian genius — a kind of creative largesse. It zs comedy, and of
a lively kind; but it doesn’t follow that the comedy hasn’t
its part to play in a total significance I have alrecady pointed
to ways 1n which Flora tells 1n the essential communication
of the book. And it can now he observed with some force
that a corrective cmphasis is conveyed by the piquant
contrast she presents with Clennam Flora 1s decidedly
not a lady in the sense that Clennam is a gentleman; but
her exubcrantly ungentecl characteristics don’t blind us ~
the contrary — to her robust and warm good-naturc and
the uninhibited completeness with which she has the
courage of it In fact, in her superbly mnocent spontancity
she 1s the great anti-snob; she is qualificd to be that as
Clennam obviously 1sn’t 2 And her creative vitality brings

‘Arthur cntered the rather dark and close parlour (though it was
lofty too), and sat down i the chair she placed for him.

““Not to deccive you, sir, I notice 1t,”’ sard Mrs Plornish, “and T take
it kind of you ”’

‘He was at a loss to understand what she meant- and by expressing
as much 1 his looks, clicited her enplanation

““It ain’t many that comes into a poor place, that deems 1t vorth
thur while to move ther hats,” said Mrs Plormsh “But people think
more of 1t than people think »*’ Part the First, chapter X11

26 What Flora and.Pancks havc in common is that cach vindicates
dramatically an essential human realness that 1s independent of good
breeding, and that, in both, what might scem caleulated to make them

[

: 343



DICKENS

home to us the way in which Clennam’s virtues, necessary
as they are, don’t represent all that is necessary — I mean,
in relation to the criteria of Dickens’s evaluative inquiry,
which was initiated in the opening of Little Dornit by the
presentation of the repatriated Clennam’s own predica-
ment; criteria that are sought, elicited, and brought to
conscious recognition (that is, determined) in the course of
the inquiry itself,
VI

I have referred to the way in which in the sufficiently
dramatic poetry of Flora’s discourses we feel the presence of
Dickens the creative genius himself. We know it to be
impossible that any utterance of Clennam’s should affect
us in that way. This certainty, however, doesn’t entail the
conclusion that Dickens the poet, the incomparable Vic-
torian master of poetic expression, is therefore debarred
from having any direct part in the processes that make
Clennam present to us. Consider the following — Blandois,
belonging as he does to the melodramatic side of ZLutle
Dorrit, has melted into thin air, and the problem for Dickens
(it might indeed have presented itself to him as one) is to
make us feel in immediacy that the prolonged and un-
explained disappearance does profoundly trouble Clennam,
so that he is obsessed by it:

Tt was in vain that he tried to control his attention, by directing
it to any business occupation or train of thought; it rode at anchor
by the haunting topic, and would hold to no other idea. As though
a criminal should be chained in a stationary boat on a clear deep
river, condemned, whatever countless leagues of water flowed past
him, to see the body of the fellow-creature he had drowned lying
at the bottom, immovable and unchangeable, except as the eddies
made it broad or long, now expanding. now contracting, s
terrible lineaments; so Arthur, below the shifng current of trans-

uncongenial to Clennam only lends emphasis to the approving constata-
tion that the reader in due course arnives at ~ sharing with Clennam

himself.
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parent thoughts and fancies which were gone and succeeded by
others as soon as come, saw, steady and dark, and not to be stirred
from 1ts place, the one subject that he endeavoured with all his
mught to rid humself of, and that he could not fly from .. Itwas
hike the oppression of a dream, to believe that shame and cxposure
were impending over her and his father’s memory ...

It is a developed formal simile, but a simile that has the
swift dircctness of effect of the most spontaficous metaphor.

To take a different kind of manifestation of the same poetic
gift, this is dramatic speech at 2 moment of crisis:

Mrs Clennam stood still for an mstant. at the height of her rapid
haste saying i stern amazement:

‘Kept here? She has been dead a score of years or more. Ask
Flintwinch — ask um: They can both tell you that she died when
Arthur went abroad.’

‘So much the worse,” said Affery with a shiver, ‘for she haunts
the house, then Who else rustles about 1it, making signals by
dropping dust so softly? Who else comes, and goes, and marks the
walls with long crooked touches, when we are all abed? Who else
holds the door sometimes? But don’t go out — don’t go out!
Mistress, you'll die m the street!’

Affery resumes here, with the attendant uncanny re-
verberations and feelings and apprehensions, the warning
signs (as they turn out to be) that portend the collapse of
the house Our acquaintance with that shored-up structure,
the inmates and the inner gloom —

At the heart of it us mother presided, inflexible of face, -

domitable of will, and austerely opposing herself to the great final
secret of all hife,

- 15 associated with these disturbing monitions, coming to us in
the force of Dickens’s prose with the immediacy of actual sensa-
tions, and having in terms of the symbolic significance a charg-
ing effect (the symbolism works as immediately as metaphor) that
there 1s no need to enlarge upon

There had been nothing like this poetic power of the
great novelist’s prose since Shakespeare’s blank verse. A
power that has of its nature such diverse manifestations
forbids any offer to do it justice by assembling examples.
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It is a condition ~ this is my point at the moment — of the
flexibility of Dickens’s art; of his ability to bring together
in the service of one complex communication such a diversity
of tones and modes. I will allow myself one more illustration.

Mr Merdle, making an apparently bored and pointless call
on the Sparklers, borrows, as he gets up to go, a pen-knife:

‘“Tortoise-shell ?*

‘Thank you,” said Mr Merdle; ‘yes, I think I should prefer
tortoise-shell.’

Edmund accordingly reccived instructions to open the tortoise-
shell box, and give Mr Merdle the tortoise-shell knife. On his doing
50, his wife said to the master-spirit, graciously:

‘I will forgive you, if you ink 1t!’

‘I’ll undertake not to ink 1t,’ said Mr Merdle.

The illustrious visitor then put out his coat-cuff, and for a
moment entombed Mrs Sparkler’s hand: wrist, bracelet, and all.
Where his own hand shrunk to was not made manifest, but 1t was
as remote from Mis Sparkler’s sense of touch as if he had been a
highly meritorious Chelsca Veteran or Greenwich Pensioner.
Thoroughly convinced, as he went out of the room, that 1t was the
longest day that ever did come to an end at last, and that there
was never a woman, not wholly devoid of personal attractions, so
worn out by 1diotic and lumpish people, Fanny passed into the
balcony for a breath of air. Waters of vexation filled her eyes; and
they had the cffect of making the famous Mr Merdle, in going
down the street, appear to leap, and waltz, and gyraté, as if he
were possessed by several devils,

Merdle, the stolid, coarse and commonplace, is actually
going to the warm-baths to sever his jugular vein. For the
victorious and bored Fanny, who — pure untroubled self-
hood — is Little Dorrit’s antithesis, he has no real existence,
indebted to him as she is (having captured his stepson) for
her existence in the highest stratum of Society. And /e is
an essential nullity. But the empty, credulous and con-
scienceless self-interest (which serves nothing real) of
Society has made him a force for evil, in working which he
has achieved disaster for himself. The significance of what
Fanny sees is for us — who see both what she sees and her.
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‘Mrs Meirdle,” returncd her husband, ‘I look to you for that.
You supply manner, and I supply money.’

Society itself — Mrs Merdle — couldn’t quarrcl with this
summary, which-answers to the implicit contract between
itself and Merdle. The comment on it 1s the wonderful
chapter (Book the Second, chapter XXV) that ensues on
Fanny’s loan of the tortoise-shell penknife. There is a
dinner at Physician’s, attended by the most illustrious
company; and no one — not even his wife ~ 1s troubled by
the fact that there is a vacancy in the place at table where
Merdle should have been. The only difference the absence
makes is that the guests are freer to whisper their questions
and speculations about the honour —~ a peerage? — that 1s
going to be conferred on the great public benefactor

The guests depart, Physician hands Mrs Merdle to her
carriage, sends (characteristically) the servants to bed, and
settles down to read in his study. A ring of the door-bell
takes him down to the door, and the upshot is that he
hurries round to the warm baths.

There was a bath n that corner, from which the water had been
hastily dramed off Lyimng in 1t, as in a grave or sarcophagus, with
a hurried diapery of sheet and blanket thrown across 1t, was the
body of a heavily-made man, with an obtuse head, and coarse,
mecan, common features A skylight had been opened to release the
steam with which the room had been filled, but 1t hung, condensed
into waterdrops, heavily upon the walls, and heawily upon the face
and figure 1n the bath. The room was still hot, and the marble of
the bath still warm; but, the face and figure were clammy to the
touch. The white marble at the bottom of the bath was veined a
dreadful red. On the ledge at the side, were an empty laudanum-
bottleand a tortoise-shell handled penknife-soiled, but not with ink

Physician doesn’t question that it’s hus duty to break the
news to Merdle’s wife. He hurries round to Wimpole
Street, and after much rousing of flunkeys succeeds n
getting the Chief Butler summoned. . p

At last that noble creature came nto the dining-room m a flan-
nel gown and bist shoes, but with bis cravat on, and a Chief Butler
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all over. It was morning now Physician had opened the shutters
of one window while waiting. that he might see the light.
“Mrs Merdle’s maid must be called, and told to get Mrs Merdle

up, and prepare her as gently as she can to see me. I have dreadful
ncews to break to her.’

Thus Physician to the Chief Butler. The lattier, who had a candle
1n his hand, called his man to take 1t away. Then he approached
the window with dignity, looking on at Physician’s news exactly as
he had looked on at the dinners 1n that very room.

‘Mr Merdle 1s dead’

*I should wish,’ said the Chief Butler, ‘to give a month’s notice.’

‘Mr Merdle has destroyed himself.’

Sir,’ said the Chief Butler, “that 1s very unpleasant to the fecl-
ings of one n my position, as calculated to awaken prejudice, and
I should wish to leave immediately.’

‘If you are not shocked, are you not surprised, man?’

The Chief Butler, erect and calm, replied 1n these memorable
words. ‘Sir, Mr Merdle never was the gentleman, and no un-
gentlemanly act on Mr Merdle’s part would surprise me Is there
anybody clse I can send to you, or any other directions I can give
before I leave, respecting what you would wish to be done?’

The Chief Butler 15 not a less apt representative of
Society than Mrs General The difference between his
attitude to Merdle and Mrs Merdle’s is that he is less
drrectly involved in the contract, and not at all involved in
the discomfort caused by the suicide. He took the post for
the wages; he was appointed to maintain the standards of
cawvilization, he has done so to perfection and is doing so
his reply to Physician. ’

The episode of the Chief Butler might properly be called
satiric 1n its irony. Actually it 1s horrifying, and we are not
permitted the detachment that ‘satiric’ tends to suggest.
The whole chapter engages us profoundly and the dommant
tone is tragic. It is not for nothing that the presiding, and
(for us) determining, consciousness in the chapter is
Physician’s, of whom we are told — and feel* “Where he
was, something recal was.” In fact, the inclusive mode in
which Dickens has composed the chapter 1s one that en-
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gages the full profound sense of reality generated in us by
what has gone beforc in the book. We don’t, then, take
pleasure of any kind in constating the Chief Butler’s utter
human mdifference — his nullity of the pure unqualfied
sclfhood. What we do take in, and take in with horror, is
the revealed nothingness of both terms of the Merdle
contract — ‘manner’ and ‘money’. With horror, because
Merdle’s death is a real death, and figures for us in im-
mediacy (whether we say so to ourselves or not) the disaster
brought upon innumerable real lives by the collusive
perversity that created him — a collaborative illusion, but
an illusion hiding realities fraught with destruction. So what
we are made to contemplate is not only Iittle Paul Dombey’s
question (which is more than a question): ‘What can
money do?’ We have the disturbing demonstration, under
the head of ‘money’, of rcalitics that, lightly treated, may
vindicate themsclves grimly at the expense of Society itself.

We may feel that we needn’t worry about Society (though
the complex Dorrit situation, with its sensitive filaments,
puts difficulties in the way of making more than a fleeting
satisfaction of that response). But the Dickensian genius
leaves us vividly realizing that the red-stained bath signals
a large human disaster for society with a small s, entailing
real and immeasurable human suffering.

The chapter containing Mrs Merdle’s arch aplomb in the
face of questions about her husband’s imminent honour and
the Chief Butler’s classical replies to Physician ends with this:

So, the talk, lashed louder and higher by confirmation on con-
firmation, and by edition after edition of the evening papers,
settled into such a roar when night came, as might have brought
one to believe that a solitary watcher on the gallery above the

“Dome of St Paul’s would have percerved the mght air to be laden
with a heavy muttering of the name of Merdle, coupled with every
form of execration

For, by that time 1t was known that the late Mr Merdle’s com-
plaint had been, simply, Forgery and Robbery. He, the uncouth
object of such wide-spread adulation, the sitter at great men’s
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feasts, the roc’s egg of great ladies’ assembhies, the subduer of ex-
clusiveness, the leveller of pride, the patron of patrons, the bargain-
driver with 2 Minister for Lordships of the Circumlocution Office,
the recipient of more acknowledgments within ten or fifteen years,
at the most, than had been bestowed m England upon all peace-
ful benefactors, and upon all theleaders of all the Arts and Sciences,
with all their work to testify for them, during two centuries at
least — he, the shining wonder, the new constellation to be followed
by the wise men bringing gifts, untl it stopped over certain carrion
at the bottom of a bath and disappeared ~ was simply the greatest
Forger and the greatest Thief that cver cheated the gallows.

It is impossible to discuss Amy Dorrit as disinterestedness
(and the creative nisus that placed her at the centre of
Lattle Dorritis intrinsically normative) without being brought
to an explicit recognition that the disinterested individual
Iife, the creative identity, 1s of its nature a responsibility
towards what can’t be possessed. As Daniel Doyce knows,
and testifics in the utterance 1 have quoted,?? the creative
originality in him, though it entails resolution and sustained
effort, isn’t /us: he is the focus and devoted agent. And I will
permut myself here to quote once again from that place in
the opening of The Rainbow which I have found frequently
an apt locus classicus ~ the place where we are told of Tom
Brangwen that ‘he knew he did not belong to himself®,

The implicit insistence 15 everywhere in Little Dorrit,
The rise, 1n such a distinctively resuming and concentrating
t:hapter as I have been adducing, to the close I have quoted
s not a mere cxhibition of accomplished rhetoric on the
part of a practised popular writer. The reference to St Paul’s
1s not just convention. It invokes institutional religion, of
course, but not in the spirit of satiric irony. The insti-
tutional is invoked as representing something more than
Institution; as representing a reality of the spirit, a testi-
mony, a reality of experience, that, although it is a reality
of the individual experience or not one at all, is more than
merely personal. That the appeal 1s to the hving cultural

- 27. Sce page 304 above,
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heritage which has its Iife here and now, and is kept living
as a language 1s, becomes manifest as we move through that
last paragraph of the chapter to the end. The inhérited
totality of the values, the promptings, the intuitions of
basic human nced, that both ‘manner’ and ‘money’, in
their lethal way, have no use for — that is what is being
cvoked. The 1cader who really reads Dickens will hardly
feel that there 1s anything of rhetorical indelicacy in the
oveitly associating reference to the New Testament theme.
The effect of it is to emphasize how essentially the spiritual,
in what no onc could fail to recognize as a religious sense,
is involved in the whole cvocation How Dickens would
have replied to theologically Christian questioning who
can say? And who would think that, in the context of the
present discussion, there could be much point in speculating ?
The value of Dickens’s vindication of the spirit Les in 1ts
being a great artist’s — as Blake’s is; and that kind of vindi-
cation has a peculiar importance for us today.

VII

The imphcit insistence I have spoken ofis what those who
talk of Dickens’s bourgeois and unspiritual conventionality
clearly miss — though 1t is insepaiable from what makes him
major. It takes many forms. We can point to it again and
agamn in his prose The astonishing life of language that
characterizes his work — the infinitely varied power of his
prose, and 1ts vividness of imaginative evocation — mani-
fests itself in ways that anyone would call poetic in those
passages which evoke décor But of course it is never any
more mere evocation of décor than what we have in the
opening of Hamlet 1s that. Consider the arrival of the Dorrit
family at the convent of the Great St Bernard, with the
whole dazed, awed and subdued party.

What has awed and subdued them has been almost as
present to us as 1f we had ourselves been with ?the caravan
The daunting Alpine transcendence, the changing hight, the
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known factual remoteness that is contradicted by ap-
pearance, the ethereal that is known by the evidence of the
near at hand to be in fact inimically rugged, forbidding
and massive, the de-realizing effect of the strange and
shifting reality — the prose that evokes all this has certainly
the Romantic poets behind it. But there would be no more
point in calling this art ‘romantic’ than in caling Law-
rence’s that in St Mawr (and the Dickensian genius in this
vein is as marvellous as the comparable Lawrentian),

The air had been warm and transparent through the whole of
the bright day . . . The snowy mountain-tops had been so clear that
unaccustomed eyes, cancelling the intervening country, and slight-
ing their rugged height for something fabulous, would have
measured them as within a few hours® easy reach. Mountain-tops
of great celebrity in the valleys whence no trace of their existence
was visible sometimes for months together, had been since morn-
ing plamn and near, in the blue sky. And now, when it was dark
below, though they seemed solemnly to recede, like spectres who
were gomng to vanish, as the red dye of the sunset faded out of them
and left them coldly white, they were yet distinctly defined in their
loncliness, above the mists and shadows.

Scen from those solitudes, and from the Pass of the Great Saint
Bernard, which was one of them, the ascending night came up the
mountain like a rising water. When it at last rose to the walls of
the convent of the Great Samnt Bernard, 1t was as if that weather-

beaten structure were another Ark, and floated on the shadowy
waves.

» - . »

At length, a light on the summit of the rocky staircase gleamed
through the snow and must. The guides called to the mules, the
mules pricked up their drooping heads, the travellers’ tongues
were loosened, and in a sudden burst of slipping, climbing,
Jingling, clinking and talking, they arrived at the convent door.

Other mules had arrived not long before, some with peasant
niders and some with goods, and had trodden the snow about the
door into a pool of mud. Riding-saddles and bridles, pack-saddles
and strings of bells’ mules and men, lanterns, torches, sacks
provender, barrels, cheeses, kegs of honey and butter, stra’v:'
bundles and packages of many shapes, were crowded confusedly
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togcther in this thawed quagmire, and about the steps. Up here
1 the clouds, everything was seen through cloud, and scemed dis-
solving into cloud. The breath of the men was cloud, the breath of
the mules was cloud, the lights were encircled by cloud, speakers
close at hand were not seen for cloud, though their voices and all
other sounds were smprisingly clear. Of the cloudy line of mules
hastily tied to rings in the wall, one would bite another, or kick
another, then the whole mist would be disturbed with men diving
mto 1t, and cries of men and beasts coming out of 1t, and no by-
stander discerning what was wiong. In the midst of this, the great
stable of the convent, occupying the basement story, and entered
by the basement door, outside which all the disorder was, poured
forth 1ts contiibution of cloud, as 1if the whole 1ugged edifice were
filled with nothing clse, and would collapsc as if 1t had emptied
itself, leaving the snow to fall upon the bare mountan summit.
While all this noise and hurry was rife among the hiving travel-
leis, theie, too, silently assembled 1 a graied house, half-a-dozen
paces 1cmoved, with the same cloud enfolding them, and the same
snowflakes diifting 1n upon them, were the dead tiavellers found
upon the mountam. The mother, storm-belated many winters ago
still standing 1n the corner with her baby at her breast; the man
who had frozen with his arm raised to his mouth 1n fear or hunger,
still pressing 1t with hus dry lips after years and years An awful
company, mysteiously come together! A wild destiny for the
mother o have foreseen' ‘Surrounded by so many and such com-
panions upon whom I have never looked, and never shall look, I
and my child will dwell together inseparable on the Great Saint
Bernard, outlasting generations who will come to see us, and will
never know our name, or one wotd of our story but the end.’
The living t1avellers thought nothing of the dead just then.

We are very soon given them within the convent, 1ein-
stalled in their confident egos, and being absolute Society.
But it 1s impossible (for the reader, I mean) to have for-
gotten the potent evocation of time, eternity, the non-human
universe, the de-realizing lights and vapours, and death
The effect is to bring out with poetic force the nothmgness
of the Dorrit-Gowan-Barnacle human world But 1t is not
merely that Soc1ety, as figured in 1ts sheltered concext by
the party enjoying warmth, wime, food and .the mutual
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assurance of its superiority, is, for us, exposed to the irony
and the challenge it ignores. We who live in the techno-
logico-Benthamite age can hardly miss a force the episode ~
that is, the chapter ~ has for our time; for the whole book
forms an exquisitely nerved context, and Dickens’s analysis
is radical. ‘The individual life is tragic, but there is social
hope’: °‘society’ as invoked in Snow’s representative
cliché-wisdom 1is a nothing, and it is essentially the New
Statesman’s, and, not only Mr Harold Wilson’s, but that of
pohticians, statesmen, social scientists and leader-writers in
general. To those troubled by the vanishing of what humanity
more and more desperately needs if it is not to be deprived
of all that makes 1t human, the ‘society’ of organization,
social science, ‘welfare’, equality and statistics 15 as cmpty
a nothing as the *Society’ of manner and exclusiveness.
Dickens’s evocation of death, time and cternity and the
non-human universe certamnly plays a part in his critical
wrony, but he has no more bent than Blake towards con-
ceiving hfe or mankind reducuvely. His, exposure of un-
realities is a vindication of human creativity, and an in-
sistence that such a vindication,'real and achicved, can
(as Daniel Doyce is there to testify) have no hubris 1n 1t.
Lattle Dorrit confronts the technologico-Benthamite world
with a conception of man and socicty to which it is utterly
blank, the blankness being a manifestation of its desperate
sickness. I have offered my grounds for saying this in my
discussion of Dickens’s affinity with Blake To insist that the
psyche, the individual life, 1s both of its nature creative
and in its individuality inherently social is to insist that all
human creativity is, in one way or another, collaborative,
and that a cultural tradition 1s a collaboratively sustained
reality in the way exemplified by a living language — by
the language of Shakespeare, of Blake and of Dickens (to
adduce three highly individual and potently creative
writers), Dickens 1nsists to this effect both mmplicitly and
consciously, and, having the genius that created the
Dickensian novel, more manifestly than Blake docs.
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How we must read
- Great Expectations

I'm must have been very much casier to read Gieat Exfecie-
twns adequately ~ that is, with a sympathetic and intelligent
comprehension of the spint in which it was written and of
what it was actually about — 1n Dickens’s own day, or in any
time up to the present, than it cvidently is now. For not
only has Dickens’s socicty gone for ever, and with it many
(though not all) of the difficultics and problems of a young
man living in that age, but the young reader mn outs is
further handicapped by crass misdirections from contem-
porary Dickens specialists. Even ignoring the biight-idea
merchants who are with us 1n all specialisms in literary
studies nowadays, there are the blind-bat school of Dickens
critics who make pseudo-logical objections to what they
represent, often inaccurately or quite unjustifiably, as
Dickens’s ideas, and who have no real knowledge of the
constitution and actuality of Dickens’s society — in addition,
loo often no intuitive feeling for the implications of our
language as Dickens used it, no sensitiveness to his tone of
voice and to his overtones, no understanding of the con-
ventions in which he wrote, and whose obstinate hteral-
mindedness and absence of all imaginative nsight lcave
one in despair.! Then there are the critics who reduce this

1 eg Ihave noted a series of recent objections to the ‘1mplausxb1hty’
of the novel* 1 We aie not told why Compeyson didn’t marry Miss
Havisham — when m fact we are told by Magwitch that a few years
after the plting Compeyson certamnly had a wife “which Compeyson
kicked mostly’ (suggesting a marriage of long standing), and as thf)ugh
Miss Havisham’s brother would have ventured on such a conspiracy

with a man free to double-cross him, Arthur’s Qeclarcd aum being to get
a share of the loot as well as to hummhate his sister! 1.-That Magwitch
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novel to a matter of fairy godmothers and princesses, to
fairy-tale dimensions and remoteness from any actuality,
or to some other-world of folk-tale elements and primitive
symbolism It is true that Pip likens Miss Havisham to a
fairy godmother when he thinks she has become his patron,
but she has in fact almost no part in the chain of cause and
cffect that binds him to his convict benefactor. And when he
thinks of Estella as the Slecping Beauty whom he will
awaken with a kiss and thus bring life back to Satis House,
this 15 to heighten for Pip the basic 1rony, as Pip is later to-
discover, of her being the very opposite of a princess in
actuality and of the fact that she was never destined for him,
as also that Satis House cannot be revivified but 1s revisited
by Pip and Estella, when they do come together ultimately,
as a site cleared for rebuilding. The adjuncts of the fairy-tale
arc employed (or rather deployed) as a mode of thought
natural to a romantic country boy, but they are not the
terms 1 which Dickens himself worked or thought here,
and he dissociates lumself from Pip throughout the novel,

1sn’t much like an old lag — as though Diclens’s pomnt weren’t that he
1sn’t a natural old lag (through low mentality or vicious instincts) but a
potentially decent fellow driven to crime in childhood, and who at the -
first chance makes good 1n Australia, with a motive — to vindicate himsclf
mdirectly agamst the ‘gentlemen’, ‘from the judge in hus wig, to the
colomst’ who despiscd lum, by sctting up ‘lus boy’ i London s Pip
never scems to meet any girl but Biddy and Estella — this betrays a farlure
to grasp the whole method of the novel which works 1n representative
experience  Biddy 15 the best that village life can produce and she can
gain no hold on Pip’s imagination because she 15 only the product of the
village, while Estclla, who docs incarnate valucs that satisfy his imagina-
twve needs, so permeates s hife that no one clsc 15 necessary or possible
for him 1v Why do we not hear anything about Pip’s fechings towards
his sister between his childhood and Orlick’s insulting her? The reason
1s that the novel pursues a thtme and 15 not a total recall of Pyp’,
memories even though Pip 1s the narrator, and to suppose the scenes of
Ius life are chosen for theatrical effect or some other arbitrary or deroga-
tory reason s to 1gnore the art which furmshes the right, Lapressive
occasions for advancing that theme
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very skilfully, though the method is subtle and casy to
overlook, since the narrative is autobiographical.

What is required is to be able to substantiate the con-
viction one has from reading the novel that it is a great
novel, scriously engaged in discussing, by exemplifying,
profound and basic realities of human experience. Even
those who sense that this novel is meaningful are not in
general successful in offering a convincing and adequate
account of its meanings. It is the reverse of a Victorian
reader who now reads Great Expectations, at once too sophisti-
cated and yet too humanly ignorant: anyone who is now
engaged in reading English Literature with undergraduates
cven in England must feel (unless of the same generation)
that he has to introduce delicately complex perceptions and
a social civilization of which that literature is the flower, to
a brutally callous generation as to sensibility, students who
except in raie cases have lost contact with the traditional
culture that could and did produce both the self-educated
genius Dickens and a public to read and support him. To
have an easily available cynicism but no reverence for life’s
serious issues, no aim in living otherwise than to satisfy
basic instincts, is a particular disqualification for appreci-
ating what Great Expectations has to offer.

The difficulty we are faced with is to find an approach, a
way in, which cannot be waived away as sentimental or
faulted as far-fetched. I propose to start with an irrefutable
pointer to the essential nature of Dickens’s dealing with men
and women, which incidentally has the merit of exposing a
notorious English academic contention that Dickens was
primarily an irresponsible concoctor of acting parts, as
though his novels were meiely material for the public
readings of his very last phase. In an interesting book, Some
Reflections on Genuus, published in 1960, Lord Brain reprinted
a paper called Dickensian Diagnoses he had once given to a
medical association that is of very considerable interest to
the reader of Dickens and more relevant to an insight into
Dickens’s work than that of many of the well-known Dickens
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‘authorities’. As it is too long to quote from adequately, 1
select a few sentences which will give the gist of his con-
clusions, based on ample reference to the novels, the con-
clusions of an authority in his field:

What is surprising is that Dickens should have given such de-
tailed and accurate descriptions of the disorders from which his
chaiacters suffered He was not content with vague diagnoses like
bran fever, which figure in the works of some of his contempor-~
aries, and even those who wrote later. Dickens looked on discase
with the observing eye of the expert climician, and he recorded what
he saw, and what the patient told him, so that he often gives us
accounts which would do credit to a tramned physician. ..
Dickens’s psychiatric studies are as comprehensive and as varied
as his observations on organic diseases .. Perhaps the most re-
markable example of Dickens’s psychiatric msight 1s the case of
Dr Manette in 4 Tale of Two Citties. It 1s remarkable for the
accuracy of hus account of a case of multiple personality and loss of
memory, because 1t 1s the most comprehensive of his studies of
psychological abnormality, and because it mncludes an anticipation
of psychotherapy ... At a time when medicine 1tself was only just
beginning to recognize the importance of physical signs, the
characters in the world of Dickens’s imagination are so real that
they have recogmzable diseases of body and mind, described with
the accuracy and insight of a great climcal observer.

Thus we have the best authority for endorsing our own
perception that Dickens was neither interested 1n people as
an actor-manager, for their theatrical possibilities, nor was
he, as Edmund Wilson and others have asserted, under the
compulsions of a psychological disorder he could neither
understand nor control — as if he were like Kafka, able only
to describe and project in fictions his own neuroses But
interesting as Russell Brain’s observations on Dickens’s gifts
as a chimical observer are, they are only a pointer (o a more
important fact, that Dickens was much more than this or
than an amateur psychologist fictionizing his own ohserva-
tions. It is not merely an interest in case-histories that s
shown in Dickens’s intuitive apprchension of the relation
between theanner and the outer life that is mamfested by
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gesture, mannerisms, speech-habits, facial expressions, gait,
physical characteristics and such that he documents so
accutately in his novels (the idea now sedulously propa-
ganded that Dickens’s characters make merely theatrical
gestures and facial signs is demonstrably falsc). He proceeds
always from such intelligent ‘observations and sensitive
insights as Russell Brain admiringly records, to an ordered
and systcmatic inquiry into what light may be thrown by
such insights on the subjects that are the province of the
great novelist. Dickens is always to be seen asking questions
as to the why of human conduct ~ What is their motivation?
Why are pcople what they are (heredity or nurture) ? Why
do people in simular circumstances and under the same
pressures behave differently? Is there such a thing as free-
will, admitting the force of heredity, conditioning by the
social and psychological forces of infancy and adolescence,
and the constrictions of emotional and moral habits? What
explanation is there for apparently pointless, or perverse, or
even self-stultifying action? How do murderers feel and
bchave after breaking the most powerful human taboos in
doing to death friend, kinsman, mistress ? What arec madness
and associated states of temporary aberration or derange-
ment due to drugs, fever and delirium, suicidal states?
Dickens explores all these and many related questions by
the means proper to the novelist, of course, and not by
writing essays in his fictions as novelists have frequently
done. But his approach to such questions and topics is
neither emotional nor theatrical: it is so systematic as to be
almost academic. Hence his interest in human life after the
callow Pickwick Papers is not just in people as such (whatever
the Chestertonians may allege) but includes them in the
examination of questions that we now tend to consider the
province of the psychologist and sociologist ~ though in
happier days it was otherwise and Dickens, like Shake-
speare and Tolstoy, shows the advantage of the artist’s
msight which is not reductive nor generalizing and abstract,
but always sympathetically human Dickens sees people as
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at once the products and symptoms of their society and the
producers of it. Similarly he shows his interest in ethical
matters by exploring the behaviour of characters, chosen
for the purpose, in such a way as to undercut theory and
extend our views by presenting situations in a new light,
disturbing our preconceptions and prejudices. Where judge-
ment on behaviour is in question Dickens puts before the
reader facts that must be taken into consideration before
forming such judgement, facts that would otherwise have
lain outside our perceptions even.

Of course the method is not evident as such except in such
a tale as I am about to point to. The procedure, though it
must have been pondered at some level, appears generally
to be sportaneous, the ideas completely dissolved into
novelistic material of action, dialogue and characterization.
But one way in which we can see that Dickens evidently did
do some decliberate thinking is by recogmizing that he
habitually examincd alternatives — people he posits who in
the same situation have responded to it in opposite ways and
so become different persons with, alternatively, tragic or
relatively happy outcomes. Thus the girl-child who learns
she is illegitimate in Dickens’s society, which held that the
child inherited a stigma from the guilty mother, could
respond either by acceptance and docility or by aggression
and resentment: in the one case is produced Esther Summer-
son in Bleak House and in the other Miss Wade in Luttle
Dorrit, who is so much alienated from everyone that she has
no need of a Christian name and has to write out her case-
history for her own relief, as her justification Being able to
communicate in no other way, she hands it to some-one to
read whom she senses is sympathetic because a fellow-
sufferer from hfe, Arthur Clennam. Dora, who adopts and
exploits the role of pet provided by her habitat, has an
alternative 1n Pet Meagles who outgrows that character but
finds 1t has fatally circumscribed her possibilities of happi-
ness These cannot be chance occurrences since a great deal
of Dickens’s characterization is seen to have been formed or
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used in such a way. Another instance of his rationale is the
characterization of Pancks in Lutle Dorrit and Wemmuck
Great Expectations. Pancks is presented as a human machine
(a steam-tug), humorously, but the humour is entirely
controlled by Dickens as a means of developing for us this
character’s functional uses When he argues with Arthur, in
their Socratic dialogue, which ends with Pancks’s definition
of ‘The Whole Duty of Man in a commercial society’,
cornering Arthur with his final query: ‘What else ?’, Pancks
1s being subtly ironic, acting Devil’s Advocate 1n order to
ridicule the Victorian theory, which as a human steam-boat
he has to exemplify in his working life But in fact, no one
can be a mere machine: while in his working life, as the
grasping hand of Casby the Patriarch, his business is to
rack-rent the inhabitants of Bleeding Heart Yard, he com-
pensates in his own time by looking for people to gwe money
to, for those who are mussing heirs Thus he is able to release
the Dorrits from prison and set them up with wealth (paying
the expenses of the inquiry out of his own pocket) ; eventually
Nature, whom Dickens evidently thinks can’t be trifled
with, drives him to rebel outright against his ‘proprietor’.
Dickens’s grounds for optimism, legitimate because psychP-
logically sound, are dramatized thus by embodying them in
the history of Mr Pancks and enacting 1t before our eyes,
with humour, irony, drama, pathos, wit and a final scene of
fantasy revenge Wemmuck 1s a sirmlar but distinct case of
the completely split man, so much so that Pip feels Wem-
mick 1s actually twins who replace each other according to
circumstances, one who earns his hiving in the Office and the
other who had to invent the Castle to make a healthy life
possible — healthy physically, morally and spiritually

Such characters are means of pursuing an argument and
yet thanks to Dickens’s art don’t in general strike us as
schematic. Even less so do the more complex characters who
embody, hke David Coppe1 field and Pip, the basic problems
of living in their society. However amusing or merely
entertaining at tumes, or partially irrelevant, it may at first
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sight appear, such an enquiry is conducted by Dickens
responstbly, with his eye always on an object of ultimate
importance. Thus it is not surprising that Dickens re-1cad
David Copperficld when undertaking a comparable novel,
Great Lxpectations. But David was not a true alternative to
Pip except that while David achieves happiness and fulfil-
ment by coming to terms with and accepting his society,
Pip ccases to be wretched and saves himself from shipwreck
by freeing himsclf from participation in that socicty. The
very close alternative to Pip’s is the subject of a late short
story which though subscquent to Great Eapectations 1 propose
to examine first becausc it shows indisputably how Dickens’s
mind operated in creating, and for what purpose.

George Silverman’s [aplanation, though written rapidly for
an American magazine (published in 1868 and thercfore one
of Dickens’s last undertakings in fiction) is one of his best
written and most accomphished, as well as one of his most
significant works, but it 15 because it is so thoroughly
representative, and so undisguisedly so, that I cite 1t here Tt
is laid out in three scctions, corresponding to the phases of
the protagonist’s development, ecach having its own locale, a
method that s casily apparent in Great Expectations? and only
less obviously the essential structure of Dawid Copperfield
Dickens has tried perhaps too realistically at the start to
show the difficulty the narrator has in bringing himself to

2 Dickens has emphasized this for the reader by marking the sections
as “This1s the end of the first” (or ‘second’) “stage of Pip’s expectations.’
The true artist, exhausted and yet trrumphant, 1s shown i what he
writes about the novel as he ended- ‘It 1s a pity that the third portion
cannot be read all at once, because 1ts purpose would be much more
apparent, and the piy 1s all the greater, because the general turn and
tone of the working out and winding up, will be away from all such
things as they conventionally go But what must be must be, As to the
planming out from wecek to week, nobody can imagine what the difficulty
15, without trying. But, as mn all such cases, when 1t 15 overcome the
pleasure 15 proportionate.” The extra difficulties he gave himself by
undertalang weekly publication and thus shorter portions than his usual
numbers, make 1t even more remarkable that Great Expectations 15 such
a tight, cconomical and yet infinitely suggestive and complex work ofart.
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rchearse his sufferings, but there is absolutely nothing, nota
sentence, in this tale, once it is launched, which is not
required for the demonstration ofa child whose conditioning
is similar to Pip’s but whosc reactions to it were almost the
opposite. George writes his history not as Pip does, with
dctachment, and not as an apologia, for he is bewildered and
is trying to explain how he came to be where and what he s,
to find out what went wrong.

‘My infant home’, he cventually begins, ‘was a cellar in
Preston.’ In wretched poverty and deprived of all affection,
light and warmth, hc was constantly accused by his bad-
tempered mother (a Mrs Joe Gargery in character, always
frowning), whenever he was hungry, cold or frightened of !:he
dark, of being ‘a worldly little devil® ~ the sense in which
‘worldly” affected him suggests that it is expected to be
understood in a scctarian or Evangelical context. His
parents die frighteningly in the cellar of fever and he is
brought to the surface by the authorities, knowing nothing
except what it feels to be cold and hungry and ashan?ed of
being ‘worldly’ — that is, with a sense of guilt, which of
course he can’t help since worldliness seems to hlm’ to mean
‘yearning for enough of anything (except misery)’, yet for
which sin his mother used to beat him. He cannot tl.lerefoz:e
regret his parents but is told by his rescucrs that this too is
horribleworldliness. The police teach himthe virtues ofclean-
liness and order, and feed him well, and he 1s then taken ;{n
charge by an unctuous sectarian tradesman, Brother Hg\«./AS-
yard, who undertakes to educate George as a good c;le:ai A
George is probably still infectious he sends the boy to %o gea
a farmhouse in the country to recuperate, first charging him
not to tell about the fever or he’ll get turned out. George
knows that he was at this time a mere anima%, ¢sordid, afraid,
unadmiring’ — the choice of words is striking; he thought
that the shadows on the hills from clouds were frowns, like

his mother’s, at him, the guilty one, as he comss to the fa.rm-
house built up against an imposing ruined Jacobean mansion.
' Here begins the second phase of his moral life, The
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powerful impression made now by the countryside and the
deserted great house on the boy’s sensibilities, that is, by art
and nature together, their morally poetic action upon him,
is fincly conveyed; Wordsworth himself never described
more convincingly the mo:al influence of natural surround-

ings and of the works of man’s imagination. George ends,
recalling them

I have written that the sky staied sorrowfully at me Therem I
have anticipated the answei. I knew that all these things looked
sorrowfully at me; that they scemed to sigh or whisper, not with-
out pity for me, ‘Alas! poor worldly little devil?’ .. How not to
be this worldly little devil? How not to have a repugnance towards
myself as I had towards the rats? I lud in a corner of onc of the
smaller chambers, frightened at myself, and crymg (it was the
first ime I had ever cried for any cause not purely physical) and T
tried to think about it. One of the farm-ploughs came mto my
range of view just then; and it scemed to help me as 1t went on
with 1ts two horses up and down the field so peacefully

Thus bears fruit. A girl of his own age 1n the farmer’s family
attracts him as Estella does Pip, but because Sylvia is kind
as well as pretty It occurs to George that if he is infectious
and she caught the fever from him she would die ike hus
parents, thercfore he must keep away from her. He can do
this only by avoiding meals and liding from her; he is even
pleased that this means he has to hve on ‘broken fare’
because ‘so much the less worldly and less devilish the deed’,
and pleased also to sce from afar that Sylvia looks healthy
still thanks to his sacrifices This unselfish action was, he
knows, * the humanizing of myself’ and softened lus thoughts
of father and mother. Thus begins a sense of achievement
and sclf-respect founded in selfssacrifice which is even
heightened because he must not explain to the kindly
farmer and Sylvia why he is unsocial and ungracious, This
makes him ‘timidly silent under misconstruction’, All this
becomes the unalterable pattern of George's exstence,
After a start he earns his own education, forcing himself
to stomach the odious patronage of Brother Hawkyard and
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his sect and resolutely suppressing a suspicion, which in fact
becomes a certainty, that Hawkyard has embezzled George’s
inheritance from his grandfather and is quieting his con-
science by paying a very little of it out for George’s support.
Determined not to be worldly, George, quite unnecessarily,
and of his own volition gives the man a document vindi-
cating him, renouncing his inheritance for ever rather than
appear to be ungrateful, for ‘without him, how should I
ever have seen the sky look sorrowfully down upon that
wretched boy at Hoghton Towers?’ he says, confessing o
‘an inexpressible, perhaps a morbid, dread of ever being
sordid or worldly. It was in these ways that my nature came
to shape itself to such a mould.’ He wins his way to Cam-
bridge, and thus becomes a scholar and a Fellow, takes
Holy Orders and is soon a university coach of some repute.
Again he shows how this ‘mould’ has made him auto-
matically yielding of his rights: his scrupulous unworldhness
obliges him to return ‘immediately’ on request from the
grasping mother of an idle pupil, half the fees, because the
young aristocrat doesn’t take a degree in spite of George’s
work. The mother, Lady Fareway, thus finds that George’s
fear of being thought mercenary can be exploited, and by
forcing on him a poor living on her estate gains, as well asa
clergyman, a.secretary for herself and a tutor for her
talented daughter, for nothing. George however refuses 0
attribute mean motives to her and is content in fulﬁlh_ng his
own standards of conduct and with the joy of instructing an
eager pupil, Adelina Fareway.

But now the final and fatal repetition of this pattern of
self-blame, self-sacrifice and over-compensation for his gullty
cellar-self takes place inevitably. Adelina Fareway the pupil
is everything that could make George happy. He falls 1
love with her and he even sees that she unconsciously loves
her very congenial young tutor. Adelina is almost of age :and
will then possess her own fortune,.and is of a ‘daring
generous character’: George could be rich and happy, and
he is already a gentleman (there is no question of social
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distinctions between them to comphcate the purely moral-
psychological conditions). But ‘No. Worldliness should not
enter here at any cost” ~ and George again over-compen-
sates. He is not satisfied with forbidding himself to win
Adclina, he must complete the sacrifice by putting her into
another man’s hands. He now has a likely pupil studying
with him in his vicarage whom he deliberately throws into
Adclina’s company, resolutely encouraging an attachment
between them, for it is cnough, George felt, that ‘though
poor, Mr Granville had ncver lived in a cellar in Preston’ —
this does not raisc a class issue, the different poverty that
disqualifies George in his own cyes is 2 matter of his past
guilt of moral savagery and has nothing to do with snob
values cither. George heroically marries the lovers himself
in secret, ‘and I was at peace’.? He has undertaken to break
the news to Adelina’s ambitious mother; he is prepared that
she should be angry but not that she would accuse him, to
his horror, of heing a ‘worldly wretch’, of having been in a
conspiracy with Mr Granville to gain Adclina’s fortune and
take a percentage for himself. George is of course incapable
of justifying himself or defending his intcrests, as always,
and resigns everything, losing his living and his reputation
owing to Lady Farcway’s malignity. Though lttle over
thirty, he is now white-haired and broken-hearted. ‘If I
have unwittingly done any wrong with a righteous motive,
that is some penalty to pay’, he says, and ‘I almost suspect
I was a repulsive object’ — since having sacrificed every-
thing he has s/l incurred the charge of being ‘a worldly
little devil’. He lies broken-hearted in the churchyard to

3. At dawn on the wedding-day George gocs out to see the sunrise on
the seashore and feels that Nature approves his actions, he sces that 1n
such signs as ‘the orderly vathdrawal of the stars, the calm promise of
coming day, the mceffable splendour that then burst forth’, etc Thus the
help he once got from nature when felt 1o be sympathetic to hus anguish
15 now involed again as a sanction Dickens’s intelligence is shown hcré
in his remarkable comprehension of the psychological truths on which
Wordsworthian behiefs were based, while showing clearly his own dis-
sociation from them as beliefs,
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Estella, Hoghton Towers and Satis House, the guilt-induc-
ing mother and mother-surrogate, the striving of both boys
towards peace of mind via intellectual cultivation and use-
fulness, among others) are not reworked from Great Expecta-
tions because the writer was worn out and running out of
resources, but because he was pursuing what I have shown
to be his regular creative method. Having succeeded with
Bip, Dickens posits an alternative case: suppose Pip hadn’t
had the qualities which made him able to free himself from
his early conditioning and its burden of guilt and shame?
(The shame is absent from George’s case.) Reversing
Dickens’s progress, we can discover from George’s history
what was crucial to Pip’s case, what made the book not a
case-history but the history of a successful progress towards
spiritual freedom. Pip, we are shown, though this seems not
at all noticed, is fully human in having impulses flowing
frecly m different directions, and it is by ordering these
according to a code he acquires by trial and error and self-
examination of an open kind — the process is laid before us ~
that at the crisis of his Iife, which occurs half-way through
the novel, he is able to master his immediate reactions and
control them, substituting a ‘better’ mode of fecling and
action, not of course by forcing them on himself as a duty,
but by understanding himself and his needs more fully so
that his new self 1s produced of free choice, a choice that is
scen to be steadily prepared for, unconscious of 1t though
-Pip has been, by undercurrents of feeling since his first
association with ‘his’ conwvict.

Pip’s business in telling his history is to explain and chart
for us what he calls in chapter VI ‘my mner self* —it will be
noted that with his outside we have no concern and the only
person we get any kind of description of Pip from is Herbert
on one occasion, from whom we then hear that Pip was ‘a
boy whom nature and circumstances made so romantic’,?

4 ‘Romantic’ here 1s used basically m the sense it bears in Tane
Austen’s novels, meaning to fecl excessively about things and not be
dirccted by reasonable considerations

373






HOW WE MUST READ GREAT EXPECTATIONS

of the theme, and one that is necessary for its full appre-~
hension by the reader. A remarkable feature of the novel is
the complexity of the irony which informs the plot from
beginning to end (the rewritten end which is demonstrably
superior to the onc first intended and which perfectly
completes the intention and meaning of the novel) — an
irony which inheres in the title, yet the novel is affirmative
and constructive, not, like other novels shot through with
irony (e.g Huckleberry Fiunn, The Confidence Man, Le Rouge et le
Noir), pessimistic or nihilistic.

And whereas Dickens’s difficulties, ever since they first
appeared in Olwer Twist, in reconciling the reader’s demands
for realism with his own need, for his creative intentions, of
a non-rational symbolism of situation and action, a freer
form of dealing with experience than his inheritance from
the eightecenth-century novelists provided, he has at last,
in Great Expectalions, managed to rcconcile realism and
symbolism so that in this novel we move without protest,
or uneasiness even, from the ‘real’ world of everyday experi-
ence into the non-rational life of the gulty conscience or
spiritual experience, outside time and place and with its
own logic: somehow we are inhibited from applying the
rulés of common sense to it even where we hardly recognize
that it is symbolic action and can not possibly be plausible
real life. The novel is also remarkable for having no wide
divergences of prose style cither, as even Bleak House has;
almost the only rhetoric is the passage where Pip tries to
explain to Estella his feelings for her, where the effect of
weak egotism is required and deliberately obtained through
rhetorical language. There is a consistent sobriety of lan-
guage without losing 1diomatic identity for the characters,
who range widely nevertheless, as from Jaggers to Joe, from
Wemmick to Herbert, from Miss Havisham to Mrs Joe, and
this personal idiom is even what distinguishes Magwitch
from Orlick While Dickens works here, as in George Silyer-
man’s Explanation, with the minimum in word, setting and
charactenization, he does not sacrifice in Great Expectations
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who range widely nevertheless, as from Jaggers to Joe, frorr;
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this personal idiom is even what distinguishes Magwitch
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characterization, he does not sacrifice in Great Expectations
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