Charles Dickens

HIS TRAGEDY AND TRIUMPH

By Edgar Johnson

VOLUME TWO

SIMON AND SCHUSTER

1952



ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
INCLUDING THE RIGHT OF REPRODUCTION
IN WHOLE OR IN PART IN ANY FORM
COPYRIGHT, 1952, BY EDGAR JOHNSON
PUBLISHED BY SIMON AND SCHUSTER, INC.
ROCKEFELLER CENTER, 630 FIFTH AVENUE
NEW YORK 20, N. Y.

Appreciation is expressed to the following for their courtesy in granting
permission to reproduce various pictures from their collections in
the photographic sections of these volumes:

New York Public Library Picture Collection: pictures 3, 4, 15, 16,

17, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 27, 44, 47, 52, 57, 60, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66, 67,
68, 79, 80, 85; Frontispiece, Vol. Two

Dickens House, Doughty Street, London: pictures 11, 20, 25, 43,

53 59
National Portrait Gallery, London: picture 24

Courtesy of Major Philip Dickens and Dickens House, Doughty
Street, London: picture 30

Courtesy of Leigh B. Block: picture 31

Courtesy of Leslie C. Staples: picture 37

Carlyle House, Cheyne Row, Chelsea, London: pictures 40, 41
Reproduced by courtesy of Sir Michael Culme-Seymour: picture 50
Central Office of Information, London: picture 72

William M. Elkins Collection, Philadelphia: picture 84

MANUFACTURED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
BY THE HADDON CRAFTSMEN, SCRANTON, PA.



Contents

Vorume Two

List of Illustrations VII
Part Seven
AT Grrps wita HiMseLr: 1846-1851
1. Difficulties with Dombey 589
1. The “Want of Something” 607
1. The World of Dombeyism 626
[Criticism: Dombey and Son]
w. A Haunted Man 644
v. “Myself into the Shadowy World” 661
vi. His Favorite Child 677
[Criticism: David Copperfield]
vir. Household Words 701
virr. Splendid Barnstorming 719
Part Eight
THE DARKENING SCENE: 1851-1858
1. Fog Over England 743
u. The Anatomy of Socicty 762
[Criticism: Bleak Flouse]
m1. “The Heaviest Blow in My Power” 783
1v. Critique of Materialism 8o1
[Criticism: Hard Times]
v. “Fire Bursts Out” 820
vi. “Nobody’s Fault” 840
viri. “Old Hell Shaft” 863
[V]
£ 20V YHYED .
wansas TV TGS BOBLIC LIBRARY



VI ] CONTENTS

viir. The Prison of Society 883
[Criticism: Little Dorrit]
ix. Breaking Point 904
Part Nine
Tue Last Assay: 1858-1865
1. “The Track of a Storm” 929
m. Surface Serene 953
mr. The Tempest and the Ruined Garden 972

[Criticism: A Tale of Two Cities
and Great Expectations]
1v. Intimations of Mortality 995
The Great Dust-Heap 1022
[Criticism: Our Mutual Friend)

=

Part Ten
Tae BorroM oF THE Cup: 1865-1870
1. Pilgrim of Gad’s Hill 1049
1. To the Loadstone Rock 1070
. Last Rally 1095
v. The Dying and Undying Voice 1115
[Criticism: The Mystery of Edwin Drood
~ and Valedictory]

v. The Narrow Bed 1142
Appendix: Genealogical Charts 1159
Notes for Volume Two xlix
Bibliography XCix

Index CcXVii



List of Illustrations

VoruMmeE Two

Frontispiece: Dickens in Middle Age

RepropucTioNs oF OrIGINAL “PHiz” DrRAWINGS FOR DickeNns’'s WORKS

The Dombey Family 637
My magnificent order at the public house 683
Tome-all-alone’s 773
Little Dorrit’'s Marshalsea Room 901
The Sea Rises 978

The Evil Genius of the House of Boffin 1029

ILLUSTRATION SECTION: DICKENS’S LIFE FROM 1850 TO 1870
(immediately following this listing)

45] Dickens, 1850-1852
46] Awful appearance of a “Wopps” at a picnic, Shanklin Sands,
Isle of Wight
] Mark Lemon, the Dickens children’s “Uncle Porpoise,” Editor
of Punch
[48] William Henry Wills, Sub-Editor of Household Words

| Rockingham Castle, home of the Watsons and the original of
Chesney Wold in Bleak House
50] The Honorable Mrs. Richard Watson
[51] The Honorable Mr. Richard Watson
52] Edward Lytton Bulwer Lytton, Baron Lytton
(53] The home of Lord Lytton
[54] Dickens, 1856
[55] Mrs. Henry Louis Winter (Maria Beadnell)
56] Tavistock House, Dickens’s home, 1851-1860
57] Wilkie Collins, favoritc companion of Dickens’s middle years
58] Clarkson Stanfield, R.A., scene-painter of The Lighthouse and

The Frozen Deep
[VII]




VIII | LisT oF ILLUSTRATIONS

[59] Scene from the performance of The Lighthouse at Campden

House, July 10, 1855

] William Makepeace Thackeray

John Forster in middle age

] Charles Culliford Boz Dickens, age fifteen

Sydney Smith Haldimand Dickens

Edward Bulwer Lytton Dickens, “Plorn”

Henry Fielding and Francis Jeffrey Dickens

Walter Landor Dickens

Mary Dickens, “Mamey”

Kate Macready Dickens (Mirs. Perugini)

Dickens, 1859

A caricature: From whom we have great expectations, 1861
Dickens, 1861

| Dickens’s home, Gad’s Hill Place, 1857-1870, where he wrote

A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, Our Mutual Friend,
and Edwin Drood, and where he died

] Dickens reading to Mamey and Katey, circa 1865

Gad’s Hill Place from the garden
The British Lion in America, 1868

| Dickens as pedestrian, 1868

Dickens being introduced by Horace Greeley at the New York
newspaper dinner

] Dickens, 1868
| Dickens in his study at Gad’s Hill

Charles Dickens exhausted after a reading
Dickens, February, 1870

] Jasper's Gate House, Rochester, with the parish church on the

right, used as one of the settings in Edwin Drood

The Swiss chalet, in which the last lines of Edwin Drood were
written

“The Empty Chair”—painting by Sir Luke Fildes on the day of
Dickens’s death

Drawing of Charles Dickens after death

Westminster Abbey, the Poets’ Corner



[45] DxchNS, 1850-1852 Photograph by]J. Mayal], engmved
by Linton



[46] AWFUL APPEARANCE OF A “Wopps” ata picnic, Shanklin Sands, Isle
of Wight. Cartoon by John Leech, in Punch, August 25, 1849

[47] MAark ON, the Dickens [48] WxiLrAM Henry WiLLs, Sub-
children’s “Uncle Porpoise,” Editor Editor of Household Words. A

of Punch drawing in the possession of Punch



[49] Rockincram CastLE, home of the Watsons and the original of Ches-

ney Wold in Bleak House

[50] Tae HoworasLe Mzs. Rica-  [51] Tue Honorasre Mr. Rich-
ARD WaTson. Portrait at Rocking: ARD Warson. Portrait at Rocking-
ham Castle ham Castle



o
222 PP TSN
b

|

o3

[53] KNEBWORTH, HERTFORDSHIRE, Garden Front. The home of Lord
Lytton




[54] Drckens, 1856. From the portrait by
Ary Scheffer

s .
[55] Mgs. Henry Louis Wi
Beadnell)




i

W"m;qsm dibrsenensii]

iy e

[5 6] TAVISTOCK Hous, Dxcke’s home, 1851-1860, where he wrote Bleak
t. Photograph by Catherine Weed Barnes Ward

House and Little Dorri

[57] WILKIE COLLlﬁé; favor- [58] CLARKSON STANFIELD, R.A.,
ite companion of Dickens's  ‘“Dear Old Stanny,” scene-painter of
middle years The Lighthouse and The Frozen Deep



[59] Scene from the pcrfonnancef h LighthoLse at Camp-
den House, July 10, 1855

#

[60] WiLLiam Makepeace Tuack-  [61] ]onNFonsun in middle age,
ErAY. Painted by Alonzo Chappell  his “Podsnap” period. Engraving by
from a drawing by Samuel Laurence ~ C. H. Jeens



] i

[62] CuarLeEs CuLLr-
roRD Boz DickEns, age
fifteen. Drawing by
George Richmond

.
Lo oy

&

[63] SYpNEY SwmTH [64] Epwarp BULwER

HaLpmMaNnD - Dickexs. Lyrron Dickens,
From a painting by Mar- “Plorn.” From a paint-
cus Stone, R.A. ing by Marcus Stone

(65] Henry FieLDING [66] WaLTER LANDOR
and Francis JEFFREY DiIckENS
Dicrens

[67] Mary . DickEns,
“Mamey.”
From a Miniature

[68] Kate MacrEADY
Dickens (Mrs. Peru-
gini). From a portrait
by Marcus Stone, R. A.

A GALLERY OF DICKENS'S CHILDREN



[69] Dickens, 1859. From the por-
trait by W. P. Frith, R.A.

[70] Right, From Wuom WE
Have Grear Exeecrarions, 1861.
Photographic caricature




[71] Dickens, 1861. From a
pencil drawing by Rudolph
Lehmann -

72] Cn’s ILL PACE, entrance ot,ickens’s ome, 1857-1870, where
he wrote A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, Our Mutual Friend,
and Edwin Drood, and where he died. Photograph by J. Dixon-Scott




[73] Dickens REaDING to
Mamey and Katey, circa
1865. Photograph by R. H.
Mason

o & 3

‘e AT A ..

[] Gap’s I-ﬁr..ri PracE from tﬁ: gae. Photogh by Catherine
Weed Barnes Ward



[75] Tre Brirsu  Lion 1N [76] DICKENS As PEDESTRIAN,
AmERICA, 1868. From the Daily 1868. From the Boston Daily
Joker, New York Advertiser

' H*nnlllllim }

/1

¥

=4 l.[/.:'_-.{ L
770

7

/i

G,
ey

CURIOUS EXPERIENCE OF MR. DICKENS AT DELMONICO'S, Arax. 18, 1868,
rmnAManm.umwmm
g,

{77] Dickens being introduced by HoORACE
GrerLey at the New York newspaper dinner



[78] Dickens, 1868. From the pho-
tograph by Ben Gurney

IETALHIAL 43 IRTNT

EFECETERTREERTERLS

sy,

¥ -
g w®

-mk ske

"
'

[79] Dickens v His Stup
W. Steinhaus

bl Gt e e : by
Y at Gad’s Hill. From a pen-an tch by



[80] Above, CrarRLES DickENs exhausted
after a reading. Pen-and-ink sketch by
Harry Furniss

[81] Left, Dickens, Fesruary, 1870.
Caricature sketch by Spy (Leslie Ward)




e

[82] Jaseer’s GaTe Housk, Ro- (83] ‘Tre Swiss CﬁALﬁf, in which

CHESTER, with the parish church the last lines of Edwin Drood were
on the right, used as one of the written. Photograph by Catherine
settings in Edwin Drood Weed Barnes Ward

[84] “Tue Enery Cuaw,” Gad's Hill, June 7, 1870. Painting by Sir Luke
Fildes on the day of Dickens’s death



[85] Cuarres Dickens AFTER DEaTH. Drawing by Sir J. E.
Millais, R.A.

[86] WesTMINSTER ABBEY, the Poet’s Corner. Dickens’s
grave at lowerright. Pen-and-ink drawing by Arthur Moreland




PART SEVEN

At Grips with Himself
1846-1853



A NOTE ON THE NOTES

The bulk of these references, indicated by numbers in
roman type, give the sources of the statements and quo-
tations in the text. The numbers in italics, however, mark
notes containing supplementary information or discussion.



CHAPTER ONE

Difficulties with Dombey

A.THOUGH Dickens was no longer editor, he did not completely
sever all connection with the Daily News. Iis friend Forster sat
in the editorial chair, clated with his new dignity and big with plans
for improving the papcr; ! it had been Dickens’s own crcation and in
the main still represented his reform liberalism. Both personal loyalty
and principle suggested that he should act as if it had always been his
intention mcrely to give the new paper a start and then step out.? Six
more of his brightly colored Italian travel lctters consequently ap-
peared at intervals in its pages. (Near the end of May, illustrated with
four wood-block vignettes by Samuel Palmer and with five added chap-
ters, these were published in book form by Bradbury and Evans under
the title of Pictures from Italy.) Before his resignation Dickens also
contributed a letter describing the work of the Ragged Schools; and
after it, in March, he wrote three letters on capital punishment.?
These letters, probably representing the gist of his abandoned arti-
cle for the Edinburgh Review, contain some penetrating observations
on the psychology of murder. On crimes of gain, sudden rage, or de-
spairing affection (as when a parent kills a starving child), Dickens
insisted that the punishment of death had no restraining influence at
all. On those of vengeance or the craving for notoriety, he argued, the
death penalty often served as an added stimulus. By threatening the
murderer’s own life it suggested to distorted minds that his crime was
fair enough if he was ready to risk the punishment. Let his victim not
feel too sure of being safe in the protection of the gallows; the mur-
derer would have his revenge though he were hanged for it! And over
certain morbid imaginations, the publicity of the trial and the tense

[589]



590 | CHARLES DICkENS

climax before an assembled multitude exercised a horrible fasci-
nation.*

Nor could it be claimed that the death penalty diminished crime.
Out of a hundred and sixty-seven convicts under sentence of dcath,
an officiating clergyman found only three who had never scen an cxe-
cution. Statistics in all countries showed that murders decrcascd after
every period in which the number of death sentences was reduced.’
Further, the many recorded examples of the death pcnalty having
been inflicted upon people afterward proved innocent should make
“men of finite judgment” hesitate to inflict “an infinite and irrcpa-
rable punishment.” ¢ In conclusion, Dickens said, “I beg to be under-
stood as advocating the total abolition of the Punishment of Dcath,
as a general principle, for the advantage of society, for the prevention
of crime, and without the least reference to, or tenderness for any in-
dividual malefactor whatsoever.” 7

Dickens’s argument was formulated entirely in terms of social wel-
fare, not at all in tenderness for the condemned killer. Many pcople,
however, like Thomas Babington Macaulay, continued to rcgard the
movement for abolishing the death penalty as rooted in nothing more
than a misapplied sentimentality about murderers. Dickens became
convinced that the reform was too far in advance of popular fecling
and comprehension to be practicable, and he had no desire to waste
his energies agitating for remote ends when immediate goods might
be attained. The major evil, as he saw it, was the psychological effect
of the horrible drama of hanging before a brutalized and gloating mob.
Without changing his personal view, he consequently modified his
public position in the course of the next few years to the demand that
executions be confined to the interior of the jail.

During the time of these last contributions to the Daily News Dick-
ens was restless and uncertain of his future movements. He cven dal-
lied with the idea of qualifying as a paid London magistrate and
wrote a member of the Government to inquire about his chances of
receiving an appointment. But the reply was discouraging; and, be-
sides, the idea for another book was beginning to simmer in his mind,
bringing its usual feelings of excitement and vague dissatisfaction.t By
April he had arranged with Bradbury and Evans to write a novel in
twenty monthly parts. “I don’t think,” he told Forster, “I could shut
out the paper sufficiently, here, to write well.” ® In the end, he re-
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turned to the idea of subletting Devonshire Terrace and going abroad
again.

“Now, I need not tell you,” he wrote Mme. De la Rue, “that I
want to go to Genoa! But Mrs. Dickens, who was never very well there,
cannot be got to contemplate the Peschicre, though I have beset her
in all kinds of ways.” (Very probably, too, Kate's distaste for being
once more near the De la Rues was not diminished by knowing that
the ethereal young Christiana Thompson might also be in that part
of the world.) “Therefore,” Dickens went on, “I think I should take
a middle course for the present, and, coming as near you as I could,
pitch my tent somewhere on the Lake of Geneva, say at Lausanne,
whence I should run over to Genoa immediately.” 10

Meanwhile Dickens continued to receive applications for posts on
the Daily News—including one from Edgar Allan Poe, who wished
to become its American correspondent '—to all of which he replied
that he was no longer connected with its management. He also pre-
sided at the first annual dinner of the General Theatrical Fund, an
organization founded seven years previously to help aged or invalid
actors not eligible for aid under the Drury Lanc and Covent Garden
funds.

Both of these latter pension funds were richly endowed, but the
two theaters to which they were limited had almost ceased to present
legitimate drama. Covent Garden had become a scene of political
meetings. “You might play the bottle conjuror with its dramatic com-
pany,” Dickens said in his speech, “and put them all into a pint bot-
tle.” 2 Drury Lane was so cxclusively devoted to opera and ballet
“that the statue of Shakespeare over the door” only served “emphati-
cally to point out his grave.” ® In affcctionate gratitude, Dickens
pleaded, the public should ensure that when old actors “passed for
the last time from behind that glittering row of lights,” they did not
“pass away into gloom and darkness,” *# but retired into the cheerful-
ness and light of a contented home.

The end of May saw a round of friendly farewell dinners. “Nothing
is ever so good as it is thought,” remarked Lord Melbourne at one of
these. “And nothing so bad,” Dickens rejoined.*® There was a dinner
with Macready on the 28th and with Forster on the 30th.*® All Dick-
ens’s preparations were made for a year abroad: *” Devonshire Terrace
rented to Sir James Duke for £300, Roche hired again as courier.*8
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On the last day of the month his ménage started on its journcy—
Dickens himself, Kate, Georgina, the six children, ranging from nine-
year-old Chailey to the seven-months-old baby Alfred, plump beam-
ing Roche, the faithful Anne, two other female servants, and the little
white dog Timber. Forster accompanied them as far as Ramsgate,
where they embarked for Ostend.®

The sunny Rhine journey by river steamboat was picturcsque but
uneventful. At Mainz there came on board a German wine merchant,
one Josef Valckenberg, a native of Worms, who spoke to Kate. “Your
countryman Mr. Dickens is travelling this way just now, our papers
say. Do you know him, or have you passed him anywhere?” Introduc-
tions took place, and Dickens apologized for his ignorance of German.
“Oh dear! that needn’t trouble you,” Herr Valckenberg replied; even
in so small a town as Worms there were at least forty who spoke Eng-
lish and many more who read Dickens’s works in the original 20

In translation as well, Dickens was popular throughout all Ger-
many. As early as 1837-8, Pickwick Papers had been a great success,
and Nicholas Nickleby and Oliver Twist appeared on the very hecls
of their English publication. Dickens had given Dr. Kiinzel biographi-
cal details for inclusion in the Brockhaus Conversations-Lexikon in
1838 and was so warmly gratified by the high esteem in which he was
held in Germany as to exclaim that next to his own people he rc-
spected and treasured the Germans. In 1841 Pickwick had been the
second in Bernhard Tauchnitz’s well-known series; in 1843 Tauchnitz
had agreed to pay Dickens a fee for being supplied with corrected
proofs; by 1846 no fewer than ten of Dickens’s books were in Tauch-
nitz editions.?*

Arriving at Strasbourg on the 7th of June, the family went on by
rail the following day to Basle, and thence in three coaches to Lau-
sanne.?? At one of the inns on the road a voiturier complained that the
food was bad. The landlord exclaimed, “‘Scélérat! Mécréant! Je vous
boaxerail” to which the voiturier replied, ‘Aha! Comment dites-vous?
Voulez-vous boaxer? Eh? Voulez-vous? Ah! Boaxez-moi donc!l’ ” with
violent gestures showing that this new verb was based on the English
verb “to box.” “If they used it once,” Dickens commented, “they used
it at least a hundred times, and goaded each other to madness with it
always.” 23

Putting up at the Hotel Gibbon, a large ugly structure fronting the
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Lake of Geneva, Dickens at once began hunting for a house.?* Ten
minutes’ walk from the hotel, on the sloping shore, he found Rose-
mont, a little doll’s house like a bandbox, with stone colonnadcs sup-
porting a balcony, all overwhelmed in a cluster of roses that might
“smother the whole establishment of the Daily News.” 2 The whole
house, Dickens said, might have been put bodily into the sala of the
Palazzo Peschiere,? but there were enough bedrooms to provide one
to spare, a hall, dining room, and two drawing rooms with mirrors and
shining inlaid floors, one furnished in red velvet, the other in green.
Six French windows under the balcony looked across the blue waters
toward the prodigious mountain gorges rising to the Simplon Pass.?”
The surrounding countryside was delightful with cornficlds, neat pas-
tures, green lanes, deep glens, and “branchy places,” 28 as well as “hills
to climb up, leading to the great heights above the town; or to stagger
down, leading to the lake.” 2

Rosemont was taken at £10 a month for the first six months and £8
thereafter.2® A school was promptly found for Charley between Lau-
sanne and Ouchy.®? Within three days Dickens had settled in a study
“something larger than a Plate Warmer,” 32 from which he could walk
out on the long broad balcony and see the Castle of Chillon glittering
in the sunlight.®® He now began planning the opening numbers of his
novel and trying “to look the little Christmas Volume in its small red
face.” 3¢ But until his box of books came with the blue ink in which
he always wrote and the bronze desk ornaments he had to have before
his imagination would flow, he could not get started. Instead, he de-
voted himself to clearing away a number of other obligations—corre-
spondence, some material he had promised Lord John Russell about
the Ragged Schools, half a simplified story of the New Testament that
he was writing for his own children,®’ advice for Miss Coutts upon
her charitable activities.

Of these last, the most recent was a home that she intended to es-
tablish for the rehabilitation of fallen women. Before leaving London,
Dickens had outlined a plan for the working of this institution, and
during the summer they corresponded about it. The Governors of the
London prisons, Dickens wrote, should be empowered to send any
woman who so desired straight to the home when her term expired.
“I would put in the power of any penitent creature to knock at the
door, and say for God’s sake, take me in.” 3¢
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Once there, a woman or girl should understand that her purposc
was to cease a way of life miserable to herself. “Never mind socicty
while she is at that pass. Society has used her ill and turned away from
her, and she cannot be expected to take much heed of its rights or
wrongs.” For a number of months she should be placed on probation,
receiving stated credits for work and good conduct, and demerits for
each outbreak of ill-temper, disrespect, or bad language. Before even
mingling with the established residents of the institution she should
pass such a probation.®”

“Her pride, emulation, her sense of shame, her heart, her reason,
and her interest, are all appealed to at once, and if she pass through
this trial, she must . . . rise somewhat in her own self-respeet” and ad-
vance in forming “habits of firmness and self-restraint.” “It is a part
of this system, even to put at last, some temptation within their reach,
as enabling them to go out, putting them in possession of some
money, and the like; for it is clear that unless they are used to some
temptation and used to resist it, within the walls, their capacity of
resisting it without, cannot be considered as fairly tested.” 3

The training of the institution would emphasize order, punctuality,
cleanliness, and the household duties of washing, mending, and cook-
ing. It would be understood, however, by all that its object was not
a monotonous round of occupation and self-denial for their own sakes,
but the restoration of a way of life and a character that could end in
achieving happy homes of their own.?® The Government was to be
sounded on the possibility of helping to send reformed women to the
Colonies, where they might be married.#® Dickens believed that if the
institution were run on a well-devised system, onc-half its inmatcs
might be reclaimed from the start, and ultimately a much larger
proportion.**

Miss Coutts had doubts about the desirability of suggesting mar-
riage as a goal, and qualms about deliberately subjecting the inmates
of the home to temptations. Dickens replied that he did not propose
to hold out the hope of marriage as an immediate cnd, mercly as a
possible consequence of an altered life. Not even the sincerest peni-
tence could stand the wear and tear of the world without the hope
of finally recovering something like what one had lost. As for tempta-
tion, did not every merchant and banker expose their employees to it
daily? Therefore was it not a Christian act, he asked, to say to these
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poor women, “Test for yourselves the reality of . . . your power of re-
sisting temptation, while you are here, and before you are in the world
outside, to fall before it!” 42

* * %* * *

With the arrival of his big box, Dickens settled to his desk in good
earnest. Unpacking, he told Forster, “I took hold of a book, and said
to ‘Them, —Now, whatever passage my thumb rests on, I shall take
as having reference to my work.” It was TRISTRAM SHANDY, and
opened at these words, “‘What a work it is likely to turn out! Let us
begin it!" ” 43 Shortly thereafter, on the 28th, he was able to write For-
ster the exciting announcement—

“BEGAN DOMBEY!

I performed this feat yesterday—only wrote the first slip— but there
it is, and it is a plunge straight over head and cars into the story.” 4*

During the first week’s writing, however, his efforts were impeded by
a spell of sultry weather and a plague of flies worse than the mosqui-
toes at Albaro.*® “The overhanging roofs of the houses, and the
quantity of wood employed in their construction (where they use tile
and brick in Italy), render them perfect forcing-houses. The walls and
floors, hot to the hand all the night through, interfere with sleep .. .”
As for the flics, “They cover everything eatable, fall into everything
drinkable, stagger into the wet ink of newly-written words and make
tracks on the writing paper, clog their legs in the lather on your chin
while you are shaving in the morning, and drive you frantic at any
time there is daylight if you fall aslecp.” 4¢

In spite of these impediments he nevertheless managed to get his
opening chapter written and the sccond started.#” He also had an “odd
shadowy undefined idea” of connecting his Christmas story with a
great battlefield: “Shapeless visions of the repose and peace pervading
it in after-time; with the corn and grass growing over the slain, and
people singing at the plough; are . . . perpetually floating before
me . ..” 8 Its title would be The Battle of Life. He hoped by the end
of November to have finished this Christmas book and four numbers
of Dombey, and then to move to Paris at “the very point in the story
when the life and crowd of that extraordinary place will come vividly
to my assistance in writing.” 49
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The idea behind Dombey and Son Dickens considered “interesting
and new.” At first, however, he refrained from telling Forster anything
about it, for fear of spoiling the effect of the first number for him.
Meanwhile he poured out directions for Forster to give Browne about
the illustrations. “The class man toa T” for Mr. Dombey, he said, was
“Sir A—— E——, of D——'s.”” (Forster suppressed the names to these
initials.) But this pictorial identification was probably a disguise;
when the book began to appear there were readers who were sure they
recognized the character as Thomas Chapman, in whose Leadenhall
Street business Dickens’s young brother Augustus was employed.
“Great pains will be necessary,” he went on, “with Miss Tox. The
Toodle family should not be too much caricatured, because of Polly.
I should like Browne to think of Susan Nipper, who will not be
wanted for the first number. What a brilliant thing to be telling you
all these names so familiarly, when you know nothing about 'em! I
quite enjoy it.” 50

Next week, in a letter dated July 25th, he grew more communicative
about the story and its theme. Mr. Dombey, in the frigid dynastic
pride of his great mercantile position, was to repel the love of his
daughter and concentrate all his hopes on the frail little boy whom
he designed to make his successor. But the tenderness of the child
would turn toward the despised sister, and even when he was dying
he would cling to her, keeping “the stern affection of his father at a
distance.” “The death of the boy is a death-blow, of course, to all the
father’s schemes and cherished hopes; and ‘Dombey and Son,” as Miss
Tox will say . . . ‘is a Daughter after all.” 52

“From that time, I purpose changing his feeling of indifference and
uneasiness towards his daughter into a positive hatred. For he will
always remember how the boy had his arm round her neck when he
was dying, and whispered to her, and would take things only from her
hand, and never thought of him. . . . So I mean to camry the story on
. . . through the decay and downfall of the house, and the bankruptcy
of Dombey, and all the rest of it; when his only staff and treasure, and
his unknown Good Genius always, will be this rejected daughter, who
will come out better than any son at last, and whose love for him,
when discovered and understood, will be his bitterest reproach. For
the struggle with himself, which goes on in all such obstinate naturcs,
will have ended then; and the sense of his injustice, which you may
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be sure has never quitted him, will have at last a gentler office than
that of only making him more harshly unjust.” 52

Distractions continued, however, to draw him from his desk. There
was more social life at Lausanne than there had been at Genoa. A
resident English colony mingled with summecr visitors from England
in a round of dinner partics and pleasant excursions. Dickens dined
with William Haldimand, a former member of Parliament who lived
nearby with his sister Mrs. Marcet, the well-known author of Conver-
sations on Chemistry, Conversations on Political Economy, and other
books. At their table he met William dc Cerjat, a Swiss gentleman,
and his English wife, and the Honorable Mr. and Mrs. Richard Wat-
son of Rockingham Castle in Northamptonshire.?» Watson, “a thor-
ough good liberal” who had been in Parliament at the time of the
Reform Bill, entertained Dickens with storics about Lord Grey 5 that
revived his memorics of how he had disliked that unattractive states-
man’s personality.

Current political events in England also roused him to indignant
excitement. Though the Corn Laws had been repealed, an angry re-
bellion against Pecl led by Disracli and Lord John Manners had driven
him out of office. “I little thought,” Dickens wrote, “that I should ever
live to praise Pecl. But d’'Isracli and that Dunghill Lord have so dis-
gusted me, that I fecl inclined to champion him . . . It must come in
my opinion as Cobden told them in the House, to a coalition between
Pecl and Lord John.” This would make a strong government, Dickens
thought, “and as governments go, a pretty good one.” 5

Another piece of news, at almost the same time, Dickens found
more personally startling. A fellow clerk with his brother Augustus
in Thomas Chapman’s business establishment was a man named
Thomas Powell—not the Powell whom Dickens had chosen as sub-
editor of the Daily News, but a minor writer and dramatist who paid
his own publishing expenses. Though a man of thirty-five, Powell had
shown a friendly interest in Augustus, established through him an
acquaintance with Dickens, and dined on several occasions at Devon-
shire Terrace.®® It now came out that by a series of forgerics Powell
had defrauded his employers of around £10,000.57 The facts reached
Dickens in a letter from Chapman himself.

It was very considerate and friendly, Dickens replied, for Chapman
to tell him personally about this painful breach of confidence. “Accept
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my thanks for this proof of your regard among many others, and Witl.l
this, the assurance of my friendship and esteem.” He had been horri-
fied, he went on, by the whole story, all the more because, though he
had no intimate knowledge of the culprit, he had believed him to have
a great respect and regard for Chapman. To be sure, he had often
wondered how Powell met his publishing costs. “But whenever I have
sounded Augustus on the subject . . . he always hinted at a rich uncle,
and some unknown share in some unknown business, which of course
I could not gainsay. He told the tale as it was told to him, and had
every reason to believe it. Indeed I suppose you and your partners
laboured under the like delusion?” %

Streams of English visitors steadily passing through Lausanne made
it hard for Dickens to concentrate on his writing. In July, Henry Hal-
lam the historian visited Mr. Haldimand. “Heavens!” Dickens wrote,
“how Hallam did talk yesterday! I don’t think I ever saw him so tre-
mendous. Very good-natured and pleasant, in his way, but Good
Heavens! how he did talk.” % Ainsworth and his daughters made an
appearance on their way to Geneva,®® and “we walked about all day,
talking of our old days at Kensal Lodge.” ¢ Toward the end of August,
after a day of incessant mountain rain, when Dickens was walking up
and down “racking my brain about Dombeys and Battles of Lives,”
Tennyson turned up, very travel-stained, so that Dickens had to lay
aside his work again while he entertained the poet with “Rhine wine,
and cigars innumerable.” 62 Nassau Senior the economist, the enginecr
Isambard Brunel, and Lord Vernon the Dante scholar, were also
among the numerous other visitors.®* With all these “invasions, past
and to come, of people coming through here,” Dickens felt reluctantly
obliged to refuse an invitation from Charles Lever, the Irish novelist,
to visit him at the chiteau he was renting at Bregenz, Austria.®

Among the newcomers settling down for a while in Lausanne were
the T. J. Thompsons, who took a house there for eight months. Dick-
ens was much disappointed in Christiana. “She seems (between our-
selves),” he wrote Mitton, “to have a devil of a whimpering, pouting
temper . . .” % And to M. De la Rue: “She is a mere spoiled child, I
think, and doesn’t turn out half as well as I expected. Matrimony has
improved him, and certainly has not improved her.” ¢ Dickens’s
brother Frederick was by this time impatiently eager to marry her
younger sister Anna, although his income was insufficient for the sup-
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port of a family and she was fully two years too young to be married.
Frederick was working himself up to a mood of bitter resentment at
Mr. Weller’s consequent opposition.®” Dickens was beginning to wish
he had never met the fair Christiana and her family.%

The interest which Dickens never ceased to feel in public institu-
tions took him within the first six weeks of his arrival to those of Lau-
sanne. Mr. Haldimand was President of the Blind Institution,®® and
the Director was a brilliant young German named Hertzel,” who had
taught one of the deaf, dumb, and blind inmates to speak by getting
him to play with his tongue upon his tecth and palate and connecting
the performance with words in the finger-language—a feat previously
thought quite impossible. His pupil, a youth of eighteen, was very
fond of cigars, and Dickens arranged a supply of them for him. “I
don’t know whether he thinks I grow them, or make them, or produce
them by winking, or what. But it gives him a notion that the world
in general belongs to me.” ™ Before Dickens left Rosemont, the young
man had learned to say, “M. Dickens m’a donné les cigares,” and
voiced his gratitude by repeating these words for a half hour on end.™

The jail at Lausanne had until a short time before been conducted
according to the silent system, in which the prisoners were not allowed
to speak; but its physician, M. Verdeil, had observed so many cases
of mental affections, terrible fits, and madness attaining to such alarm-
ing heights among them that he had formed a party that brought
about its abolition. His conclusions interestingly substantiated many
of those Dickens himself had arrived at in American Notes. Though
the Swiss prisoners were well fed and cared for, Dickens observed, their
sentences were too long for that monotonous and hopeless life, and
they generally broke down after two or three years. “One delusion,” he
noted, was common to many of them: “Under the impression that
there is something destructive put into their food ‘pour les guérir de
crime’ (says M. Verdeil), they refuse to eat!” 78

In addition to these investigations, there were regattas, children’s
fetes, and excursions to Chamonix and the Castle of Chillon. What a
sight was the ponderous Roche riding through the Col de Balme “on
a very small mule up a road exactly like the broken stairs of Rochester
Castle, with a brandy bottle slung over his shoulder, a smal® pie in his
hat, a roast fowl looking out of his pocket, and a mountain staff of six
feet long carried crosswise on the saddle”! At the Mer de Glace, when
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it seemed that they must have reached the top of the world, there sud-
denly came a cold air blowing, and past a ridge of snow startlingly
towered, unseen till then, “the vast range of Mont Blanc, with attend-
ant mountains diminished by its majestic side into mere dwarfs, taper-
ing up into innumerable rude Gothic pinnacles.” Dickens wished to
cross the intervening chasms and precipices to what was called “ “The
Garden:’ a green spot covered with wild flowers . . . but I could find
no Englishman at the hotels who was similarly disposed, and the
Brave wouldn’t go. No Sir! He gave in point blank (having been hor-
ribly blown in a climbing excursion the day before) and couldn’t
stand it. He is too heavy for such work, unquestionably.” ™

Chillon rekindled all Dickens’s horror at the barbarity of the Mid-
dle Ages. “The insupportable solitude and drcariness of the white
walls,” he wrote Forster, “the sluggish moat and drawbridge, and the
lonely ramparts, I never saw the like of. But there is a courtyard inside;
surrounded by prisons, oubliettes, and old chambers of torture; so ter-
rifically sad, that death itself is not more sorrowful. And oh! a wicked
old Grand Duke’s bedchamber upstairs in the tower, with a secrct
staircase . . . ; and Bonnivard’s dungeon; and a horrible trap whence
prisoners were cast out into the lake; and a stake all burnt and crackled
up . . . Great God, the greatest mystery in all the earth, to me, is how
or why the world was tolerated by its creator through the good old
times, and wasn’t dashed to fragments.”™

Early in September occurred a trip to the convent of the Great St.
Bernard, which included Haldimand, the Cerjats, and the Watsons,
as well as Dickens, Kate, and Georgina. “I wish to God,” Dickens cx-
claimed to Forster, “you could have seen that place. A great hollow
on the top of a range of dreadful mountains, fenced in by riven rocks
of every shape and colour: and in the midst a black lake, with phan-
tom clouds perpetually stalking over it.” The air was so finc that it was
hard to breathe, there was no vegetation, everything was iron-bound
and frozen up. And beside the convent, “in a little outhouse with a
grated iron door,” were “the bodies of people found in the snow . . .
standing up, in corncrs and against walls; some erect and horribly
human, with distinct expressions on the faces; . . . some tumbled down
altogether, and presenting a heap of skulls and fibrous dust.” 76

Dramatic as was the scene of the convent, the holy fathers, in Dick-
ens’s opinion, were humbugs, “a lazy set of fellows . . . employing serv-
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ants to clear the road,” and growing rich at innkceping. “Trashy
French sentiment and the dogs (of which there are only three remain-
ing) have done it all.” To be sure, they made no charge for their hospi-
tality, “but you are shown to a box in the chapel, where everybody puts
in more than could, with any show of face, be charged for the enter-
tainment.” As for the self-sacrificc of living up there, it was an “infi-
nitely more exciting life than any other convent can offer; with con-
stant change and company through the whole summer.” 77

* * *® * *

Throughout all these amusements Dickens did not neglect Dombey
and Son. In the excitement of writing again, he found, he had made
his first number six pages too long. He wondered if he should not
transfer the chaper introducing the Wooden Midshipman and its in-
habitants to the second number, writing a shorter one to take its
place.”® The small chapter gave unexpected difficulty: “I have been
hideously idle all the week,” he wrote Forster on August 14th, “and
have done nothing but this trifling interloper; but hope to begin again
on Monday—ding—dong.” ™ (It was the chapter giving the first
glimpse of Miss Tox’s neighbor, Major Bagstock.) Forster, however,
thought it would wecaken the opening to defer the appearance of Wal-
ter Gay and Captain Cuttle, and persuaded Dickens to solve the prob-
lem by making cuts in the number instead.®

While he was working at the second number, his enthusiasm was
stimulated by the intercst of his circle of friends at Lausanne. “I read
them the first number, last night ‘was a’ week, with unrclateable suc-
cess; and old Mrs. Marcet, who is devilish 'cute, guessed directly (but
I didn’t tell her she was right) that Paul would die. They were all so
apprehensive that it was a great pleasurc to read it, and I shall leave
here, if all gocs well, in a brilliant shower of sparks struck out of them
by the promised reading of the Christmas book.” 8t

The enjoyment of his audience gave Dickens a novel idca: “a great
deal of moncy might possibly be made (if it were not infra dig) by
one’s having Readings of onc’s own books. It would be an odd thing.”
And jestingly he suggested that Forster had better step around and
engage Miss Kelly’s theater or the St. James’s.8% It was the first fa-
cetious whisper of a course that would lead to disaster in his later life.

Despite his delight in the story, Dickens found the task of writing
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uphill work. “Invention, thank God, seems the easiest thing in the
world; and I seem to have such a preposterous sense of the ridiculous,
after this long rest, as to be constantly requiring to restrain mysclf
from launching into extravagances in the height of my enjoyment.
But the difficulty of going at what I call a rapid pace is prodigious: it
is almost an impossibility. I suppose this is partly the effect of two
years’ ease, and partly of the absence of streets . . .” London, indeed,
seemed to him to be a magic lantern in which his imaginative vision
renewed itself; he could work furiously for a little while, he declared,
in a retired place like Broadstairs, and then needed to plunge humsclf
into the metropolis again. Even in Genoa, where he had writtcn only
The Chimes, he had felt the deprivation, “but Lord! I had two milcs
of streets at least, lighted at night, to walk about in; and a great theatre
to repair to, every night.” 8

The strain of getting The Battle of Life under way at the same time
also troubled him. It was the first time he had tried to start two stories
at once. “I cancelled the beginning of a first scene—which I have never
done before—and, with a notion in my head, ran wildly about and
about it, and could not get the idea into any natural socket.” $ The
difficulty of doing both, “coupled with that craving for strects,” so put
him off that he even considered abandoning the Christmas book.
Then, suddenly, the opening came right, and he worked heatedly from
nine-thirty to six, and felt better, though the effort left him with a
headache.®s :

A week later, however, he was once more plunged in gloom. “I fear
there may be NO CHRISTMAS BOOK!” 8 He had bogged down
again, and worried lest he would so wear himself out that he would
be unable to resume Dombey with the necessary freshness and spirit.
“If I had nothing but the Christmas book to do, I WOULD do it;
but I get horrified and distressed beyond conception at the prospect
of being jaded when I come to the other . . . I am sick, giddy, and
capriciously despondent. I have bad nights; am full of disquictude
and anxiety; and am constantly haunted by the idea that I am wasting
the marrow of the larger book, and ought to be at rest.” 87

Anxiously he tried to determine what was impeding him. Was it
purely the effort of beginning two books at the same time? Was it
trying to write in such a quiet place, with no stimulating noise and
bustle? Was 1t that constant change was indispensable to him when
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he was at work? 88 Or was it that there was “something in a Swiss
valley” that disagreed with him? “Certainly, whenever I live in Switz-
erland again, it shall be on a hill-top. Somcthing of the goitre and
crétin influence seems to settle on my spirits sometimes, on the lower
ground.” 8 “There is an idea here, too, that people are occasionally
made sluggish and despondent in their spirits by this great mass of
still water, Lake Leman.” ?© And yet he liked Lausanne enormously,
and the little society of friends he had made there.

Desperately, in late September he decided on the expedient of
going to Geneva for a week to see if change of scene would stimulate
him. He would make a final effort there, and if it failed abandon the
Christmas book as a bad job.?* He arrived in Geneva with a bloodshot
eye and a pain across the brow so bad that he thought he must have
himself cupped.?? But within a few days he felt better. “The sight of
the rushing Rhone seemed to stir my blood again,” he wrote; and
“My eye is recovering its old hue of beautiful white, tinged with ce-
lestial blue.” 9 He got in three good days’ work, which encouraged
him to hope that with application he might finish the little book, even
at Lausanne, by the zoth of October. Then he would return to Geneva
and have three weeks there to work on Dombey and Son before setting
out for Paris on November 10th.?*

Hammering away moming, noon, and night, Dickens actually com-
pleted The Battle of Life on October 17th, although during the last
week he kept dreaming that it was “a series of chambers impossible
to be got to rights or got out of, through which I wandered drearily
all night.” % But two days’ rest and a bottle of hock at dinner with
Dr. Elliotson set him up again, and he reported buoyantly to Forster,
“I feel in Dombeian spirits already.” Meanwhile the first number of
Dombey had exceeded all Dickens’s hopes. “The Dombey sale is
BRILLIANT! I had put before me thirty thousand as the limit of the
most extreme success, saying that if we should reach that I should
be more than satisfied and more than happy; you will judge how happy
I am!” 9

Despite the difficulty he had had in working at Lausanne, as the
time for his departure drew near Dickens was sorry to be leaving.
Though he made friends everywhere, nowhere abroad had he found
a more congenial circle that that composed by Haldimand, the Cer-
jats, and the Watsons, all of whom became his lifelong friends. “I
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don’t believe there are many dots on the map of the world wherc we
shall have left such affectionate remembrances behind us . . . It was
quite miserable this last night, when we left them at Haldimand's.” 7
And for Switzerland and the Swiss, too, he had from the first con-
ceived a warm esteem.

Nothing was more unjust, he said, than to call them “the Americans
of the Continent.” 9 The allegation that they were rude or chuilish
was entirely unfounded. “They have not the sweetness and grace of
the Italians, or the agreeable manners of the better spccimens of
French peasantry, but they are admirably educated (the schools of
this canton are extraordinarily good, in every little village), and always
prepared to give a civil and pleasant answer. . . . I never saw . . . people
who did their work so truly with a will. And in point of cleanliness,
order, and punctuality to the moment, they are unrivalled.” *

In August there had been a great fete at Lausanne to cclebrate the
first anniversary of the New Constitution. The “old party” were very
bitter about what they had chosen to call a revolution, though it had
been nothing, Dickens said, but a change of government. “Thirty-six
thousand people, in this small canton, petition against the Jesuits—
God knows with good reason. The Government chose to call them a
‘mob.” So, to prove that they were not, they turned the Government
out. I honour them for it. They are a genuine people, these Swiss.
There is better metal in them than in all the stars and stripes of all
the fustian banners of the so-called, and falsely called, U-nited Statcs.
They are a thorn in the sides of European despots, and a good whole-
some people to live near Jesuit-ridden Kings on the brighter side of
the mountains.” 100

The sight of the Swiss intensified Dickens’s feelings about what he
called “Catholicity Symptoms.” 1 In the valley of the Simplon, he
told Forster, where “this Protestant canton ends and a Catholic can-
ton begins, you might separate two perfectly distinct and different
conditions of humanity by drawing a line with your stick in the dust
on the ground. On the Protestant side, neatness; cheerfulness; in-
dustry; education; continual aspiration, at least, after better things.
On the Catholic side, dirt, disease, ignorance, squalor, and misery. I
have so constantly observed the like of this, since I first came abroad,
that I have a sad misgiving that the religion of Ireland lies as deep at
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the root of all its sorrows, even as English misgovernment and Tory
villany.” 102

When the October revolution occurred in Geneva, consequently,
Dickens refused to believe “the lies . . . afloat against the radicals” that
were circulated by the Sardinian consul and other representatives of
the Catholic powers.?*® “Apart from this, you have no conception of
the preposterous, insolent little aristocracy of Geneva: the most ri-
diculous caricature the fancy can suggest of what we know in Eng-
land. . . . Really, their talk about ‘the pcople’ and ‘the masses,” and
the necessity they would shortly be under of shooting a few of them
as an example for the rest, was the kind of monstrosity one might have
heard at Genoa.” 1 Consequently, though it was “a homibly un-
gentlemanly thing to say here,” Dickens concluded, “I do say it with-
out the least reserve—but my sympathy is all with the radicals.” 105

And back in Geneva again, less than a fortnight after the revolution,
aside from a large smashed mirror at the Hotel de I'Ecu, a few holes
made by cannon balls, and two broken bridges, Dickens could see no
signs of disorder.¢ “The people are all at work. The little streets arc
rife with every sight and sound of industry; the place is as quiet by ten
o’clock as Lincoln’s Inn Fields . . .” 197 Dickens believed there was
“no other country on carth . . . in which a violent change could have
been cffected . . . in the same proud, independent, gallant style. Not
one halfpennyworth of property was lost, stolen, or strayed. Not one
atom of party malice survived the smoke of the last gun. Nothing is
expressed in the government addresses to the citizens but a regard
for the general happiness, and injunctions to forget all animosi-
ties.”” 108

The third number of Dombey was duly finished at Geneva. “I hope
you will like Mrs. Pipchin’s establishment,” he wrote Forster. “It is
from the life, and I was there—I don’t suppose I was eight years old;
but I ... certainly understood it as well, as I do now. We should be
devilish sharp in what we do to children.” 2% Mrs. Pipchin was in fact
a fusion of the old woman who kept the dame-school at Chatham
and Mis. Roylance, of the Bayham Street days. ‘“Mrs. Roylance, Mirs.
Wigchin, Mrs. Tipchin, Mrs. Alchin, Mrs. Somchin, Mrs. Pipchin,”
read Dickens’s notes.?® “I thought of that passage in my small life,
at Geneva.” 111

The recurrent complaints about the difficulty he found in writing
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that marked his stay in Switzerland are warning signals of an inner
disquietude the nature of which Dickens had so far failed to rccognize.
Instead he invented a half-dozen reasons to explain his struggles: liv-
ing in a valley, the dampness of Lake Leman, too much pcace and
quiet, a craving for constant change, a need for the stimulation of
London, the lack of streets to walk in. Only on rare occasions in the
past had he spent a morning looking at an empty page; no such endless
wrestling to get his ideas on paper had troubled his earlier days in
Doughty Street, when he could write at a side table in a sitting room
filled with chatter, or dash off a number of Barnaby Rudge in three
days at a lonely inn in the Trossachs.

A sharp observer might have traced the change from the time of
Dickens's restless desire to get away from England during the com-
position of Martin Chuzzlewit—almost, indeed, from the time of his
return from America. There are suggestive hints in his sudden infatu-
ation for Christiana Weller, and in the stamping fury that sent him
out of the offices of Chapman and Hall determined to pay them off.
At Genoa and during all his stay in Italy, Dickens wrote only The
Chimes, began to talk about his dependence on crowded streets, and
had friction with Kate over Mme. De la Rue. The entire Daily News
episode was characterized by caprice of action and touchy irritability.

Now, in Switzerland, surrounded by a circle of congenial fricnds,
Dickens had achieved the triumph of Dombey (and its writing was
as brilliant as its success with the public) but had done so only
through the most desperate and repeated contention with unidentified
obstacles. Despite his lively enjoyment in observing the world around
him, despite the vitality with which he could fling himself into every
amusement, despite the will power that victoriously smashed its way
through this disorientation of his accustomed fluency, there was a
progressive underlying disturbance at work. What it was Dickens as
yet showed no signs of trying to analyze. But in the course of the fol-
lowing year, almost by intuition, he revived an old device for distract-
ing himself from restlessness or unhappiness, and his writing went
with more ease. Over and over again, from then on, he would fling
himself with desperate intensity into the same distraction. It was to
have fateful consequences for his entire future.



CHAPTER TWO

The “Want of Something”

URING the three months Dickens spent in Paris his writing went
D no more easily. He had left Geneva on November 16th in a train
of three carriages, one “a villainous old swing” full of young Dickenses.
“The children as good as usual, and even Skittles jolly to the last. That
name has long superseded Sampson Brass, by the bye. I call him
so, from something skittle-playing and public-housey in his counte-
nance.” * Arriving at Paris with his “tons of luggage, other tons of
servants, and other tons of children,” Dickens put up at the Hétel
Brighton.? It was extravagant to stay at a hotel, so the first delay to his
work was in finding a residence. “The agonies of house-hunting,” he
wrote, “were frightfully severe. It was one paroxysm for four mortal
days.” 8

The following week, however, saw them all in 48 Rue de Courcelles,
Faubourg Saint-Honoré. “The premises are in my belief,” Dickens
wrote Forster, “the most ridiculous, extraordinary, unparalleled, and
preposterous in the whole world; being something between a baby-
house, a ‘shades,” a haunted castle, and a mad kind of clock. They
belong to a Marquis Castellane, and you will be ready to die of laugh-
ing when you go over them.” The bedrooms were as small as a ncst
of opera boxes. “The dining-room,” Dickens continued, “is a sort of
cavern, painted (ceiling and all) to represent a grove, with unac-
countable bits of looking-glass sticking in among the branches of the
trees.” * This was the invention of Henry Bulwer,® “who when he
had executed it (he used to live here), got frightened at what he had
done, as well he might, and went away.” ¢ “There is a gleam of reason
in the drawing-room. But it is approached through a series of small
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chambers, like the joints in a telescope, which are hung with inscruta-
ble drapery.” 7
As soon as he was settled in the Rue dec Courcelles, Dickens tried
to get to work on the fourth number of Dombey. It was an intenscly
cold winter: they burned five pounds’ worth of firewood in a single
week and three fires were needed on the ground floor.® Nevertheless,
Dickens wrote, “The water in the bed-room jugs freezes into solid
masses, . . . bursts the jugs with reports like small cannon, and rolls
out on the tables and wash-stands, hard as granite.” ® And, despite his
hopes of being inspired by the bustle of Paris, he found himsclf out
of writing sorts, “with a vile touch of biliousness,” he said, “that makes
my eyes feel as if they were yellow bullets.” 10
This time he thought it was the strange surroundings that put him
off. He couldn’t begin; “took a violent dislike to my study, and came
down into the drawing-room; couldn’t find a corner that would an-
swer my purpose; fell into a black contemplation of the waning
month; sat six hours at a stretch,” and wrote only six lines. e tried
rearranging all the tables and chairs, cleared off his correspondence,
then started again, “and went about it and about, and dodged at it,
like a bird with a lump of sugar.” ** But in spite of all these cfforts,
and the fierce energy with which he paccd the streets, he turned out
only five printed pages, and began to fear he should be behindhand.
His observations of the French gave him no such csteem for them
as he had formed for the Swiss people. “The night after his arrival,”
Forster reports, “he took a ‘colossal’ walk about the city, of which the
brilliancy and brightness almost frightencd him.” 2 But he thought
it “a wicked and detestable place, though wonderfully attractive.”
Strolling on the illuminated boulevard with Georgina, he saw “a man
fall upon another, close before us, and try to tcar the cloak off his
back. After a short struggle, the thief fled (there were thousands of
people walking about), and was captured just on the other side of the
road.” 13
“The Parisian workpeople and smaller shopkeepers are more like
(and unlike) Americans than I could have supposed possible. T'o the
American indifference and carclessness, they add a procrastination
and want of the least heed about keeping a promise or being exact,
which is certainly not surpassed in Naples. They have the American
semi-sentimental independence too, and none of the American vigour
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or purpose. If they ever get free trade in France . . . these parts of the
population must, for years and vears, be ruined. They couldn’t get the
means of existence, in competition with the English workmen. . . .
They are fit for nothing but soldiering—and so far, I believe, the suc-
cessors in the policy of your friend Napoleon have reason on their
side.” 14

Agricultural and industrial depression gripped the country, there
was diplomatic tension between France and England, the Monarchy
was nervously drawing to its inglorious close. When Dickens dined
at the British Embassy with Lord Normanby, the Ambassador, he
found that nobleman as “good-natured as ever, but not so gay . . . hav-
ing an anxious haggard way with him, as if his responsibilities were
more than he had bargained for.” *5 Dickens was struck by the sight
of King Louis Philippe returning from the country, huddled far back
in a carriage dashing hurriedly through the Champs Elysées, closely
surrounded by horse guards and preceded by the Préfet de Police,
“turning his head incessantly from side to side, like a figure in a Dutch
clock, and scrutinizing everybody and everything, as if he suspected
all the twigs in all the trees in the long avenue.” 1

Suddenly Dickens found his writing going better, and by the mid-
die of December he was able to dash over to London to settle the
form for a new cheap edition of his books and help the Keeleys stage
The Battle of Life at the Lyceum Theatre. The cheap edition was
printed in double columns, without illustrations, in weekly numbers
at three halfpence each, and dedicated “to the English people, in
whose approval, if the books be true in spirit, they will live, and out
of whosc memory, if they be false, they will very soon die.” ** The
dramatic version of The Battle of Life was to open on the 21st, just
two days after its publication in book form.!®

The little volume had illustrations by Doyle and Leech, and in No-
vember Forster had made Dickens “jump for joy” with the news that
he had also arranged with Maclisc and Stanficld to supply additional
plates.?® But in the actual book Dickens did not care much for any
of the pictures except the landscapes by Stanficld. Leech had gone
badly astray by portraying in one scene a character who was not there
at all; in his first horror Dickens wanted to have the printing stopped,
and decided not to only when hec thought “of the pain this might give
to our kind-hearted Leech.” 2
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The story itself is one of sickly sacrificial sentimentality, in which a
younger sister pretends to elope with another man in order to bring
about a marriage between her fiancé and her elder sister, whose un-
spoken love for him the girl has divined. Lord Jeffrey praised this piece
of confectionery, but Thackeray thought it “a wretched affair,” **
and Dickens’s 0ld foe the Times slated it even more brutally than it
had The Cricket on the Hearth.?2 Dickens was responsible, the Times
said, for “the deluge of trash” that glutted the Christmas book market,
and this was “the very worst” of the lot, without “one spark of origi-
nality, of truth, of probability, of nature, of beauty.” 2* The feeble
little book deserves small praise but hardly calls for such ferocity. Dick-
ens accidentally saw a reference to the review. “Another touch of the
blunt razor,” he commented, “on B.'s nervous system.” 2* Neverthe-
less the book sold well—twenty-three thousand copies on its first day
of publication, and by the end of January far more than any of its
predecessors.

At the Lyceum Dickens found the “confounded dramatization . . .
in a state so horrible” that he was almost disheartened about it. Mis-
takes in copying had confused the actors’ parts “into the densest and
most insufferable nonsense,” 25 and although liberal sums had been
spent on the scenery all the actors except the Keeleys were so bad that
they had no idea of the play. In desperation, Dickens summoned the
entire company to Lincoln’s Inn Fields and, despite a frightful cold,
read the script to them to show how it should go. Forster provided
seventy-six ham sandwiches by way of refreshment, and sent the forty-
two that remained uneaten to be distributed to the poor. Iis strict
injunctions to the servant, Dickens said, “to find out very poor women
and institute close enquiry into their life, conduct, and behaviour be-
fore leaving any sandwiches for them, was sublime.” 2¢ Through
strenuous rehearsals, protracted until two in the morning, while per-
spiration streamed down the actors’ faces, Dickens whipped the
production into shape. Its first-night reception was one of “immense
enthusiasm, with uproar and shouting for me.” 2*

* % * ¥ *

Christmas saw Dickens back with his family in Paris, rcady to start
the fifth number, in which Paul would die. Beginning, as usual by
now, was hard: he felt “most abominably dull and stupid,” 28 he
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wrote; and a few days later still, “Inimitable very mouldy. . . . Hardly
able to work.” 2 Soon, however, the familiar magic flowered, and
Dickens half began to think the artfulness of Captain Cuttle and the
fading life of little Paul “the only reality . . . and to mistake all the
realities for shortlived shadows.” 3 On the 14th of January, the last
brief chapter of the number was finished. “Between ourselves,” Dick-
ens wrote Miss Coutts, “—Paul is dead. He died on Friday night about
10 o'clock, and as I had no hope of getting to sleep afterwards, I went
out, and walked about Paris until breakfast time next morning.” 3

“Paul’s death has amazed Paris,” 32 Dickens later reported; and it
drowned English readers in a grief they had not known since the death
of Little Nell. “Oh, my dear dear Dickens!” wrote Jeftrey from Edin-
burgh, “What a No. 5 you have given us! I have so cricd and sobbed
over it last night, and again this morning; and felt my heart purified by
those tears . . .” 33 And Thackeray, whose second number of Vanity
Fair had just appcared, fclt deeply discouraged. Hastening to Punch’s
printing office, and cntering Mark Lemon’s room, he dashed a copy
of Dombey on the table with startling vehemence and exclaimed,
“There’s no writing against such power as this—One has no chancel
Read that chapter describing young Paul's death: it is unsurpassed—
it is stupendous!” 34

After pacing the Paris strects all night, Dickens went dircetly to the
office of the malle-poste, where Forster was arriving at eight ~’clock
for a fortnight’s holiday.®® Dickens had been dclighted to hear in Oc-
tober that Forster was resigning from the Daily News, and this visit
had been arranged toward the end of November. “That, being what
you are, you had only one course to take and have taken it, I no more
doubt than that the Old Bailey is not Westminster Abbey. . . . You
were bound to leave; and now you have left, you will come to Paris,
and there, and at home again, we'll have, please God, the old kind of
evenings and the old life again, as it used to be before those daily
nooses caught us by the legs . . .” 8

With “dreadful insatiability” 37 the two men plunged into a de-
lirium of sightseeing and entertainment: the Louvre, Versailles, Saint-
Cloud; prisons, hospitals, and the Morgue; the Bibliothéque Royale,
the Opéra, the Conservatoire; all the theaters.®® At the Gymnase, Rose
Chéri expired with heart-rending pathos in Clarissa Harlowe; at the
Variétés Gentil Bernard was “a little picture of Watteau”; a melo-
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drama called The French Revolution at the Cirque was spectacular
with battles and had mob scenes that were “positively awful”; and
there were revivals of Moli¢re’s Don Juan and Hugo’s Lucretia Borgia.
Dickens was amused also by portrayals of English life in some of the
other plays: a Prime Minister who ruins himself in railway speculation
and alludes frequently to “Vishmingster” and “Regeenstreet,” and
a Lord Mayor of London wearing a stage-coachman’s waistcoat, the
Order of the Garter, and a broad-brimmed hat like a dustman’s.®
Dickens now spoke French fluently, though with a heavy English
accent, and the two friends consorted with a circle of theatrical and
literary celebrities—supped with Dumas and Eugene Sue, met Gau-
tier, and saw a great deal of Scribe. Dickens renewed an acquaintance
with Lamartine, whom he had met at Albaro, and paid a visit of
homage to Chateaubriand, the aged and ailing author of Atala and
Mémoires d’'Outre-Tombe.*® The greatest figure of them all, however,
in Dickens's eyes, was Victor Hugo, at this time just beginning to
write his epic novel of the poor, Les Misérables, but already a Euro-
pean figure of advanced opinions whose views embraced a league of
nations and the reorganization of Europe as a union of republics.
Hugo’s apartment in the Place Royale, crammed full of “old
armour and old tapestry, and old coffers, and grim old chairs and
tables, and old canopies of state from old palaces, and old golden lions
going to play at skittles with ponderous old golden balls,” looked,
Dickens said, “like an old curiosity shop, or the property-room of some
gloomy, vast, old theatre.” ' And even more striking was Hugo him-
self, talking of his childhood in Spain, Jaughing at the actors who had
murdered his tragedy at the Odéon, sympathizing with Dumas’ dra-
matic venture, and paying felicitous compliments to Dickens,** all
the while looking “like a genius as he is, every inch of him.” 43
Returning to England at the end of January, Forster took back with
him young Charley Dickens, now just turned ten years of age.** The
boy was to be enrolled at Eton, where Miss Coutts had asked to be
allowed the privilege of providing for his schooling, and to prepare
for entrance there was placed in charge of Dr. Major, the Headmaster
of King’s College School#¢ His father immediately set himsclf to
writing the next number of Dombey, making his head ache with the
difficulties of transferring all the interest of the story now to Florence
Dombey.#® No sooner was this installment sent to the printer than
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Dickens discovered to his horror that it was two pages short, and de-
cided that he must hurry to London himself to supply the deficiency.*”

Consequently he saw Charley while he was there, took him to dine
at Hampstead, and to Sunday dinner at Gore House. There was an
empty scat beside the youngster’s at the table. “It is only the Prince,”
explained Lady Blessington; “he is always late.” Shortly “a sallow,
rather sullen, heavy-looking man” came in, kissed her hand, and took
the place. He paid little attention to the rest of the company, but
talked pleasantly to the boy about his school and his recent stay in
Paris. This was Prince Louis Napoleon, still moodily “biding his time”
until events should make him ruler of France.4®

Hardly had Dickens reached Paris again when Charley was taken ill
with scarlet fever.*® Dickens quickly cut short his stay abroad and re-
turned to London. Devonshire Terrace was still occupied by Sir James
Duke, so, leaving the other children with Georgina in Paris, he and
Kate stayed at the Victoria Hotel, Euston Square, while looking for
a temporary residence.® Charley was under the care of his grand-
mother, Mixs. Hogarth, in Albany Street, but it was some time before
the anxious father could be allowed to see him, and more than a
month before the other members of the family could do so.

When Dickens paid his first visit, an elderly charwoman employed
there was much astonished. “Lawk ma’am!” she exclaimed. “Is the
young gentleman upstairs the son of the man that put together Dom-
bey?” Though she could not read, she attended on the first Monday
of every month a tea held by subscription at a snuff-shop above which
she lodged, where the landlord read the month’s number aloud. She
had not imagined it possible that a single man could have put together
that work. “Lawk ma’am! I thought that three or four men must have
put together Dombey!” 5

Charley’s illness and the troubles of finding, and settling into, a
house at 1 Chester Place rendered Dickens almost desperate about his
next monthly number. “What could I do,” he cried, “house-hunting
at first,” and then “beleaguered” “by furniture that must be altered,
and things that must be put away?” It was already the gth of March,
and “So far from having ‘got through my agonies’ . .. ,” he wrote to
Gcorgina, who was still with the children in Paris, “I have not yet
begun them.” In consequence, “My wretchedness, just now, is incon-
ceivable.” 52
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Otbher distractions, relentlessly pressed upon him. William Hall had
just died, and Dickens, who had ceased to feel any bitterness toward
his former publishers and who had really liked the well-intentioned
little man, felt that he should pay him the respect of going to the
funeral’3 And on April 18th Kate was brought to bed of their seventh
child, a son. The boy was christened Sydney Smith Haldimand, the
last of these names after William Haldimand, who became one of his
godfathers. Kate had such a painfully difficult delivery that the special-
ist hastily and wildly sent for told Dickens he had seen but one such
case in his experience. “But thank God she is as well today as ever she
has been at such a time,” Dickens wrote Macready, “and sends all sorts
of love to you.”

Somehow or other, nevertheless, Dickens managed to get through
that month’s “convulsions of Dombey,” 5 as he called them, only,
near the beginning of the next month, to have his arm severely mauled
by the bite of a horse, who made a sudden attack on him in the stable,
and tore off his coat sleeve and shirt sleeve, “I believe,” Dickens ex-
plained, “under the impression that I had gone into his stall to steal
his corn, which upon my honor I had no intention of doing.” % Un-
strung by the shock, he discovered that he felt “hideously queer” when
he got up each morning and suffered distressingly with “a low dull
nervousness.” 57 To recover from these symptoms, he took Kate, now
“in a brilliant state” % again, down to Brighton for the latter part of
May. Although he had been too shaken even to start his number be-
fore he left town, he picked up heart and went at it so furiously that
by the 23rd it was very nearly done.

* * * * %

Returning to London, Dickens found himself shortly involved in
a quarrel that had broken out between Thackeray and Forster.® In
April, Thackeray had started a series of parodies called Punch’s Prize
Novelists, of which the first, “George de Bamwell,” was an annihilat-
ing imitation of Bulwer Lytton’s pompous literary style. Forster was
a friend of Lytton’s and he had smarted also at pictorial caricatures
of himself that he knew Thackeray had passed around among their
acquaintances. Talking with a young journalist named Tom Taylor,
Forster loudly and violently said that Thackeray was “false as hell.”
Taylor, laughing immoderately, assumed that this outburst was merely
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a comic pretense of spleen, and repeated it to Thackeray as a good
joke.% But Thackeray promptly took umbrage. At a large party at the
Procters’ he publicly refused to shake hands with Forster.%*

The latter immediately asked Dickens to demand an explanation.
Forster did not remember having used the words objected to, although
he granted that in the heat of the moment he might have. But could
Thackeray, he retorted, deny having given him equal reason for of-
fense both by word and pictorial jibe? ®* Dickens supported Forster,
remarking that he had even better reason than Forster to know the
force of the allusion to Thackeray’s caustic little sketches.®3

Remorsefully Thackeray admitted that he too had been at fault.
He understood “how a man of Forster's emphatic way of talking . . .
chafed by ridicule,” could have exploded as he did. “He consigned me
to Hell for making caricatures of him: roasting me as I own & I'm
sorry for it, to have done him.” ® Summarizing the whole affair,
Thackeray wrote, “Forster ought not to have used the words: Taylor
ought not to have told them: and I ought not to have taken them
up.” 9 Forster too expressed his regret, and the quarre]l was buried in
a reconciliation dinner at Greenwich.

But either Thackeray or Bradbury and Evans (who were the pub-
lishers of Punch) prudently decided that it might be better not to
include Dickens in the series of parodies, as had been originally
planned. Thackeray was convinced that people were jealous of his
growing reputation. “Jerrold hates me,” he wrote, “Ainsworth hates
me, Dickens mistrusts me, Forster says I am false as hell, and Bulwer
curses me—"" “There are no end of quarreis in this wicked Vanity Fair,
and my feet are perpetually in hot water.” ® The literary triumph of
Vanity Fair, he thought, had done it all. “There is no use denying the
matter or blinking it now. I am become a sort of great man in my
way—all but at the top of the tree: indeed there if the truth were
known and having a great fight up there with Dickens.” 67

Certainly Thackeray was acutely conscious of rivalry with Dickens.
Mrs. Perkins’s Ball, his Christmas book for that year, was “a great suc-
cess—the greatest I have had—very nearly as great as Dickens. That
is Perkins 500 Dickens 25000 only that differencel” ¢ He was bowled
over by the pure brilliance of some of Dickens’s achievements, but on
the whole critical of his literary art, which he regarded as a mere carica-
ture of reality. As for Dickens, no writer more warmly and generously



616 | Cuarres DICKENS

praised his contemporaries than he did, or depreciated them so little.
But he was disagreeably impressed by what seemed to him a flippant
cynicism in Thackeray’s attitude and seldom read him, though he
spoke well of his books whenever he mentioned them. “I am saving up
the perusal of Vanity Fair,” he wrote Thackeray a year later, “until
I shall have done Dombey . . .” 6

Concerning the parodies, Dickens made in the same letter a jocose
personal complaint. “It is curious, about Punch,” he wrote Thackeray,
“that I was so strongly impressed by the absurdity and injustice of
my being left out of those imitations, that I several times said at home
here I would write to you and urge the merits of the case.” Neverthe-
less he felt obliged to admit candidly that he did not admire the de-
sign; it seemed to him that literary men lessened their dignity with
the public and made enemies among themselves sneering at each
other. He himself, he told Thackeray, always hoped by his own con-
duct to leave their position in England higher than he had found it.™

The two men remained on cordial terms with each other. Thackeray
dined at Devonshire Terrace and his two little girls were invited to
shining children’s parties there. When Dombey and Son was finished
Dickens gave “a solemn dinner . . . to celebrate the conclusion” of that
“immortal book.” “It couldn’t be done without you,” Dickens wrote
Thackeray. “Therefore book it, cher citoyen!” 7* But there was a faint
cloud of mutual suspicion between them which cast potential shadows
over their future relationship.

* * 3* * *

Meanwhile the restlessness that fretted Dickens’s work at his desk
had burst out in another plan for amateur dramatics. The amiable but
perennially indigent Leigh Hunt was again in financial straits. He
should, Dickens said, “have received long ago, burt has not yet, some
enduring return from his country for all he has undergone and all the
good he has done.” " The same company that acted two years pre-
viously would therefore present Every Man in His Humour and The
Merry Wives of Windsor in London and then later in Manchester
and Liverpool for Hunt’s benefit. It would be a deserved mark of
sympathy and help to its recipient. “And we know, from himself, that
it would be most gratifying to his own feelings.” 78

Dickens was soon deep in gathéring together his cast. New members
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included George H. Lewes, Dudley Costello, and the artist Augustus
Egg, as well as Dickens’s old friend Cruikshank.™ T. J. Thompson;
who had surrendered his role in Every Man at the time of his marriage,
wrote plaintively to ask if he was now quite out of the revived enter-
prise. Dickens replied that unfortunately all the good parts in The
Merry Wives were allotted, but that there would certainly be an open-
ing in the other play and probably a good one in Comfortable Lodg-
ings, the farce that would be given with it.”® Ultimately, Thompson
played his old role of Wellbred.

Like Dickens, perhaps, Thompson had his reasons for feeling rest-
less and needing distraction. “Tell Madame,” Dickens had written
De la Rue in March, “that the Thompsons are not happy, and that
he screws and pinches her (I don’t mean with his fingers) most villain-
ously, I am told, in respect of creature comforts. My brother Fred is
transported to madness with love of Mrs. Thompson'’s sister, and from
him . . . I hear odd stories, which I pretend to doubt, but don’t very
much.” 76

Barely had rehearsals started at Miss Kelly’s than, with a concern
for unrewarded merit unusual in governments, Lord John Russell’s
administration granted Hunt a pension of £200. But it took more than
such a piece of inconsiderate generosity to frustrate Dickens’s desire
to give a play. Hunt's debts still remained to be discharged; and the
aging dramatist John Poole, author of successful farces like Paul Pry
and Turning the Tables, was now desperately poor. Though the Lon-
don performances were consequently given up, and The Merry Wives
eliminated from the scheme, the amateurs, under Dickens’s leader-
ship, found themselves going ahead with the provincial representa-
tions of Every Man in His Humour.™

There were the usual managerial problems. One actor was dis-
gruntled at his part having only twelve words; a second couldn’t
remember his at all; a third, in his nervousness, had “a restless, stupid
movement of his hands.” Another, though “hurt by his own sense
of not doing well,” clutched his part tenaciously; “and three weary
times we dragged through it last night.” Still another was “too in-
nately conceited” to be taught, although “I would as soon laugh at
a kitchen poker.” One unfortunate was inaudible; “and as regularly
as I stop him . . . exclaims (with a face of agony) that ‘he’ll speak out
loud on the night,” as if anybody ever did without doing it alwaysl”
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Dickens coaxed, bullied, drilled; taught them graceful movement,
proper inflection, natural gesture; wore everybody out and kept every-
body in good humor; and resumed operations next day with the energy
of a cheerful dynamo.

At the end of June, fairly well satisfied, Dickens went to Broadstairs
for a few weeks’ vacation. Here there was a dark gray sea with a howl-
ing banshee of a wind rattling the windows as if it were late autumn
rather than midsummer. All the children proceeded to get whooping
cough and wandered disconsolately about the beach choking inces-
santly.” The only amusement was a wild beast show, in which a
young woman in shining scaly armor pretended to fall asleep reclining
on the principal lion, while a keeper who spoke through his nose ex-
claimed: 8 “Beold the abazick power of woobbud!” 8

Meanwhile Dickens was kept busy writing “100 letters a day, about
these plays”: 82 to Nathan the theatrical costumer; to Lemon about
securing the services of Wilson the wig man, making a final choice
of the afterpieces, assigning the actors to them, and letting the com-
mittees in Manchester and Liverpool know the names of the profcs-
sional actresses who would play the feminine parts; to the committees,
discussing the scale of prices to be charged; to Jerrold, Cruikshank, and
Thompson, making arrangements with them about the parts they
would take in the farces; to all the actors, appointing nightly rehearsals
at Miss Kelly’s for the entire week preceding their journey north. For
these Dickens returned to London on the 16th of July. The perform-
ances at Manchester and Liverpool were scheduled for the 26th and
28th respectively.

In both cities Dickens made hotel reservations for his entire cast as
well as those wives and feminine relations who were accompanying
them, and took a large general sitting room for the use of the com-
pany.8® At the railway station he tore wildly up and down the plat-
form in a perspiration, with a great box of papers under his arms, talk-
ing to everyone, gloriously excited, and almost got left behind.8*
Both nights were brilliant successes; their receipts were £440 12s. the
first night and £463 8s. 6d. the second.®3

Back in Broadstairs, where the children were almost recovered from
their whooping cough, Dickens vigorously settled himself to make up
the accounts of the trip, and wrote all the members of the cast to send
their share of the expenses to Lemon.®® “Business arising out of the
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late blaze of triumph,” he complained happily, “worse than ever.” 87
The costs of the production proved so great, however, that there was
a clear profit of only four hundred guineas instead of the five hundred
Dickens had confidently expected. It occurred to him that the addi-
tional sum might be earned by publishing a comic story of the adven-
turc, told as a new “Piljians Projiss” by Mrs. Gamp, and illustrated
by the artist-members of the company. But the artists, less docile than
Phiz, failed to do their part, and Dickens therefore wrote only a frag-
mentary few pages.®

No sooner were the last business details tidied up than his restless-
ness returned again. “I am at a great loss for means of blowing my
superfluous steam off, now that the play is over—but that is always my
misfortune—and find myself compelled to tear up and down, between
this and London, by express trains.” 8 In London he saw Cymbe-
line; %° in Broadstairs lamed Frank Stone by walking him seventeen
miles 1 and received a visit from Hans Christian Andersen,? whom
he had met at Lady Blessington’s that June; at Canterbury bought a
copy of Cruikshank’s The Bottle.?3

The artist, once a hilarious climber of lJampposts and wallower in
gutters, had now become a fanatical tectotaler and was using his etch-
ing needle to depict the horrors of alcoholism. ITe carried his mania
even into social intercourse; dining with Dickens, he snatched a glass
of wine from a lady’s hand, intending to throw it on the floor. “How
dare you,” exclaimed Dickens furiously, “touch Mrs. Ward’s glass?
. .. What do you mean? Because someone you know was a drunkard
for forty years, surely it is not for you to object to an innocent glass
of sherry!” * And Douglas Jerrold once said soothingly, “Yes, George,
I know, water is a very good thing—except on the brain!” %

Cruikshank’s plates, however, Dickens thought almost Hogarthian
in their power. He objected, nevertheless, that they were wrong in
their philosophy: “the drinking should have begun in sorrow, poverty,
or ignorance—the three things in which, in its awful aspect, it does
begin. The design would then have been a double-handled sword—
but too ‘radical’ for good old George, I suppose.”

ol * * % *

Mecanwhile, no distractions of fierce walks or racing about in ex-
press trains could allay Dickens’s sharp unrest, despite the fact that
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with Dombey and Son he had reached a place in his career beyond
which he was never to feel financial uneasiness again. In the previous
six months his earnings had been £2,000 more than his expenses; and
now, after drawing £100 monthly, he had another clear £2,220. This
was exhilarating, but he still complained of the difficulty of working:
“Deep slowness,” he recorded, “in the inimitable’s brain.” *7

Even Broadstairs he found unsuitable to work in now. The noise of
street musicians seemed to him to be growing so much worse as almost
to drive him out of his mind. “Unless it pours of rain, I cannot write
half-an-hour without the most excruciating organs, fiddles, bells, or
glee-singers. There is a violin of the most torturing kind under the
window now (time, ten in the moming) and an Italian box of music
on the steps—both in full blast.” 8

Although Dombey was by this time more than half done and was
more successful every day, Dickens groaned again, as he had the pre-
ceding year, at the toil of doing a Christmas book at the same time.
He felt “seedy”; the longer book took so much out of him that he
began “to have serious doubts” if it was “wise to go on with the Christ-
mas book.” “On the other hand, I am very loath to lose the moncy.
And still more so to leave any gap at Christmas firesides which I ought
to fill. In short I am (forgive the expression) BLOWED if I know
what to do.” # In the end, instead of struggling to write it, as he had
done at Lausanne and Geneva, Dickens did hold over the little book
for a year.

His own difficulties were not the only ones Dickens had to dcal
with. His brother Fred’s love affair with Anna Weller was going badly.
Anna’s father disliked Fred and would not receive him in his house,
but every week-end the young man miserably travcled the hundred
and twenty miles to Birmingham, where he imposed himsclf on the
grudging hospitality of a son-in-law of Mr. Weller’s.*°® Anna had vio-
lent tempers with her family, and Fred felt resentful and ill-used.o
But Mr. Weller objected unanswerably to the marriage that she was
still too young and Fred’s Treasury salary too small.* Fred chafed
at the injustice of having so little money, spent more than he could
afford on each week’s journey, and took a high line about how will-
ing he would be to struggle against all difficulties if he were only
married 103

Dickens pitied Fred’s unhappiness but pointed out that Mr.
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Weller's position had sense, and tried to establish an understanding
between them about waiting, and seeing Anna at reasonable inter-
vals.** But he had himself, by now, deep objections to an alliance
with the Weller family. There was, he thought, “an ‘impracticability’
in that blood which cannot be reconciled with happiness”; “breeding,
Education, and the weakest parents on this globe” had made Anna’s
own character one “which can never come right.” These “deliberate
opinions,” he told Fred, he felt it necessary that he should not dis-
guise, and Fred should ask himself if this infatuation did not make
him more unhappy than he would be “in any other attachment under
precisely the same worldly circumstances.” 195

Throughout this same period, Dickens was tremendously busied in
helping Miss Coutts with her reform home for women, now being in-
augurated at Urania Cottage in Shepherd’s Bush.2*® Dickens chose
the house, on Acton Road.l” He selected the Matron from a series
of candidates whom he interviewed.*?® He took great pains to find out
all he could about the nature and history of the women admitted, “to
give the Matron some uscful foreknowledge of them.” He insisted that
there must be cheerful variety in their lives in the home: “On the
cheerfulness and kindness all our hopes rest.” 2% Through Edward
Chapman he ordered books for them to read, and arranged with his
old friend the composer Hullah for them to have lessons in part-
singing.!10

Their religious instruction, he said, should be based on the New
Testament, not on the censorious thundcring of the more vengeful
parts of the Old. The unfortunates they were dealing with would
be well enough aware of their degraded past lives so that it would be
a blind mistake even to refer to them. All rules framed solely in the
abstract should yicld to a gentle consideration for the best way of
helping these women not to fall back into their old ways. The great
point to be remembered always was that they were “to be Tempted
to virtue.” 1! The same warm-spirited wisdom runs through all the
principles and procedures Dickens laid down.

His own spirits, however, continued to be very unsettled, and per-
haps contributed to a chilling off of his relations with Forster that
lasted through October and into November. Both men confided in
Macready, but the latter’s diary does not say what the quarrel was
about. Forster told him that their long and intimate friendship “was
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likely to terminate.” Trying to move Dickens, Macready found him
“more stiff” than he thought right, though Macready felt forced to
admit that Dickens had “great excuse.” “They have both faults with
their good qualities, but they have been too familiar.” **# Not until
the middle of December were they on cordial terms again.

* * * * #

Meanwhile, on December 1st, Dickens had presided at a soirée of
the Leeds Mechanics’ Institute. Despite a disastrous cold, he made
an eloquent speech defending education for the masses against those
who feared putting the power of knowledge into their hands. “Re-
flect,” he said, “whether ignorance be not power, and a very dreadful
power . . . for every kind of wrong and evil? Powerful to take its ene-
mies to its heart, and strike its best friends down—powerful to fill the
prisons, the hospitals, and the graves—powerful for blind violence,
prejudice, and error . . .” Far from undermining the social structure
and setting class against class, popular education, “unlike that Babel
tower that would have taken heaven by storm,” would “end in sweet
accord and harmony among all classes . . .” 113

The wintry London to which Dickens returned was in a “hideous
state of mud and darkness. Everybody is laid up with the Influenza
except all the disagreeable people.” At the theater “a most extraordi-
nary effect was produced by the whole audience being in a paroxysm
of sniffling. .. .I am in a dreadful state of mental imbecility myself,
and am pursuing Dombey under difficulties.” ** With the terrificd
and broken-hearted flight of Florence from her father’s house, Dick-
ens had reached one of the crises of the story. Lord Jeffrey, writing
from Edinburgh, positively refused to believe that Mr. Dombey’s scc-
ond wife could have become the mistress of the villainous Carker, and
this gave Dickens an idea for an ingenious twist in the plot. “What
do you think,” he asked Forster, “of a kind of inverted Maid’s
Tragedy, and a tremendous scene of her undeceiving Carker, and giv-
ing him to know that she never meant that?”115

As the climax of the novel drew near—Mr. Dombey’s ruin and his
reconciliation with Florence—and Dickens’s imagination kindled to
the ending, he made fewer plaints about his difficulties in writing.
Nevertheless, he was glad after Christmas to take a holiday run to
Scotland, where he visited friend> in Edinburgh and presided at the
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first anniversary of the Glasgow Athenaeum. On the railway journey
from Edinburgh to Glasgow Kate was suddenly taken ill and had a
miscarriage. When the train reached Glasgow, she was hurriedly con-
veyed to the home of Sheriff Alison, where they were staying, put to
bed, and a famous doctor called in to her. At the meeting, however,
nobody missed her, and one of the newspapers reported her presence
in a description so fulsome that Dickens was sure Alison’s beautiful
seventeen-year-old daughter must have been taken for Kate. “The
Inimitable did wonders. His grace, elegance, and eloquence enchanted
all beholders.” 116

Kate recovered sufficiently to return to Edinburgh with Dickens on
the 3oth of December. There she was taken violently ill again and
another famous doctor called in. He declared that she would not be
fit to travel back to London for another three days.!’ Meanwhile,
Dickens passed his time sightseeing, going to Abbotsford, and visiting
friends. “I am sorry to report the Scott Monument a failure. [t 1s like
the spire of a Gothic church taken off and stuck in the ground.” 18
From Jeffrey he learned that the dramatist James Sheridan Knowles,
author of Virginius and The Hunchback, had just declared himself
bankrupt.!*? This news rckindled all Dickens’s restless ardor for ama-
teur dramatics, and he returned to London fired with determination
to run another benefit.

There was already a project on foot to purchase Shakespeare’s house
at Stratford-on-Avon for the nation. Why not combine this, Dickens
thought, with an endowment for a perpetual curatorship of the house,
and make Knowles the first incumbent of the post? The amateur
group should be revived to raise money for these purposes.**® In De-
cember, indeed, for recreation, they had met at Miss Kelly’s theater
and rehearsed Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist several times, but had
dropped that play although Forster thought Dickens splendid as Sir
Epicure Mammon.#* Now, despite the fact that he had the last three
numbers of Dombey still to do, Dickens eagerly called the company
together again.1?2

Their meetings did not go so smoothly as Dickens had hoped. The
company disagreed about the choice of a play, and, in a vain endeavor
to achieve agreement, successively rehearsed Beaumont and Fletcher’s
Beggar's Bush, Goldsmith’s Good-Natured Man, Jerrold’s Rent Day,
and Bulwer Lytton’s Money.**® Dickens grew disgusted at the unpleas-
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ant atmosphere of these nightly rehearsals and voiced his annoyance
in a sharp note to each member of the cast. “I was mistaken,” he
wrote, “in supposing there to be an universal feeling of common con-
sideration among us . . . which would prevent any of us from incon-
veniencing and utterly disregarding the rest”; he therefore rcluctantly
abandoned his share in the design.124

In the midst of these little contentions had come the ncws of the
Revolution in France. Dickens was wildly enthusiastic. “Vive la Ré-
publique!” he wrote Forster. “Vive le Peuple! Plus de Royautc!” 1#°
To M. De la Rue he was less effervescent, but quite as decided: “I'he
aristocratic feeling of England is against it, of course. All the intelli-
gence, and liberality, I should say, are with it, tooth and nail. If the
Queen should be marked in her attentions to old Papa Philippe . . .
there will be great discontent and dissatisfaction expressed, through-
out the country.” 1?6 Dickens tbought Lamartine, the right-wing
leader, “one of the best fellows ip the world,” and had “lively hopes
of that great people establishing a noble republic.” 17

There were, however, no sharp repercussions of foreign disorders
in England. Though the gates of the Green Park and Constitution
Hill were closed and the iron shutters of Apsley House bolted when
the Chartist procession presented its petition in April, the populace
showed no disposition to violence and the middle class was solidly
behind the Government. “The popular victory over the Corn Laws
two years back,” summarizes G. M. Trevelyan, “and the far-spreading
tide of new prosperity and well-being removed all fear of revolutionary
contagion.” 1%8

* # * * *

Turning his back on these public excitements, Dickens went to
Brighton in March to finish Dombey.**®* When the proofs were al-
ready returned to Bradbury and Evans, it struck him that he had for-
gotten to say a final word about Florence’s dog, Diogenes. “Will you
put him in the last little chapter?” he asked Forster. “After the word
‘favourite’ in reference to Miss Tox, you can add, ‘except with Diog-
enes, who is growing old and wilful.’” Or, on the last page of all, after
‘and with them two children: boy and girl’ . . . you might say ‘and an
old dog is generally in their company,’ or to that effect. Just what you
think best.” 130

‘Shortly after, Forster’s Life of Goldsmith was published; and Dick-



The “Want of Something” [ 625

ens read it with loyal approbation. “I think the Goldsmith very great
indeed . . .,” he wrote his friend. “As a picture of the time, I think it
impossible to give it too much praise.” It was a noble achievement in
its tracing of Goldsmith’s life and its “dignified assertion of him with-
out any sobs, whines, or convulsions of any sort.”” And above all, it
was admirable in its statement of “the case of the literary man.” “The
gratitude of every man who is content to rest his station and claims
quietly on literature, and to make no feint of living on anything else,
is your due for evermore.” 131

In some way, probably with no great resistance on Dickens’s part,
he had been brought to take charge again of the dramatic amateurs.
The town council of Stratford was buying the Shakespeare House,
but funds for endowing the curatorship were still to be raised.?3*
Dickens was soon buoyantly arranging all the details and dominating
and cajoling his company as before.

Another pattern was establishing itself in his life. Increasingly he
felt an “unhappy loss or want of something” which he was to lament
a few years later. In his youthful days of misery over Maria Beadnell
he had discovered that he could dull his heartache by an intensity of
absorption in his labors on the Mirror of Parliament; and during the
most desperate height of his unhappiness he had directed the acting of
Clari in Bentinck Street. And now, in the course of this last year, when
his work itsclf had grown strangely difficult to him, he had found that
by playing at the drama as hard as if it were work he drained off some
of his distressing restlessness. The congenial turmoils of the Leigh
Hunt benefit proved an anodyne that eased him of inward tension.
More and more often, whenever he felt unsettled or distressed, he was
to resort to the same relief. But, like all drugs, it built up ultimately
only a more desperate need and afterwards plunged him only into
deeper misery.



CHAPTER THREE

The World of Dombeyism

criTicism: Dombey and Son

=E period of Dombey and Son represents a turning point both in

Dickens’s life and in his literary art. He had rccovered the con-
trol of half his copyrights, and the continuing sale of earlicr books
combined with the splendid profits of Dombey made him prospcrous
beyond all further worry.* Despite his large family and lavish scalc of
living, his cheerfully improvident father and irresponsible brothers,
and his own generous charities, from this time on Dickens always had
several thousand pounds invested or in the bank.? And yet hc was not
at peace within himself. A deep inward dissatisfaction made his work
laborious to him and drove him for relief to those stage excitcments
that enabled him to forget himself in the representation of some char-
acter quite different from his own.

His discontent had roots in personal emotion, but it was reflected
too in his changing outlook on society. He expressed no consciousness
of the reasons for his own restlessness, but he became steadily more
analytical of the causes underlying the world’s evils. His earlicst books
had assailed the debtors’ prisons, the new Poor Law, the Yorkshire
schools, and the slum breeding-grounds of disease and crime as if
they were isolated abuses, dreadful but disconnected. Responsibility
for them lay at the hands of individual knaves and dullards—ignorant
parish officials, bullying magistrates, greedy usurers, brutal schoolmas-
ters, lordly wastrels, dishonest lawyers, a misgoverning aristocracy.
Even in The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge Dickens’s warn-
ings of labor violence and mob revolt endangering the social order im-
plied no great complicity in society itself—hardly more, in fact, than
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a blind unawareness of the cruelties on which he strove to open men’s
eyes.

Somewhat later, A Christmas Carol had made Scrooge symbolize a
whole social class and an entire economic philosophy. But Scrooge
remained in his own person a mean and grasping old skinflint. The
grotesque crew of commentators in The Chimes—the statistical Filer,
Sir Joseph Bowley, “the Poor Man’s Friend,” and Alderman Cute—
represented a savage showing-up of the hard-hearted economic ra-
tionalizations that supported business rapacity. The respectable busi-
nessman himself, however, Dickens had portrayed only in such fig-
ures as old Fezziwig, the Cheeryble Brothers, and Mr. Pickwick,
benevolent old boys beaming through their spectacles in a warm mist
of generous feeling. And from the beginning Dickens had had readers
who wondered how Mr. Pickwick ever made enough money to retire
on and who found the Cheerbyles as fantastic as Scrooge.

What was the businessman really like, the City merchant, the rich
banker, the prosperous middle-class citizen, subscribing his guineas to
the proper charities, and behaving with complete rectitude according
to conventional lights? By the time of Dombey and Son Dickens had
heard him and scores of his fellows at hospital banquets expressing
sentiments at which “any moderately intelligent dustman would have
blushed through his cindery bloom.” # Had they in their counting-
houses no responsibility for the slums and the cholera and the starved
laborer and the maimed factory child? What of the share the solid
member of society had in allowing and fostering evils of which he was
often smugly unaware? What, in short, of Mr. Dombey?

The troubled concern Dickens felt over these problems of modern
society is reflected in the very period setting of Dombey and Son. The
scene of Pickwick was almost contemporary with the time in which it
was written,* and Oliver Twist if anything anticipated criticisms of the
workhouse that were barely beginning to be made. But the books be-
tween Pickwick and Dombey remained in the Pickwick period or re-
verted to still earlier times, precisely during the years when the rapid
changes of industrialism were making the world Dickens portrayed one
of the past. Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity Shop, and Martin
Chuzzlewit (except for its American episodes) are full of the old stage-
coach days that were fast dying out, and drenched in the atmosphere of
an old England and an old London. With Dombey and Son, however,
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Dickens lcaps forward into the age of railway travel and jerry-built
suburbs and company shares: little Paul is weaned while Euston Sta-
tion is being constructed, old Sol Gills makes a comfortable fortune
out of his investments, and most of the action takes place in the bus-
tling forties.

The book vividly describes the building of the London and Bir-
mingham Railway: “Houses were knocked down; strects broken
through and stopped; deep pits and trenches dug in the ground; cnor-
mous heaps of earth and clay thrown up; buildings that were under-
mined and shaken, propped by great beams. Herc, a chaos of carts,
overthrown and jumbled together, lay topsy-turvy at the bottom of a
steep unnatural hill; there, confused treasurers of iron soaked and
rusted in something that had accidentally become a pond. Everywhcre
were bridges that led nowhere . . . and piles of scaffolding, and wilder-
nesses of brick, and giant forms of cranes, and tripods straddling above
nothing. . . . Boiling water hissed and heaved within dilapidated walls;
whence, also, the glare and roar of flames came issuing forth; and
mounds of ashes blocked up rights of way, and wholly changed the law
and custom of the neighbourhood.” 8

No less sharply noted are the effects on the outskirts of the city
surrounding the construction, the new taverns called the “Railway
Arms” and the “Excavators’ House of Call” among the mud and ashes,
the “frowsy fields, and cowhouses, and dunghills, and dusthcaps, and
ditches, and gardens, and summer-houses, and carpet-beating
grounds,” with “little tumuli of oyster shells in the oyster scason, and
of lobster shells in the lobster season, and of broken crockery and
faded cabbage leaves in all seasons.” ¢ And farther out still, on the de-
serted great North Road, are places that were once rural but arc now
“only blighted country, and not town,” with “a few tall chimneys
belching smoke all day and night,” and brickficlds, tumble-down
fences, and dusty nettles among a scrap or two of hedge.?

It is through this new world of change and speed and desolation and
machinery that Mr. Dombey after the death of Paul takes his railway
journey to Leamington. “Through the hollow, on the height, by the
heath, by the orchard, by the park, by the garden, over the canal,
across the river, where the sheep are feeding, where the mill is going,
where the barge is floating, where the dead are lying, where the factory
Is smoking . . . away, with a shriek, and a roar, and a rattle, and no
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trace to leave behind but dust and vapour . . . Louder and louder yet,
it shrieks and cries as it comes tearing on resistless to the goal: and
now its way, still like the way of Death, is strewn with ashes thickly.
Everything around is blackened. There are dark pools of water, muddy
lanes, and miserable habitations far below. There are jagged walls and
falling houses close at hand, and through the battered roofs and
broken windows, wretched rooms are seen, where want and fever hide
themselves in many wretched shapes, while smoke and crowded gables,
and distorted chimneys, and deformity of brick and mortar penning
up deformity of mind and body, choke the murky distance. As Mr.
Dombcy looks out of his carriage window, it is never in his thoughts
that the monster who has brought him there has let the light of day
in on these things: not made or caused them.” 3

Mr. Dombey himself is even more significant than the railroad show-
ing up the horrors he and his kind have long suffered to exist hidden
in obscurity. With him, Dickens has left behind those merchants like
the Cheerybles, crude but kindly, eating with their knives, living in
quarters above thcir place of business, and, like old Fezziwig, having
their employees dwell with them in a relation of genial master and
apprentice. Although Dombey’s House is engaged in maritime com-
merce with England’s colonial empire rather than with manufacturing
industry, he represents the merchant-prince involved in close relatiors
with bankers and industralists and laying claims to an impressive mag-
nificence. He displays a stiff propriety of manners, resides with bleak
pomposity “in a tall, dark, drcadfully gentecl street” ® between Port-
land Place and Bryanston Square, rides to his offices on a smart pacer,
and maintains a frigid detachment from all his employees. His asso-
ciates—not friends, he has none—are wealthy East India directors and
bank directors who boast with proud humility of their poor little hot-
houses for pincapples and delightedly profess themselves unable to
afford the opcra.*

These slashing details brilliantly surpass anything of the kind that
H. G. Wells was later to do in Tono-Bungay or Sinclair Lewis in Bab-
bitt, and they are a portent of Dickens’s altered judgment of the mer-
cantile muddle class. He no longer erects their virtues in opposition to
a dissolute aristocracy rcpresented by Sir Mulberry Hawk and Lord
Frederick Verisopht or the dishonest trickery of upper-class governors
like Mr. Gregsbury, M.P,, and the icily egoistic Sir John Chester.
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Now he sces the broad group of businessmen as selfish, smug, and
cold-hearted in their professional dealings, and realizes that they are
as venally indifferent to the consequences of their behavior on: social
welfare and as harshly unsympathetic toward the poor as the most idly
irresponsible of the aristocracy with whom they are beginning to in-
termingle and marry.

%* *® * % *

Dickens described the theme of Dombey and Son as pride, but M.
Dombey’s pride, though a dark and omnipresent strand in the story,
is not its dominant principle. That principle is the callous inhumanity
of an economic doctrine that strips Mr. Dombey’s relations with every-
one to an assertion of monetary power. He wants no ties of affection
between his infant son and Polly Toodle, the wet nurse whom he en-
gages for the child. “When you go away from here, you will have con-
cluded what is a mere matter of bargain and sale, hiring and letting:
and will stay away.” ** He is affronted to learn that Miss Tox, the poor
toady on his grandeur, has dared to lift eyes of personal admiration to
him and to dream that he might raise her to his side as his wife. It
never enters his mind that he cannot hire the obedience of his sub-
ordinates to any of his commands, or that Mr. Carker, his Manager,
even while he does his great chief’s bidding, can resent being em-
ployed in degrading and humiliating ways. He believes that he can
buy the respect and obedience of an aristocratic wife whose pride and
beauty are to reflect luster on his greatness. Even his love for his son,
though sincere and strong, is engendered in the doctrine that the
wealth and pre-eminence of the House of Dombey and Son must go
on forever.

The attitudes that Mr. Dombey displays toward those with whom
le comes into immediate contact are also his attitudes toward socicty
zs a whole, and toward the welfare of society. “I am far from being
friendly,” he explains coldly, “to what is called by persons of levelling
sentiments, general education. But it is necessary that the inferior
classes should continue to be taught to know their position, and to
conduct themselves properly. So far I approve of schools.” 12 Funda-
mentally, however, Mr. Dombey agrees with his companion Major
Bagstock, who distrusts all education for the poor: “Take advice from
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plain old Joe, and never educate that sort of people, Sir,” says the
Major. “Damme, Sir, it never does! It always fails!” 13

Mr. Dombey is the living symbol of the nineteenth-century theory
of business enterprise and its social philosophy. Not even the Lanca-
shire industralists who bitterly resisted the regulation of child labor
and defied the law demanding the fencing-in of dangerous machinery
exemplified a more relentless devotion to their own profits and power.
Many factory owners, indeed, were decent enough men, devoted to
their families, kind to those with whom they came in direct contact,
and desirous of doing right by their workers. But they were helpless
against ruthless competition and blinded by the belief that any pro-
tective interference with the operations of laissezfaire economics
would be disastrous. Richard Oastler, the humane reformer who spent
years trying to get the working man’s day cut down to ten hours, ex-
plained the principles of competitive business to Dr. Thomas Chal-
mers: “Take advantage of another’s poverty or ignorance, forcing or
coaxing him to sell cheap; and when he is a buyer, using the same
means to make him buy dear . . . get money any how, even at the cost
of life and limb to those employed in his aggrandisement . . .” 14

The entire complex development of Dombey and Son orchestrates
these themes of callous indifference and social evil into a vast sym-
phonic structure in which all the groups and individuals brought into
contact with Mr. Dombey and his affairs are organically related. The
group at the Wooden Midshipman, old Sol Gills, his bright, high-
spiritcd nephew Walter Gay, simple-minded Captain Cuttle, the
wooden-headed Bunsby; Polly Toodle and her apple-cheeked family;
sharp-tongued Susan Nipper; poor, foolish, kind-hearted Mr. Toots;
Cousin Feenix, with his willful legs and wandering speech—all display
the warm humanity banished from the cold heart of Mr. Dombey.
Even Miss Tox, toady though she is, reveals a disinterested loyalty
and devotion ignored and despised by the object of her adulation.
These characters surround with a glowing counterpoint the icy dis-
sonances of Mr. Dombey’s world.

The contrasts are developed with consummate artistry. Little Paul
Dombey’s christening is rendered entirely in glacial imagery: the freez-
ing library with all the books in “cold, hard, slippery uniforms,” Mr.
Dombey taking Mr. Chick’s hand “as if it were a fish, or seaweed, or
some such clammy substance,” 15 the chill and earthy church, the cold
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collation aftcrwards, “set forth in a cold pomp of glass and silver,” the
champagne “so bitter cold” as to force “a little scream from Miss Tox,”
the veal that strikes “a sensation of cold lead to Mr. Chick’s extrem-
ities,” Mr. Dombey as unmoved as if he were “hung up for salc at a
Russian fair as a specimen of a frozen gentleman.” ¢

From this silent, icy celebration the very next chapter plunges into
the warm clamor of Polly Toodle’s visit to her family in Stagg’s Gar-
dens with her “honest apple face . .. the centre of a bunch of smaller
pippins, all laying their rosy cheeks close to it,” 7 and all growing noisy,
vehement, disheveled, and flushed with delight. Even the calmer
scenes of everyday domesticity in the Toodie houschold are as differ-
ent from those in the Dombey mansion as these two festive occasions.
Mr. Toodle home from firing his locomotive engine recharges him-
self with innumerable pint mugs of tea solidified with great masses of
bread and butter, with both of which he regales his expectant circle
of children in small spoonfuls and large bites: snacks that “had such
a relish in the mouths of these young Toodles, that, after partaking
of the same, they performed private dances of ecstasy among them-
selves, and stood on one leg a-piece, and hopped, and indulged in other
saltatory tokens of gladness.” 8

In the fierce sequence of climactic events centcring around the
flight of Edith, Mr. Dombey’s second wife, with his trcachcrous Man-
ager, Mr. Carker, Dickens designedly emphasizes the same contrasts.
Again they occupy successive chapters, the heavy blow with which the
marble-hearted father almost fells his daughter to the marble floor,
her cry of desolation as she runs from that loveless and pitiless house,
understanding at last that she has “no father upon earth”; ** and then
Captain Cuttle, trembling and “pale in the very knobs of his face,”
soothing the weeping girl with murmured endearments of “Heart’s
Delight,” and “my pretty,” as he tenderly raiscs her from the
ground; 2 the freezing rancor of Mr. Dombey’s gloomy board, and
the little dinner the Captain prepares at the parlor fire.

There is a wonderful radiance in the Captain bustling about this
meal, his coat off and his glazed hat on his head, making the egg sauce,
basting the fowl, heating the gravy, boiling some potatocs, keeping his
eye on the sausages “hissing and bubbling in a most musical manner,”
and at last removing his hat, putting on his coat, and whecling up the
table before Florence’s sofa. “My lady lass,” he begs her, “cheer up,
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and try to eat a deal. Stand by, my deary! Liver wing it is. Sarse it is.
Sassage it is. And potato!”

No less heart-warming is the Captain’s endeavor to bestow on Flor-
ence the tin canister containing his savings of £14 zs. for any purchases
she needs to make, his request to the shop girl to “sing out” if any
more is required, his casually “consulting his big watch as a deep
means of dazzling the establishment, and impressing it with a sense of
property,” and his disappointment when Florence does not use his
money. “It ain’t 0’ no use to me,” he says. “I wonder I haven’t chucked
il away afore now.” 22 What an illustration of the ludicrous forms
goodness of heart can take without ceasing to be real goodness! No
speech was ever more absurd, and yet no gentleman ever said any-
thing more truly imbued with delicacy and generosity.

Captain Cuttle, together with Mr. Toots, is among the great por-
traits of the book, both irresistibly ridiculous and both at the same
time possessed of a true dignity shining through all their absurdity.
Foor Toots, with his “It’s of no consequence whatsoever,” his vapid
chuckle, the trousers and waistcoats that are masterpieces of Burgess
and Company, and his hopeless devotion to Florence, rises to heights
of noble sclflessness. And even when Captain Cuttle is scrambling
quotations like a parody on T. S. Eliot and rambling through chains
of dim association suggestive of Joyce’s Molly Bloom, there is a heart
of tender sanity in his nonsense. “If you’re in arnest, you see, my lad,”
he comforts Toots, “you’re a object of clemency, and clemency is the
brightest jewel in the crown of a Briton’s head, for which you'll over-
haul the constitution as laid down in Rule Britannia, and, when found,
that is the charter as them garden angels was a singing of, so many
times over. Stand by!” 2

Seen with no such gentle satire as the Captain and Toots, certain
other characters represent disguised forms of Mr. Dombey’s own cold
egoism. Mrs. Skewton, Edith Dombey’s mother, with her specious cult
of the “heart,” is a hypocritical parody of the sympathies that flow so
sincerely in chuckle-headed Mr. Toots and the acidulous Susan Nip-
per; underneath the languishing phrases she is completely selfish and
venal. Major Bagstock, “leering and choking, like an over-fed Mephis-
topheles,” 2¢ covers a toadying malignance in a blustering pretense of
blunt-spoken friendship.

The name of Dombey, the Major tells its owner, 1s oue “that a nan
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is proud to recognise. There is nothing adulatory in Joseph Bagstock,
Sir. His Royal Highness the Duke of York observed on more than
one occasion, ‘there is no adulation in Joey. He is a plain old soldier is
Joe. He is tough to a fault is Joseph’; but it’s a great name, Sir. By
the Lord, it's a great name!” 2 And Mirs. Skewton, reclining in her
whecled chair like Cleopatra in her gilded barge, wants to know what
“we live for but sympathy! What else is so extremely charming! With-
out that gleam of sunshine on our cold cold earth, how could we pos-
sibly bear it? . . . . I would have my world all heart; and Faith is so
excessively charming that I won’t allow you to disturb it . . ."” %6

As a part of her patter Cleopatra dotes upon the Middle Agcs.
“Those darling bygone times, Mr. Carker,” she gushes, “with their
delicious fortresses, and their dear old dungeons, and their delightful
places of torture . . . and everything that makes life truly charming!
How dreadfully we have degenerated!” There is no such Faith today,
she goes on, as there was in the days of Queen Bess, “which were so
extremely golden. Dear creature! She was all Heart!” And then there
was her father, so bluff, so English, “with his dear little pcepy eyes,
and his benevolent chin!” 2* How appropriate that this creature of
masks and attitudes should have detachable hair and a painted rosy
complexion, and that when these are removed the little that is real
of her should be put to bed “like a horrible doll.” 28

Grim parallels to Cleopatra and Edith Dombey arc two figures from
that dark lower world on which Mr. Dombey looked down from his
railway carriage on the way to Leamington. But “Good Mrs. Brown”
and her daughter, Alice Marwood, are linked to Mrs. Skewton and
Edith by more than Dickens’s desire for an artificial symmetry of plot.
They symbolize the fatal mingling in society of those cvils that creep
from high to low like the greed-engendered cholera coiling from the
slums into lordly homes. There is a deeper significance than mere ac-
cident in Alice Marwood’s being the illegitimate daughter to an elder
brother of Edith’s father, and in her being seduced and abandoned by
Carker, Mr. Dombey’s Manager, as Edith has been bought in matri-
mony by Mr. Dombey himself. When the two mothers and their
daughters meet by chance on the downs, Edith is fearfully struck by
their dark resemblance to each other, and Mrs. Skewton guiltily jab-
bers her belief that Mrs. Brown is a good mother, “full of what’s her
name—and all that,” “all affection and et cetera.” 2° “No great lady,”
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Alice has previously said with bitter irony, ever thought of selling her
daughter, “and that shows that the only instances of mothers bring-
ing up their daughters wrong, and evil coming of it, are among such
miserable folks as us.” %° And looking after Edith, she exclaims,
“You're a handsome woman; but good looks won’t save us. And you're
a proud woman; but pride won't save us.” 31

* * * ¥ %

On every level in the world of Dombey and Son, although not in
every breast, the same forces are at work. From the stately mansions
of the aristocracy on Brook Street and the pineries of Mr. Dombey’s
banker-associates down to the rag-filled hovel of Good Mrs. Brown,
competitive greed and indifference to the welfare of others create a
cynical economic system that spawns all the vices and cruelties of so-
ciety. And of that system—it might even be called Dombeyism—Mr.
Dombey is the symbolic embodiment. He is not, of course, directly
and personally responsible for all the wrongs Dickens paints; and, de-
spite grave defects of character, he is not even inherently vicious. He
too has been shaped by the forces he now embodies. “When I thought
so much of all the causes that had made me what I was,” Edith says
of Mr. Dombey, “I needed to allow more for the causes that had made
him what he was.” 32 But Dickens has also come to understand that,
whatever the individual blame for the evils he is fighting, a statistically
large proportion of them must be laid at the door of Dombeyism.

That is why even society’s charities and generosities so often fail of
their stated objects. They are not really directed toward human wel-
fare, but are instruments of ostentation and keeping the poor in their
place. So of the Charitable Grinders’ School, to which Mr. Dombey
nominated Polly Toodle’s son Rob. Beaten daily by his master, “a su-
perannuated old Grinder of savage disposition, who had been ap-
pointed schoolmaster because he didn’t know anything, and wasn’t fit
for anything,” 38 what wonder that Rob tumns out a liar and a sneak?
“But they never taught honour at the Grinders’ School, where the sys-
tem that prevailed was particularly strong in the engendering of hy-
poctisy. Insomuch, that many of the friends and masters of past
Grinders said, if this were what came of education for the common
people, let us have none. Some more rational said, let us have a better
one. But the governing powers of the Grinders’ Company were al-
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ways ready for them, by picking out a few boys who had turned out
well, in spite of the system, and roundly asserting that they could only
have turncd out well because of it. Which settled the busi-
ness...” 3*

It is this emphasis on abstract forces that explains the diminished
role of the villains in Dombey and Son. Though contemptible enough
personally, they are not demonic creators of evil like Ralph Nickleby,
Fagin, Quilp, Sir John Chester, and Jonas Chuzzlewit. They batten,
not on the weakness of innocent victims, but on the vices of the power-
ful. Major Bagstock, “rough and tough old Joey,” that hypocrite of
truculence, exploits Mr. Dombey’s snobbery and pride; but Mr. Dom-
bey already had them, ripe for sycophancy. Mr. Carker, with his fcline
smile and those glittering teeth whose symbolic falseness Dickens is
constantly suggesting without ever stating directly, flatters the demand
for absolute abasement that Mr. Dombey was already making of all
those about him. In a sense, Mr. Dombey may be said to have tempted
and corrupted Carker rather than the reverse. Both the Manager and
the blue-faced Major merely smooth a way that everything in Mr.
Dombey’s background and character predetermines he shall travel.

This way is hinted as early as the second page of the book and im-
plicit in its very title. The three words “Dombey and Son,” we are
told, “convey the one idea of Mr. Dombey’s life. The earth was made
for Dombey and Son to trade in, and the sun and moon were made
to give them light. Rivers and seas were formed to float their ships;
rainbows gave them promise of fair weather; winds blew for or against
their enterprises; stars and planets circled in their orbits, to preserve
inviolate a system of which they were the centre.” 35 His fecling about
his first wife’s death is hardly more than a scnse of “somcthing gone
from among his plate and furniture, and other houschold possessions,
which was well worth the having, and could not be lost without sin-
cere regret.” 3 He thinks of himself and his wealth as all-powcrful.
“The kind of foreign help which people usually seck for their children,
I can afford to despise; being above it, I hope.” 37 When his sccond
wife asks if he believes he “can degrade, or bend or break” her “to sub-
mission and obedience,” Mr. Dombey smilcs, as if he had been asked
“whether he thought he could raise ten thousand pounds.” 3% Such is
the nature of the man whom Carker maliciously describes as “the slave
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The Dombey Family

of his own greatness . . . yoked to his own triumphal car like a beast of
burden.” %

Given these elements in Mr. Dombey, it is natural that he should
regard his daughter with indifference and bring whatever affection
is in his chill nature to the son who may carry on his name and busi-
ness. “He had never conceived an aversion to her: it had not been
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worth his while or in his humour.” 0 But when he sees her fear of
him and feels his exclusion from the tenderness between her and her
dying mother, he cannot avoid knowing that it is a reproach to him.
Later still, as he realizes that all the tenderness of his chcrished son
and heir is bestowed on his despised daughter, and obscrves in a mo-
ment of farewell the contrast between the limp and careless hand his
boy gives him and the sorrowful face he turns to Florence, it is a bitter
pang to the father’s proud heart.#t With what fateful steps it follows
that as she reaps the love his riches cannot command his indiffcrence
should turn to jealous dislike! And that when Paul dies, he should
see in her “the successful rival of his son, in health and life” and find
it “gall to him to look upon her in her beauty and her promise”? 42

In the course of the fierce duel between Mr. Dombey and his ob-
durate second wife, his resentment of his daughter deepens. While
his bourgeois pride dashes itself in vain against the barriers of her aris-
tocratic pride, who is it that wins his wife as she had won his boy,
“whose least word did what his utmost means could not! Who was
it who, unaided by his love, regard or notice, thrived and grew beauti-
ful when those so aided died! Who could it be, but the same child at
whom he had often glanced uneasily in her motherless infancy, with
a kind of dread, lest he might come to hate her; and of whom his fore-
boding was fulfilled, for he DID hate her in his heart.” 43

All this is handled with enormous skill and power. That the can-
cerous growth of Mr. Dombey’s bitterness is delineated with absolute
fidelity has never been denied. But there are readers who have not
been convinced of his later change of heart. Their skepticism, how-
ever, ignores both the repeated psychological preparations Dickens
makes for it in the book and the complex involutions of emotion in
human beings. Is there anyone who has not often known, cven as he
sullenly persisted in a course of injustice, that his behavior was inde-
fensible, and half longed to make the very change that he stubbornly
resisted making? Does no one ever turn with unavailing remorse and
belated affection to the memory of those he has wronged, and wish
that he could make amends and win the love he has thrown away?

These emotions have struggled in Mr. Dombey from the very be-
ginning. He has never been utterly without tender emotion, cven for
his daughter. Seeing her clasped in her mother’s arms, he has felt
an uneasiness that troubled his peace. On a later night he looks from
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his door upon his two children going to bed, and in the time there-
after his memory is haunted by the image of her small figure toiling
up the stairs, singing to the baby brother in her arms.” #* Leaving his
boy at Brighton with Florence, and bending down to kiss him
good-by, his sight dimmed “by something that for a moment blurred
the little face,” he has a twinge of feeling about his injustice that
makes his mental vision, “for that short time,” Dickens tells us, “the
clearer perhaps.” 45

Numerous impulses of contrition like these reach a culmination on
the evening Mr. Dombey returns from Paris with his bride and, pre-
tending to sleep, secretly watches Florence bent over her work from
which she occasionally raises to him pathetic speaking eyes. “Some
passing thought that he had had a happy home within his reach—had
had a household spirit bending at his feet—had overlooked it in his
stiff-necked arrogance, and wandered away and lost himself,” ¢ en-
genders a gentler feeling toward her. “As he looked, she became
blended with the child he had loved” and “he saw her for an instant
by a clearcr and a brighter light, not bending over that child’s pillow
as his rival . . . but as the spirit of his home . . .” 47 Almost about to
call her to him, he hears Edith’s footstep on the stairs, and the mo-
ment is lost. Florence becomes a weapon in his struggle with his wife,
and his softening hardens once again to resentment.

But after the flight of Edith and Florence, the bankruptcy of his
business, and the loss of his fortune, as he sits alone in his desolate
house, there is not one of these things that does not return to his
memory. Again he sees the small childish figure singing on the stair,
again he hears her heartbroken cry at the blow he struck her, and
knows that if he had not thrown it away he would always have had her
love, even now, in his fall, and “that of all around him, she alone had
never changed. His boy had faded into dust, his proud wife had sunk
into a polluted creature, his flatterer and friend been transformed into
the worst of villains; his riches had melted away,” but “she alone had
turned the same gentle look upon him always. . . . She had never
changed to him—nor had he ever changed to her—and she was lost.”
In his anguish, “Oh, how much better than this,” he cries in his heart,
“that he had loved her as he had his boy, and lost her as he had his
boy, and laid them in their early grave together!” 48

Even in Mr. Dombey’s remorse, though, with a marvelous touch
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of psychological insight, Dickens shows him still his old self. If he
had “heard her voice in the adjoining room,” Dickens writes, “he
would not have gone to her. If he could have seen her in the street,
and she had done no more than look at him as she had been used to
look, he would have passed on with his old cold unforgiving face, and
not addressed her, or relaxed it, though his heart should have broken
soon afterwards.” #° In their superb penetration these few vivid words,
for all their brevity, are equivalent to paragraphs of intricate psycho-
logical analysis.

His misery is resolved only by the unhoped-for return of Florence,
imploring his forgiveness instead of proffering the forgiveness he could
never have forced himself to beg. “I was frightened when I went away,
and could not think.” 5 Although the mercy is undeserved, no rcader
who has understood the entire delineation of Florence’s character
could doubt it any more than he could disbelieve the bchavior of Mr.
Dombey. What wonder that the broken man exclaims, in a passion of
grief, “Oh my God, forgive me, for I need it very much!” 5*

* * * * *

Throughout all this personal drama of pride, heartache, and bank-
ruptcy, Dickens has never lost sight nor allowed the rcader to lose
sight of the social bearings of his theme. On the crash of Dombey and
Son, “The world was very busy now, in sooth,” he writes, “and had
a deal to say. It was an innocently credulous and a much ill-used world.
It was a world in which there was no other sort of bankruptcy what-
ever. There were no conspicuous people in it, trading far and wide on
rotten banks of religion, patriotism, virtue, honour. There was no
amount worth mentioning of mere paper in circulation, on which any-
body lived pretty handsomely, promising to pay great sums of good-
ness with no effects. There were no shortcomings anywhere, in any-
thing but money. The world was very angry indeed; and the people
especially, who in a worse world, might have been supposed to be
bankrupt traders themselves in shows and pretences, were observed to
be mightily indignant.” 52

Two-thirds of the way through the book, Dickens had sounded his
own deeper indignation in a powerful outburst. “IIcar the m’ngistrate
or judge admonish the unnatural outcasts of society; unnatural in
brutish habits, unnatural in want of decency, unnatural in losing and
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confounding all distinctions between good and evil,” Dickens ex-
claims; and then go “down into their dens, lying within the echoes of
our carriage wheels,” and look “upon the world of odious sights,” at
which “dainty delicacy, living in the next street . . . lisps ‘T don’t be-
lieve it!’ Breathe the polluted air,” he bids us: “And then, calling up
some ghastly child, with stunted form and wicked face, hold forth on
its unnatural sinfulness, and lament its being, so early, far away from
Heaven—but think a little of its having been conceived, and born
and bred, in Hell!

“Those who study the physical sciences,” he goes on, “. .. tell us
that if the noxious particles that rise from vitiated air were palpable
to the sight, we should sce them lowering in a dense black cloud above
such haunts, and rolling slowly on to corrupt the better portions of a
town. But if the moral pestilence that rises with them, and in the
eternal laws of outraged Nature, is inseparable from them, could be
made discernible too, how terrible the revelation! . . . Then should
we stand appalled to know, that where we generate disease to strike
our children down and entail itself on unborn generations, there also
we breed, by the same certain process, infancy that knows no inno-
cence, youth without modesty or shame, maturity that is mature in
nothing but in suffering and guilt, blasted old age that is a scandal
on the form we bear. Unnatural humanity! When we shall gather
grapes from thorns, and figs from thistles; when fields of grain shall
spring up from the offal in the bye-ways of our wicked cities, and roses
bloom in the fat churchyards that they cherish, then we may look for
natural humanity and find it growing from such seed.” 5

In its faithfulness to the literal truths of human character and in its
portrayal of their social consequences, Dombey and Son is a realistic
development and elaboration of the themes fabulously set forth in
A Christmas Carol. Like Scrooge, Mr. Dombey is symbolic, but he
is also the mercantile reality of which Scrooge is a pantomime carica-
ture. The picturesque glimpses in the Carol of humble courage and
generosity, of evil and suffering, like brightly lighted scenes in a fairy
tale, give way to fully detailed pictures of life on a dozen levels, from
Mirs. Brown’s slum to Portland Place, all suggested in their relation to
each other. All the flashing intuitions of the Carol and The Chimes
are richly worked out in the intellectual and emotional comprehension
of Dombey and Son.
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Though not, like them, an cconomic fantasy but a realistic study of
contemporary socicty, it shares with them a curious strain of sym-
bolism and symbolic imagery. To please his son and heir Mr. Dombey
relieves the distress of Walter Gay’s uncle, but then gratifics his own
dislike of the courageous, high-spirited Walter by sending him forth
on the voyage of the ominously named Son and Heir. Walter Gay
survives, but the ship is lost—almost at the same timc as the child
who was always wondering what the waves were saying and who was
in a way its namesake. The cold depths of the mahogany board at
which Mr. Dombey sits just before his ill-fated marriage reflect vesscls
of dead-sea fruit riding there at anchor.% Beneath the picture that re-
sembles Edith in Mr. Carker’s dining parlor, there swings a chafing
and imprisoned bird in “a pendant gilded hoop within the cage, like
a great weddingring.” % At Mr. Dombey’s table a “long platcau of
precious metal frosted . . . whereon frosted Cupids offcred scentless
flowers” 5 separates him from his second wife. Constantly Mr. Dom-
bey's house and the meals there are described in terms of cold “and
that unnecessary article in Mr. Dombey’s banqucts—ice.” 7 And
when his daughter takes her wounded heart to the Wooden Midship-
man and its guardian, “A wandering princess and a good monstcr in a
story-book,” Dickens writes, “might have sat by the fircside and talked
as Captain Cuttle and Florence thought—and not have looked very
much unlike them.” %8

Such images—and there are many more of them—show that Dick-
ens’s creative powers were not working in naturalistic tcrms alone.
With a surface observation almost as detailed as Balzac’s and often
far more brilliant, underneath there are always depths in which his
vision pierces to something closely resembling myth and its mystcrious
power. These bold liberties with the canons of rcalism arc no less
exemplified by Dickens’s melodrama at its best. It is as irrclevant to
criticize some of the scenes between Edith Dombey and Carker by
saying that people do not talk like that as to complain that Mirabell
and Millamant converse in a shower of epigrams or that Iago distills
his hate into a concentration of poisoned words. Drenched in theat-
ricality, the interview in which Carker gives Edith Mr. Dombey’s
ultimatum is also tightly knit, loaded in every word with bitter sug-
gestion and emotional intensity, and dramatically effective through-
out every coil of its intricate subtlety.
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The total achievement of Dombey and Son makes it one of Dick-
ens’s great books. With a creative vitality hardly surpassed by any
of the books between it and Pickwick, it leaves all its predecessors far
behind in structural logic, intellectual power, and social insight. His
writing until now is the work of a brilliantly inspired youthful writer;
Dombey is the first masterpiece of Dickens’s maturity. Readers may
prefer individual scenes in Nickleby, Oliver, or Martin Chuzzlewit to
individual scenes in Dombey—although it is debatable that they con-
tain anything really better than Captain Cuttle and Mr. Toots—but
no one could say critically that they are better books. The problem of
building a unified plot around a central theme so imperfectly tackled
in Chuzzlewit is triumphantly solved in Dombey. None of Dickens’s
later books exhibit the loose improvisation with which he had begun;
their elaboration is not that of planlessness but of a vast cathedral.
And with Dombey, above all, Dickens has achieved a form by means
of which he can convey the more detailed and philosophic social crit-
icism that was to animate his work in the future.



CHAPTER FOUR

A Haunted Man

THE first outline of Dombey and Son that Dickens sent Forster
contained no hint of one element in the story that swelled into
unforeseen prominence: the friction between Mr. Dombey and his
wife. It was not altogether chance that what was to have been a study
of vainglory became at least in part a delineation of marital unhap-
piness. Poor, jealous, plaintive, amenable Kate, to be surc, was no
Edith Dombey. But Dickens, though he did not share Mr. Dombcey’s
freezing heartlessness, had enough of his rigid self-will. Even Dickens’s
difficulty in concentrating on his work is perhaps reflected in Mr. Dom-
bey’s neglect of the business enterprise that was his life’s pride. Grad-
ually Dickens had come to feel himself haunted by a specter of his
own unhappiness. Throughout the five months following the comple-
tion of Dombey he managed to keep up his spirits by the violent
stimulations of stage directing and acting. Then, as soon as they were
over, he subsided again into outcries of misery.

He had galvanized himself and his company of amateurs into a
frenzy of action. They would not only raise the money for the Shakes-
peare House curatorship; they would force the Government, as he
authoritatively wrote one correspondent, “to make Knowles the first
custodian.” * This time it was quickly decided to alternate between
Every Man in His Humour and The Merry Wives of Windsor, to-
gether with an assortment of farces.? Dickens willingly accepted a
proposal from Mary Cowden Clarke that she should play Mistress
Quickly opposite Mark Lemon'’s Falstaff.®* Although she would be the
only amateur actress in the group, it was fitting that the compiler of
the great Shakespeare Concordance be connected with the enterprise.
Soon Dickens was deep in the excitements of production. He sent
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copies of The Merry Wives of Windsor and Love, Law, and Physic
to members of his company.* He discussed with Pcter Cunningham,
the treasurer of the Shakespeare Society, what theater should be en-
gaged.® He dispatched advertisements to the newspapers.® He decided
the overtures to be played: before The Merry Wives “something
Shakespearian,” before Animal Magnetism something light, “like Fra
Diavolo,” and “jolly little Polkas and Quadrilles between the pieces.” 7

Busy though Dickens was, he made a point of asking Forster to
arrange an evening at Lincoln’s Inn Fields with Ralph Waldo Emer-
son, who had just returned to England from revolutionary Paris. A
fourth member of their party was Thomas Carlyle, whom Forster
greeted loudly as “My Prophet!” Carlyle was feeling in one of his
wild-Orson, savage-Isaiah moods, and fulminated about the lewdness
of the London streets, whoredom, and the wickedness of civilization.
Chastity in the male sex, he said, was a thing of the past; and Dickens,
seeing that their prim-minded American visitor was shocked, mischie-
vously endorsed the judgment. Emerson protested that in America
bridegrooms approached marriage as virgin as their brides. Incon-
tinence, Dickens piled it on, was taken for granted in England; if his
own son were “particularly chaste” (Charley was at this time twelve
years of age) he would be alarmed about his health. All this Emerson
solemnly confided to his journal.®

Dickens was now calling rehearsals almost every day at Miss Kelly’s,
both The Merry Wives and Every Man in His Humour, as well as the
farces to be given with them. He sat to one side at a little table near
the front of the stage, constantly leaping up to show the performers
how some piece of business needed to be done or the expression with
which their lines should be read. His own roles he carried off with a
fine dash. “In Love, Law, and Physic,” said Mrs. Cowden Clarke,
“he used to tuck me under his arm with the free-and-easy familiarity
of a lawyer patronizing an actress whom he chances to find his fellow-
traveller in a stage coach. . . . It is something to remember, having
been tucked under the arm by Charles Dickens, and had one’s hand
hugged against his side! One thinks better of one’s hand ever after.” ®

The “protracted agonies of management” kept Dickens, “like Fal-
staff” he said, “ ‘in a state of continual dissolution and thaw.’” 10
John Leech was so shaky in his words as the Marquis in Animal Mag-
netism that he put out all the other players. Dickens told him he must
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cither get them perfectly or drop out.** Leech obediently bestirred
himself: Dickens was soon able to report him positively “limp with
being brilliant.” The entire company was worked to death. “Stonc is
affected with congestion of the kidneys, which he attributes to being
forced to do the same thing twenty times when he forgets it once.
Beads break out all over Forster’s head, and boil there, visibly and
audibly.” 12

The final rehearsals were held at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket,
where Dickens had determined the plays should be performed. As the
crucial dates drew near he was swamped in final details—allotting
press tickets, checking over how completely the house was sold out,
seeing to the numbering of the seats.** Even the printing of the tickets
he kept under his own eye, designing a special form with a stub to be
returned to the holder, and decreeing that red pasteboard should be
used for the pit, green for the lower boxes, and yellow for the upper.

On May 15th The Merry Wives of Windsor and Animal Mag-
netism filled the theater with a gathering in full evening dress.*? T'wo
nights later, at Every Man in His Humour and Love, Law, and Physic,
a no less numerous assemblage included the Queen and the Prince
Consort. Both performances were brilliantly successful. Carlyle, to be
sure, was astringent about Shakespeare’s comedy: “A poor play,” he
said, as the curtain went down, “but plaudite, plaudite!” * Most of
the audience, however, were enthusiastic. Bulging Mark Lemon was
a hilarious Falstaff. Dickens covered himself with glory as Shallow,
adopting a senile stoop and feeble step into which he infused “a cer-
tain attempted smartness of carriage,” and inventing “a kind of im-
peded sibillation” of utterance, as if through the loss of teeth. IHe gave
the part a wonderful mingling of assumed virility and shaky decrepi-
tude.'?

The London performances barely over, demands poured in for
appearances in Liverpool and Birmingham.*® Stratford and Lecaming-
ton were also eager, but Dickens learned in a quick trip to Birming-
ham that the committee there were afraid performances so near by
would cut down the size of their own audiences. He consequently de-
cided not to include the smaller towns.® Manchester, however, was
fitted in, and saw the first of the provincial performances on Saturday,
June 3rd. There were flowers for Kate, Georgina, and the ladies of the
troupe at the Manchester Hotel; 2° and the theater echoed to wild en-
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thusiasm, with “the storm of plaudits . . . loudest when Dickens was
recognized.” 2! Thence the company went on to Liverpool and Bir-
mingham on the sth and 6th.

At railway stations Dickens flashed the free pass the railway author-
ities had bestowed upon his entire party. As the train sang along the
tracks he entertained them with countless stories. At one stop he
leaped out to get food at the refreshment room for one of them who
had complained of hunger, and came back with a plate of buns, cry-
ing, “For Heaven’s sake, somebody eat some of these buns; I was in
hopes I saw Miss Novello eye them with greedy joy.” Throughout
these journeys, said Mrs. Cowden Clarke, “there was a positive spar-
kle . . . of holiday sunshine about him; he seemed to radiate bright-
ness and enjoyment.” 22

Every Man in His Humour roused such a furore in Birmingham
that there were insistent pleas for a return engagemcent to play The
Merry Wives as well. As an addition to the bill, Dickens determined
on “the screaming afterpiece of Past Two O’Clock in the Morning,”
which he had originally acted in Montreal. Mrs. Cowden Clarke dined
at Devonshire Terrace on the evening he and Mark Lemon cut it
down to proper size for this purpose. On another such evening she sat
out in the garden after dinner while the children playcd on the lawn,
and was amused to see one of the little boys in eager conference with
his father, the light of the setting sun on the childish upturned face
while Dickens looked smilingly down. “The little fellow gave me so
many excellent reasons why he should not go to bed so soon,” Dickens
explained, “that I yiclded the point and let him sit up half an hour
later.” 28

By this time Edinburgh and Glasgow also were clamorous to have.
the company come north. The proprietor of the Glasgow theater, how-
ever, demanded an extortionate share of the receipts for its use. They
had never paid, Dickens exclaimed indignantly, more than a flat £50
for one night at a provincial theater.?* “It is quite clear, I take it, that
we are at the mercy of this Mr. Alexander, and must make . . . the
best terms we can.” But under no circumstances should these involve
anything but a fixed sum agreed upon in advance. “Also I would
recommend that he be as far as possible disconnected from the pro-
ceedings of the night.” Wilmott, Macready’s stage director, would
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come down and make all the stage arrangements a few days before-
hand.**

On the second railway journey to Birmingham, Dickens asked Mrs.
Cowden Clarke to hear him repeat his part of Sobbington in Past
Two O’Clock in the Morning. Nobody, she thought, could ever forget
“the convulsive writhes and spasmodic draw-up of his fect on the
rungs of the chair, and the tightly-held coverlet round his shivering
body just out of bed as he watched in an ecstasy of impatience the in-
vasion of his chamber by that horribly intrusive Stranger.” Lemon,
too, as the Stranger, was exquisitely comic, and the two men were
hand in glove in inventing liberties that lifted the farce to hcights of
absurdity.?®

Between the second Birmingham engagement, on Junc 27th, and
the Scottish engagements there was an interval of a few weeks during
which Dickens tyrannically rehearsed his company iu a new farce,
Used Up, to alternate with the others.?” In this piece Cruikshank had
the part of a blacksmith. Mrs. Cruikshank became 1ll, and he had to
give it up. Suddenly Mrs. Cruikshank was well again, and he wanted it
back. “O questa femina maladetta!” Dickens exclaimed to George
Lewes. “O Impressario sfortunatol—ma sempre dolce, tranquilissimo,
cristianissimo, exempio di pazienza! . . . In una parola—Carlo.” #*

On July 17th The Merry Wives was played at Edinburgh with Love,
Law, and Physic and Past Two O’Clock in the Morning. The follow-
ing night, at Glasgow, it was given with Animal Maguetism. Two
nights later there was a second Glasgow performance, at half priccs,
announcement of which had been carefully deferred, to prevent its
1n]ur1ng the sale of tickets for the carlicr performance.® On this
occasion Used Up was the farce, with Dickens acting Sir Charles
Coldstream.®® The hit of the piece, however, was made by Mark
Lemon as one of Sir Charles’s fop friends. During rchearsal Lemon
startled the company by inventing for this part a ridiculous little
laugh, exquisitely inane and disproportioned to the huge bulk of man
from which it came, a “squeaking hysterical giggle closmcr in a sud-
denly checked gasp.” Dickens was so delighted that “a dozcn times a
day, until the night of the performance,” he would make Lemon
repeat this “incomparably droll new laugh,” which transformed his
small part into an important one and brought down the housc every
time it was utrered.®!
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After the last night at Glasgow the company held a champagne
supper to celebrate the triumphal conclusion of their tour. Dickens
was in the most tearing spirits, asking again and again for Lemon’s
“fopling-laugh,” or suddenly calling out to Augustus Egg, as he often
did during the suppers of the group, “Augustus!” and then, when Egg
looked up, exclaiming half seriously, half playfully, “God bless you,
Augustus!” 2 Observing that Mrs. Cowden Clarke took no wine, he
said, “Do as I do; have a little champagne put into your glass and fill
it up with water; you'll find it a refreshing draught. I tell you this a~ a
useful secret for keeping cool on such festive occasions, and speak to
you as man to man.” %

The entire series of performances had been highly successful, the
gross receipts coming to £2,551 os. 8d. In the end, to be sure, the Gov-
ernment had granted Knowles a pension, so that it proved unnecessary
to establish him in the curatorship of the Shakespeare House, and the
profits of the theatricals were placed directly in his hands.?* The en-
terprise had been no less noteworthy as a source of enjoyment to the
performers. “What enthusiastic hurrahs at the rise of the curtain, and
as each character in succession made his appearance on the stagel”
Mrs. Cowden Clarke summarized, “What times those were! What
rapturous audiences a-tiptoe with expectation ...” 3%

* * * #* *

Proportional to the exaltation of those glittering nights, however,
for Dickens, was the depression that followed. The ghost had re-
turned. How insupportable was Devonshire Terrace “after that canvas
farm wherein I was so happy.” What was a humdrum dinner at five-
thirty “compared with that soup, and the hundreds of pairs of eyes
that watched its disappearance?” Why did he have seven children,
“not engaged at sixpence a-night apiece, and dismissable for ever, if
they tumble down, not taken on for an indefinite time at a vast ex-
pense, and never,—no never, never,—wearing lighted candles round
their heads” like the fairies in The Merry Wives? 3¢

As usual, he burlesqued his feelings. Of course he loved his children,
but what father of seven would not feel sometimes weighed down by
these responsibilities “taken on for an indefinite time at a vast ex-
pense?” “I have no energy whatever, I am very miserable. I loathe
domestic hearths. I yearn to be a vagabond. Why can’t I marry
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Mary!” 37 Mary was the farmer’s daughter in Used Up, with whom
Sir Charles Coldstream is in love, a fetching little charmer in pink
muslin and a ribboned apron: but the name may also have held some
nostalgic echo of the Mary of a vanished happy past “in those cham-
bers three storeys high.” 38

Other family troubles deepened the unhappiness of his mood. IHis
sister Fanny had long been in delicate health, and in November, 1846,
had broken down during an attempt to sing at a party in Manchester.
Medical examination revealed her to be suffering from tuberculosis.
The doctor advised that the truth be kept from her and her husband,
Henry Burnett; and Dickens, deeply grieved, insisted on her being
brought to London to be looked over by Dr. Elliotson. For a timce
there seemed room for hope, but in the course of the following year
her illness grew worse. By May of 1848 she coughed incessantly and
could obtain rest only by the use of morphine.* She was brought to
London again, to be examined by Sir James Clark, an authority on
pulmonary diseases. From him Dickens learned that she could not
possibly live many more weeks. In the purer air of Hornsey, a sub-
urban village north of London, quarters were found for the dying
woman and her husband.*®

One day in early July she felt better and her coughing almost ccased.
Only two nights before, she had been planning for “aftcr Christmas,”
but now, in the midst of this seeming improvement she suddenly
realized that her state was hopeless. Dickens was with her throughout
a painful hour of despair and struggle; then she resigned herself, and
voiced some wishes about her funeral and burial. Dickens asked if she
had any other care or anxiety in the world. “She said No, none. It was
hard to die at such a time of life, but she had no alarm. . . . Burnett
had always been very good to her; they had never quarrelled; she was
sorry to think of his going back to such a lonely home . . .” The sad
words must have twisted in Dickens’s heart as he recalled the dis-
harmonies of his own home. She was distressed, Fanny went on, about
the children she would leave motherless, especially the little crippled
child whose fragile health had suggested Paul Dombey to her brother’s
imagination; and she “spoke about an invention she had heard of that
she would like to have tried, for the deformed child’s back . ..” Com-
ing out of her sickroom into the bright summer day, Dickens was
wrung with grief and pity.#*
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Througbout the latter part of July, he visited his sister daily.2
Then, as she still lingered on, he allowed Kate, who was pregnant once
again, to persuade him to join her and the children at Broadstairs,
where she might “grumble ‘unbeknown’ to all, but our hoarse old
monster-friend, the sea here.” 43 At Broadstairs he continued to feel
“used up” and forlorn.** Any day might bring the fatal summons to
Fanny’s deathbed. Walking moodily on the shore, he tried to plan
his Christmas book,* or, giving that up, stretched out on the sands
reading Bulwer Lytton’s Harold.%¢

On the gth of August, he took the boys up to school at the end of
their vacation.*” Returning to Margate and walking along the road
where he was expecting Kate to meet him in their pony chaise, he was
startled to see an excited crowd, Kate in its midst, and John, the
groom, swathed in bandages. At the top of a steep hill the pony had
bolted. John, in a panic, had leaped out, leaving Kate alone to take
care of herself. “He says he was thrown out, but it cannot be.” 48 The
reins tangled in the wheels, the pony galloped madly downhill, Kate
“astounding the whole Isle of Thanet with her screams. However, she
kept her seat, and the pony, plunging over a steep bank, broke the
shafts and tumbled down,” #° “a mere bundle of legs, with a head
tucked up somewhere inside.” % The chaise remained standing on
the bank with Kate frightened but unhurt. John, all cuts and bruises,
was put to bed “plastered all over like Mr. Squeers, ‘a brown-paper
parcel chock-full of nothing but groans.”” 5* Unsympathetic in their
indignation, the women servants exclaimed, “How could he go and
leave a unprotected female in the shay!” 52

With the close of the month Dickens received word that Fanny’s
death was only a matter of days. He hurried back to town and out to
Hornsey. He found her in one of the paroxysms now constantly re-
current. “No words,” he wrote Kate, “can express the terrible aspect
of suffering and suffocation—the appalling noise in her throat—and
the agonizing look around,” followed repeatedly by a lethargy of ex-
haustion. “Sleep seems quite gone, until the time arrives for waking
no more.” 58 On the 2nd of September Fanny was dead,** and on the
8th her body was lowered into a grave at Highgate Cemetery.5

During these agonizing last days, Fred’s engagement to Anna
Weller continued to be a source of disturbance. “I must do my duty,’
Dickens wrote his brother, “by protesting against this connexion as
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fatal and hopeless. . . . I do in my soul believe that the step you are
about to take, is as disastrous and ill-advised a one as ever was taken
in the like dircction by mortal man.” What made it even worse, Dick-
ens now learned that Fred was in debt and looked to him for financial
aid. “I never supposed it possible that you would contemplatc mar-
riage, on your income, with such fetters on your limbs.” Dickens had
intended to set them up in housekeeping by furnishing their home
for them. But with all the claims of his children heavy upon him, he
did not feel that he could fling money “into the unfathomable sea of
such a marriage with debt upon its breast.” 5

Fred responded angrily. “I shall never justify the mean opinion you
have of me,” Dickens replied, “when you suppose it possible that such
a thing as your letter of Friday, can move me in the least.” *” Never-
theless, in a way that Dickens thought “unworthy of an independent
spirit,” Fred pressed for the sum of £80 to clear his immediate cm-
barrassments. “If I were asked to pay it to do you some good, or pro-
cure you some advance in life,” Dickens commented, “that would
be another thing.” Before making up his mind, he demanded a com-
plete accounting of Fred’s debts, to whom they were owed and for
what, including a statement of what would still remain unpaid, “and
how you would propose to clear that off, and exactly what cffect these
arrangements would have on your intentions as to marriage.” In his
“present absence of enlightenment on these heads,” he refused to
“make the least approach to a promise” that he would advance the
money.®8 In the end Dickens probably gave him somc assistance, for
not long afterward we find Fred confidently asking for further aid.

Dickens had by this time gone back to Devonshire Terrace for the
winter.?® While still at Broadstairs, however, he had been gricved by
the serious illness of Roche, “the Brave courier” of his Italian and
Swiss sojourns. The stout, bustling, cheerful creature was discovered
to have heart disease. “Roche was very ill last night,” Dickens had
written Forster, “and looks like one with his face turncd to the other
world, this morning.” ¢ During the fall his condition grew worse. Ilc
should have hospital care, Dickens thought, not be lcft alonc in his
poor lodgings. Dickens promptly sought the aid of Miss Coutts.

“Brompton Hospital,” he wrote her, “. . . is under an old obligation
to me, and they are very ready and willing to take him in; but the bed
he is to occupy (if he should live to go there) is not likely to be vacant
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for the next two or three months.” Could she not, therefore, use her
influence to have Roche admitted to St. George’s Hospital at once?
“I have the deepest interest in the matter. He is a most faithful, affec-
tionate, and devoted man. He is dreadfully changed from a fine hand-
some fellow, in a very short time.” 62

Roche was accordingly admitted to St. George’s, and for a time the
change and care did him good. “My dear Roche,” Dickens wrote him
in French, “I am charmed to reccive such good news of you, and I
hope . . . that you will soon regain your strength, to journey, for the
winter, to a milder climate than that of England. Before two years
have gone by, we must (the Brave and I) take a trip to Spain.” The
whole family asked about him continually. “While awaiting that trip
to Spain I spoke of, you will have to become excessively robust and
ruddy. Courage then, my friend!” 2 But the trip to Spain never took
place. Before the end of the following year Roche was dead.

% % * * *

During almost the whole of 1848 Dickens undertook no new work
of fiction. It is a far cry from the days when he had exuberantly begun
another long novel while its predecessor was still in full career. Be-
tween spring and fall his entire literary output amounted to no more
than nine short articles—totaling some fourteen thousand words—all
appearing in the Examiner. Small enough as the six months™ work
of any man of letters, for one as copiously productive as Dickens had
been in the great period from 1836 to 1844, it represents for the four
years that follow a striking shrinkage interrupted only by the great ef-
fort of Dombey and Son.

Several of these articles, however, strongly underline Dickens’s
views on social problems. “Ignorance and Crime” uses the Metropoli-
tan Police statistics of 1847 to point out the connection between il-
literacy and crime. Out of 61,000 offenders of all kinds, 22,000 were
totally illiterate and only a few hundred had more “than the mere
ability to blunder over a book like a little child.” Society must pull up
by the roots, Dickens insists, the comfortable belief “that a parrot
acquaintance with the Church Catechism and the Commandments
is enough shoe-leather for poor pilgrims by the Slough of Despond,
sufficient armour against the Giants Slay-Good and Despair, and a
sort of Parliamentary train for third-class passengers to the beautiful
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Gate of the City.” “Side by side with Crime, Disease, and Miscry
in England, Ignorance is always brooding, and is always certain to be
found.” Schools of Industry, where useful knowledge is reinforced
by “the sublime lessons of the New Testament . . . deep as the lowest
depth of Society, and leaving none of its dregs untouched, are the
only means of removing the scandal and the danger that besct us in
this nineteenth century of our Lord.” 63

In a review of Cruikshank’s The Drunkard’s Children, a sequcl to
The Bottle, Dickens protests against the notion that alcoholism is
caused by an injudicious nip of gin after dinner starting once decent
families on a downhill rush to destruction. He does not deny that per-
sonal faults and crimes are involved. But drunkenness “as a national
horror” grows from social causes not remedied by “the government
that forms the people, with all its faults and vices.” “Foul smells, dis-
gusting habitations, bad workshops and workshop customs, want of
light, air, and water, the absence of all easy means of decency and
health” are the main physical causes, and consequent upon these,
“mental weariness . . . the want of wholesome relaxation, the craving
for some stimulus and excitement,” finally, ignorance and the lack of
rational training.5*

These were the things that should come first, not African civiliza-
tion, foreign missions, introducing improved agriculture in Fernando
Po, and abolishing the slave trade, laudable as those other goals un-
doubtedly were. Let England begin, Dickens says in an article on “The
Niger Expedition,” with her own savages at home, before turning her
eyes abroad. “To your tents, O Israell but see that they are your own
tents! Set them in order; leave nothing to be done there; and outpost
will convey your lesson to outpost, until the naked armies of King Obi
and King Boy are reached and taught.” ¢

Dickens never falls into the insular complacency of lauding English
ways and occidental civilization generally as free from those shortcom-
ings and superstitions that afflict other more benighted parts of the
world. Often he seizes upon a foreign delusion to point out its ana-
logues at home. Visiting a Chinese junk, for example, moored in the
West India Docks, he describes the mimic eye in the vessel’s prow
by which she was supposed to find her way, the red rags fastened on
mast, rudder, and cables to ensure her safety at sea, and the eightcen-
armed idol Chin-Tee, with joss-sticks and incense burning before its
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niche. “It is pleasant, coming back from China by the Blackwall rail-
way,” Dickens then adds ironically, “to think that WE trust no red
rags in storms, and burn no joss-sticks before idols; that WE never
grope our way by the aid of conventional eyes which have no sight
in them . . . The ignorant crew of the Keying refused to enter on the
ship’s books, until ‘a considerable amount of silvered paper, tinfoil,
and joss-sticks’ had been laid in . . . ; but OUR seamen—far less our
bishops, priests, and deacons—never stand out upon points of silvered
paper and tinfoil, or the lighting up of joss-sticks upon altars!”” ¢

The attitudes defined by these articles come to weigh more and
more heavily in determining the very choice of dominant themes in
almost all Dickens’s later books. Even in David Copperfield, where
their influence is least striking, the cruel, gloomy religion of the Murd-
stones, the depressing toil in the warehouse, the sardonic passages on
aristocracy and blood, and the involved precedents and predatory
formulas of the Courts of Doctors” Commons all emphasize society’s
callousness to human welfare and its worship of blind eyes and brutal
idols. From then on, Dickens’s attacks are constant and relentless.
In Bleak House they unify the portrayal of the Courts of Chancery,
the slum tenements of Tom-all-Alone’s, Mis. Jellyby’s neglect of her
home for the natives of Borioboola-Gha, and the Parliamentary satire
on Coodle and Doodle. They make of Hard Times one concentrated
onslaught. In Little Dorrit they run through the elaborate parallels
between the Marshalsea, Mrs. Clennam’s grim imprisoning theology,
Bleeding Heart Yard, and the life of the upper classes, with their rev-
erence for that greasy golden calf, the great financier-swindler Merdle.
They dominate the rendition of the Veneerings and Podsnaps who
represent the voice of society in Our Mutual Friend, and whose only
values in the gray world of nineteenth-century London are the dust-
heaps that symbolize their material ambitions. Throughout these
novels Dickens develops consistently the social criticism—already im-
plicit, to be sure, in A Christmas Carol and Dombey and Son—to
which his Examiner articles bear witness.

Social criticism, however, dwindles to a minor strand in The
Haunted Man, the major theme of which had its roots in Dickens’s
relation to his own past. Its portrayal of unhappy memories haunting
the present may, indeed, have been partly responsible for the fact that
he had found himself unable to deal with it the preceding autumn and
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had been putting it off for an entire year. But now he could dclay no
longer if it was to be ready for Christmas, and he set himself to write
despite those difficulties and groans of tribulation that had come to
afflict his efforts at composition.

The first stage, he wrote Mrs. Watson, on October 5th, was “sitting
frowning horribly at a quire of paper,” and falling into a state of iras-
cibility “which utterly confounds and scares the House. The young
family peep at me through the bannisters as I go along the hall; and
Kate and Georgina quail (almost) as I stalk by them.” 7 Once again
he must “hermetically seal” himself up in his room all morning, “and
wander about the streets full of faces at night.” % “Grinding” away
at it, even though he was now in London and could not blame Genoa’s
lack of crowded streets to plunge in, or the sluggish waters of Lake
Leman, or the street musicians of Broadstairs, he neverthcless found
the story obstinately intractable. “The Haunted Man won’t do some-
thing I want him to do,” ® he complained to Miss Coutts. Perhaps
a little fresh air would help. “I think of taking him down to Brighton
next week for ten days or so, and putting an end to him.” 7 Then, just
two days before departure, the snarls untangled and the rest of the
story was written without too much trouble at the Bedford Ilotel.
“I finished last night,” he reported on December 1st, “having been
crying my eyes out over it . . . these last thrce days.” ™*

The Haunted Man was published, with illustrations by Tennicl,
Leech, Clarkson Stanfield, and Frank Stone, on Dccember 1gth, and
sold eighteen thousand copies before evening of that day.™ Toward
the end of the year a dramatic version by Mark Lemon was produced
with considerable success at the Adelphi Theatre. Dickens gave some
aid in the writing and rehearsal of the play, though his feclings about
the dramatization of a novelist’s works remaincd unaltered.”™ “But in
the accursed state of the law on this subject,” he explained to his
father-in-law George Hogarth, “I have no power to prevent it; and
therefore I think it best to have at least one Theatre where it is done
in a less Beastly manner than at others, and where I can impress some-
thing (however little) on the actors.” ™

Even in its narrative form, however, The Flaunted Man is a weak
performance. Its pallidness is slightly, but not much, rclieved by the
slapdash caricature of Little Moloch, the Tetterbys’ baby, a fractious
blight on the existence of its young brother, who staggers around all
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day under its weight, never catching more than “meek glimpses of
things in general from behind its skirts, or over its limp flapping bon-
net.” ™ The Tetterbys are a cruder variation on the Cratchit family,
and Milly Swidger, the redeeming angel of the story, a mature but still
more syrupy version of Dot Peerybingle. Redlaw, the distinguished
chemist, is a dimmer Scrooge, without the latter’s vivid and almost
hilarious misanthropy, the brooding victim of a gray melancholy per-
vading the present from an unhappy past.

Yet, feeble though the tale is, it is significant because it reflects the
inward preoccupations with which Dickens was struggling. Like Red-
law, he himself is a famous and outwardly successful man. In the
imaginative laboratory of his art, as in Redlaw’s test tubes and retorts,
there are hosts of spectral shapes like those glass vessels with their
chemicals, all subject to his power to uncombine and recombine.’®
But like Redlaw he has known wrongs and sufferings from under the
burden of which he cannot escape, until he asks himself whether the
years bring anything but “More figures in the lengthening sum of
recollection that we work and work at to our torment . . .” ™ Does
he indulge his griefs, ever evoking these phantoms of past and present
despondency? It matters not; bidden or unbidden, they come.?®

In the first scene with the Spectre, all of Redlaw’s feelings about his
life are, with slight modifications, what Dickens still felt about his
own. “I am he, neglected in my youth, and miserably poor, who strove
and suffered, and still strove and suffered, until I hewed out knowl-
edge from the mine where it was buried . . .” “No mother’s self-deny-
ing love, no father’s counsel aided me.” ™ It was unjust to Dickens’s
mother, but so he had always felt since the days in the blacking ware-
house. “My parents,” Redlaw says, “at the best, were of that sort
whose care soon ends, and whose duty is soon done; who cast their
offspring loose, early, as birds do theirs; and, if they do well, claim the
credit; and, if ill, the pity.” 8

Like Dickens too, Redlaw, although not so recently, has lost a be-
loved sister, who lived long enough to see him become famous. He
had also had a sweetheart to whom he had given his earliest and deep-
est devotion. “I was too poor to bind its object to my fortune then,
by any thread of promise or entreaty. . . . But, more than ever I had
striven in my life, I strove to climb!” 8 The parallels, of course, are
not made exact or complete; Redlaw’s beloved, unlike Maria Beadnell,
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is won by the man whom he has regarded as his best friend, and Red-
law remains unmarried in his empty bachelor chambers.

His experiences have not made him hard-hearted or uncharitable.
He sympathizes with the sufferings of others, and hastens to rclieve
misfortunes the instant they become known to him.5* But would not
both he and they be happier and better if they could lose their un-
tortunate weight of memories darkening every hour? 82 Thus reflects
Redlaw, taciturn, “shadowed by habitual reserve,” a haunted figure,
though still well-knit, with “his sunken brilliant eye” and “his grizzled
hair.” 8¢ Thus, too, Dickens, so deeply reserved about his inmost fecl-
ings despite the social buoyancy and frankness of manner that secmed
to reveal his every thought, and despite the demonic vitality that could
fling itself with such gusto into every enjoyment. Even in physique
he was no longer the almost girlishly beautiful figure he had been, but
a mature man, coming to think of himself as middle-aged, with lines
beneath the eyes, a glance that could be hard and unyielding, and
hair beginning to recede above the brow.

The Ghost grants Redlaw’s desire to lose his memory of wrong and
sorrow, and with it bestows the power to pass on the gift to all those
whom he approaches. Then Redlaw discovers, to his horror, that with
the memory of unhappiness depart all tenderer memorics as well, to-
gether with the softening influence on the heart that grief may bring.
All those he touches grow callous, surly, bitter, and brutal. The strug-
gling news dealer Tetterby and his devoted wife regret their marriage;
he notices with distaste that she is fat and aging, she that he is com-
mon-looking, small, beginning to stoop, and getting bald.8% Redlaw’s
servant resents his aged father, and the old man grows selfish and
querulous.88

In anguish, Redlaw prays to have the gift reversed. “In the material
world,” he cries, “as I have long taught . . . no step or atom in the
wondrous structure could be lost, without a blank being made in the
great universe. I know, now, that it is the same with good and evil,
happiness and sorrow, in the memories of men.” 87 Only Milly, his
servant’s wife, resists the spell, because sorrow has but made her the
more zealous to serve others and love them; and she is the instrument
by which his fatal gift is destroyed. In deeper understanding, Redlaw
realizes that not oblivion, and not a corrosive brooding, but the puri-
fying and strengthening influences of memory are the sources of self-
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conquest and peace of mind. Instead of praying for forgetfulness, one
should more wisely pray, “Lord, keep my memory green.” 88

Dickens knew this in his mind, but was unable to make himself feel
it is in his heart. Doubtless that is why the story seems so sentimental,
mawkish, and overmoralistic, and the characters insufficiently realized
for the emotion they are intended to convey. Its artistic deficiencies,
however, only underline the sharpness of the inner tensions Dickens
was striving to subdue. There is a personal and persistent discord that
has not been resolved by this endeavor to exorcise it into acceptance.
Neither the intellectual comprehension of a psychological problem
nor the attempt to impose its solution by an act of will can produce
a successful work of art. It must be felt in the very deepest fibers of its
creator’s being.

But Dickens, although he tried to believe otherwise and tried to
feel otherwise, was full of self-justification in his present frustrations
and steeped in self-pity for his past sufferings. In his domestic frictions
he might admit in the abstract that he had faults, but he did not really
think himself in any signficant way to blame, and his only resource
was to dash off on a trip or a further bout of theatricals or some other
distraction. In his fragment of childhood autobiography, begun not
long before or after The Haunted Man was conceived,®® he had said,
“I do not write resentfully or angrily: for I know how all these things
have worked together to make me what I am.” % It was true that he
knew that, but it was not true that his bitterness was gone. His par-
ents, he wrote in that very fragment, “could hardly have been” more
satisfied if, instead of being a “poor little labouring hind” in the black-
ing warehouse, he “had been twenty years of age, distinguished at a
grammar-school, and going to Cambridge.” ®* And as for his mother,
“I never afterwards forgot, I never shall forget, I never can forget,
that my mother was warm for my being sent back.” #2 Those are not
the accents of absolution.

It might perhaps be only through a complete ventilation of his en-
tire past and its conflicts, only by committing it to paper and as it were
casting it out of himself, that he could lay its unhappy ghost. Some
such feeling probably suggested the idea of writing his autobiography,
but after struggling with it for a time Dickens found it too painful and
gave it up The part dealing with his childhood, through the blacking-
warehouse days and up to the time he was a scholar at Wellington



660 ] CuARLES DICKENS

House Academy, he did give Forster to read. But as he came to the
humiliations of his heartbroken love for Maria Beadnell he found he
could not bear to allow anyone else to read, could not bcar cven to
go on. He gave them to the fire. Only in the disguised form of David
Copperfield, with many changes and omissions which are as signifi-
cant as what he tells, could he make confessional to the world.



CHAPTER FIVE

“Myself into the Shadowy World”

URING all the later part of 1848 Dickens’s thoughts were turning
more and more often to the form his next book should take.
Forster suggested that it be written in the first person, and Dickens
at once seized eagerly on this idea. The decision to fuse some of his
own youthful experiences with those of his hero, and to make the story
of David Copperfield at least in part his own story, would enable
him at the same time to'réveal and con¢éal the dark urihealed wounds
that he could ot expose without disguise, to analyze, to asséss; and
to assuage. Surely if in his own heart he confronted it all, the burdes”
would fall from him and leave him free. Shortly after the New Year,
still revolving the problem in his mind, he took it with him to Nor-
wich and Yarmouth on a brief holiday jaunt before settling down to
work,

Preceding his departure there had been two festivities at Devon-
shire Terrace, a dinner on January 3rd to celebrate the “christening”
of The Haunted Man and a Twelfth-Night birthday party for Charley
and the children, with a magic lantern and conjuring,* to which “some
children of larger growth” were invited.? For this occasion little
Mamey and her sister Katey had taught Dickens the polka that he
might dance it with them. In the middle of the previous night he sud-
denly found himself afraid he had forgotten the step, and, leaping out
of bed in the wintry dark, began practicing on the cold floor. On the
evening itself, only Captain Marryat and possibly Mrs. Macready
equaled Dickens in vigor and vivacity ¢ To Macready, who was once
again touring in America, Dickens described how they drank his
health, “then dashed into a Sir Roger de Coverley—then into a reel—"
and how, “for two mortal hours,” he himself and Mrs. Macready

[ 661 |




662 | CHARLES Dickens

“danced without ceasing—breathing Willie, prostrating Nina, reduc-
ing to ‘tarnal smash’ (as we say in our country) all the other couples
one by one. With shame and grief I own that at last I—I—gave in,
when she was fresh and active still.” 4

The following day he started off for Norwich, with Lecch and
Lemon for companions. After visiting the Cathedral they rode out to
Stanfield Hall, recently the scene of a frightful murder,® a grim place
with “a murderous look that seemed to invite such a crime.” ¢ Nor-
wich was disappointingly dull, “all save its place of execution, which
we found fit for a gigantic scoundrel’s exit.” 7 Dickens bought a bright
Norwich scarf as a gift for Kate, and then with his two fricnds went
on to Yarmouth, whence they took a twenty-three-mile walk down the
coast to Lowestoft and back.® “Yarmouth, Sir,” he wrote Forster, was
the success of the trip, “the strangest place in the wide world: onc
hundred and forty-six miles of hill-less country between it and Lon-
don. . .. I shall certainly try my hand at it.” ® That spongy and soppy
place, with its great dull waste of pebbled beach, was in fact to be-
come the home of the Peggottys and Mis. Gummidge and Little
Em’ly.

Back in London, Dickens still did not begin his book. Kate was ncar
her time for their eighth child, and she had had a hard time at the
birth of Sydney twenty-one months ago. Dickens consequently would
not risk going to Manchester to present a testimonial silver tea and
coffee service to his old schoolmaster, William Giles, although he was
a member of the committee of former pupils who werc making the
gift.** He had learned all the facts about the use of chloroform during
a childbirth, and had promised Kate, who was also apprehensive, that
she should have it.}1

The baby was born on January 15th. As they had feared, the birth
was not a normal one, and Dickens kept his word. “The doctors were
dead against it, but I stood my ground, and (thank God) triumph-
antly. It spared her all pain (she had no sensation, but of a great dis-
play of sky-rockets) and saved the child all mutilation. It cnabled the
doctors to do, as they afterwards very readily said, in ten minutes,
what might otherwise have taken them an hour and a half; the shock
to her nervous system was reduced to nothing; and she was, to all in-
tents and purposes, well the next day.” Administered by someone ex-
pert in its use, Dickens was convinced, despite the conservatism of
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the medical profession, that chloroform was as safe as it was miracu-
lous and merciful. A fortnight later Kate was “eating mutton-chops
in the drawing room,” and the baby—a boy, who was to be christened
Henry Fielding Dickens—was so thriving as to look, Dickens said, like
“what the Persian Princes might have called a ‘moon-faced’ mon-
ster.” 12

Meanwhile little Harry Burnett, his sister Fanny’s crippled son, had
just died, and the father wrote to ask Dickens if the child might be
buried in his mother’s grave at Highgate. “If you wish him to be be-
side his dear Mother,” Dickens replied, “why, let it be so, I can only
say do what will console you most, and what you think she would have
liked. You have a brave fine boy to rear up still, and God send that
he may be a source of happiness to you.” #3

Dickens’s father had also been exceedingly unwell. Going out to
Lewisham, where his parents now lived, Dickens found his father in
bed looking weak and low, and worrying conscientiously about “that
eternal Daily News.” (John Dickens was still discharging his old
duties on the paper his son had founded.) “I quieted his mind by say-
ing that I should write to Dilke, and tell that potentate how he was
going on.” 4

Three articles Dickens contributed to the Examiner around this
time show how little the treatment of pauper children had changed
since the time of Oliver Twist. Cholera had broken out at a baby farm
in Tooting where one Drouet boarded fourteen hundred children.
Soon the parish churchyard was too small for the piles of infant cof-
fins. Bitterly calling his first article “The Paradise at Tooting,” 13
Dickens pointed out that these small cholera patients had been left
without medical care, four in a bed, in foul, damp rooms.!¢ The po-
tatoes at their table were black and diseased,'” and their whole diet
so inadequate that they had climbed secretly over palings to pick out
scraps from the tubs of hogwash.'® Their bodies were emaciated and
covered with boils and sores.*® The guardians of the poor for the Hol-
born Union had paid only the most cursory attention to adverse criti-
cism; one of them recommended that boys who complained should
be horsewhipped. In short, the establishment “was brutally con-
ducted, vilely kept, preposterously inspected, dishonestly defended,
a disgrace to a Christian community, and a stain upon a civilized
land.” 20
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There followed, as Dickens noted, the usual defensive flourishing
of foolscap and red tape, the “official gabble . . . about responsibility,
and non-responsibility, and divided responsibility, and powers, and
scctions, and chapters,” 2! calculated to crush the recmedy “in a mill
of words.” Public indignation nevertheless led to Drouct’s being in-
dicted for manslaughter. But the judge before whom the casc was
tried directed an acquittal.22 There was no evidence, he said, that the
victims had been strong enough, even before they were placed in
Drouet’s care, to have recovered from the epidemic. “Drouct was ‘af-
fected to tears’ as he left the dock.” 28 Despite this fantastic verdict,
however, the publicity, as Dickens hoped, aided in the breaking up
of the child-farming system.

By the middle of February, Dickens had taken Kate down to Brigh-
ton, where she could enjoy the sea air and he could be thinking out
the plan of his novel and casting about in his mind for a title. Here
they were joined in their lodgings by Leech and his wife. Hardly were
the two families settled in than both their landlord and his daughter
went violently insane.2* “If you could have heard the cursing and cry-
ing of the two; could have seen the physician and nurse quoited out
into the passage by the madman . . . ; could have scen Leech and me
flying to the doctor’s rescue; could have seen our wives pulling us back;
&ould have seen the M. D. faint with fear; could have secn three other
M. D.’s come to his aid; with an atmosphere of Mrs. Gamps, strait-
waistcoats, struggling friends and servants . . . you would have said
it was quite worthy of me, and quite in kecping with my usual pro-
ceedings.” 28

At the Bedford Hotel, to which the lodgers moved, Dickens rc-
turned to his former cogitations. “A sea-fog to-day,” he wrote Forster,
“but yesterday inexpressibly delicious. My mind running, like a high
sea, on names—not satisfied yet, though.”2¢ As always, he could not
get started until the novel was named. At first he thought of Mag’s
Diversions, with various subtitles in which the hero began as “Mr.
Thomas Mag,” 27 then became “David Mag of Copperficld House,”
and finally “Dayid Copperfield.” 28 The title still went through a num-
ber of experimental changes, including The Copperfield Disclosures,
The Copperfield Records, The Copperfield Survey of the World as It
Rolled, and Copperfield Complete, before it settled down to the ulti-
mate choice, of which the full form was The Personal History, Experi-
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ence, and Observations of David Copperfield the Younger, of Blun-
derstone Rookery, which he never meant to be published on any
account.?® Once the hero’s name had become David Copperfield,
however, that never altered. Dickens was much startled when Forster
pointed out to him that the initials were his own reversed, and ex-
claimed that it was “just in keeping with the fates and chances that
were always befalling him. “Why else,” he said ‘should, I so obstinately
have kept to that name when once it turned up?’ ”” %

In London again before the end of February, Dickens wrote the
first two chapers. The opening number was to appear in May, but as
late as the 19th of April he was finding it hard to keep the story
going.3* “My hand is out,” he said, “in the matter of Copperfield.
Today and yesterday I have done nothing. Though I know what I
want to do, I am lumbering on like a stage-waggon. I can’t even dine
at the Temple today, I feel it so important to stick at it this evening,
and make some head. I am quite aground . . . and the long Copper-
fieldian perspective looks snowy and thick, this fine morning.” 32
Nevertheless, before the deadline Dickens managed to complete the
difficulty Yarmouth chapter, with its dewy lyricism and exquisite
touches of humor, and its chill transition back to Mr. Murdstone pet-
rifying all the tenderness of the Rookery parlor.3?

The number was an instantaneous and unmistakable success.
Thackeray, whose own semi-autobiographic Pendennis had already got
under way in yellow-covered installments, was warmly generous in his
praise. “Get David Copperfield,” he wrote his friend Brookfield; “by
Jingo it’s beautiful—it beats the yellow chap of this month hol-
low—" 3¢ And to Mirs. Brookfield: “Have you read Dickens?—O it is
charming. Bravo Dickens. It has some of his very prettiest touches—
those inimitable Dickens touches w® make such a great man of him.”
Then, with a touch of that rivalry which always lurked at the back
of Thackeray’s mind, he adds: “And the reading of the book has done
another author a great deal of good. In the first place it pleases the
other Author to see that Dickens who has long left off alluding to his
the O A’s works has been copying the O A, and greatly simplifying
his style and foregoing the use of fine words. By this the public will
be the gainer and David Copperfield will be improved by taking a les-
son from Vanity Fair.”’s

Thackeray came to a dinner at Devonshire Terrace on May 1zth,
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shortly after this initial triumph, among a group of guests which in-
cluded Phiz, Jerrold, Mr. and Mis. Tagart, and the Carlyles.* Jane
Carlyle, in a letter, was acid about the magnificence of the table, over-
loaded with “pyramids of figs raisins oranges” and candles rising out of
“quantities of artificial flowers”; at Lady Ashburton’s dinner parties
“there were just four cowslips in china pots—four silver shells contain-
ing sweets, and a silver filigree temple in the middle!” She also noted
the presence of “old Rogers, who ought to have been buried long ago,
so old and ill-natured he is grown,” and Mrs. Gaskell, whose rccently
published Mary Barton Dickens greatly admired, “a natural unassum-
ing woman,” Jane wrote, “whom they have been doing their best to
spoil by making a lioness of her.” 37 Carlyle was fecling in a more
genial mood, and laughingly replied to an inquiry about his health
in the words of Mrs. Gummidge, “I am a lone lorn creetur” and every-
think goes contrairy with me.” 38

Other guests of this year included Lord Jeffrey and his family, Sher-
iff Gordon, Lord Robertson, and more of Dickens’s Edinburgh
friends; artists such as Eastlake, Frith, and Charles and Edwin Land-
seer; the actors Webster, Harley, and Mr. and Mis. Keeley; old inti-
mates like Mitton, T. J. Thompson, and his trusted medical adviser
Frank Beard; and numbers of friends made during the Amcrican
visit, among them Prescott, Hillard, and Bancroft, now the Amcrican
Minister to the Court of St. James’s.?** One June evening Dickens was
a guest of Professor Owen at Richmond, where he heard the great sci-
entist describe a huge telescope built by a clergyman who was an cn-
thusiastic amateur astronomer. With it he hoped to sce farther into
heaven—Owen was going to say “than Lord Rosse,” when Dickens
interrupted dryly, “than his professional studies had cnabled him to
penetrate.” 40

* % * A* *

David Copperfield now progressed with rapidity and ecase.** On
May 4th the second chapter of the June number was sent to Browne
(who illustrated it with pictures of the friendly waiter drinking
David’s ale for him and of Mr. Mell tootling dismally on his flute); **
the very next afternoon the final chapter of the number was dis-
patched to Bradbury and Evans.#® Of the third number, “Copperficld
half done,” he wrote Forster on June 6th. “I feel, thank God, quite
confident in the story. I have a move in it ready for this month: an-
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other for the next; and another for the next.” #* At the beginning of
July, Dickens fell on his left side, where he sometimes had an inflamed
kidney, and had to be cupped and blistered. The injury delayed his
getting off the first chapter of the number, but by the 1oth it was com-
pleted.*s This was the section in which he used his blacking-ware-
house experiences. “I really think I have done it ingeniously,” he told
Forster, ‘‘and- with a very. comphcated mterweavmg of truth -and-fie-
tion, Vous verrez. I am going on like a house afire in point of hiealth,
afid ditto ditto in point of number.” #6

He was now at the Albion Hotel at Broadstairs, which he thought
beat “all watering places into what the Americans call ‘sky-blue
fits.” ” 47 He had intended to take his family to Folkestone from
August to October, but changed his mind on hearing that there was
neither satisfactory house-room nor bathing there.*® With Leech, who
planned to spend the summer near them, he accordingly ran down
to the Isle of Wight, where he rented Winterbourne, “a delightful
and beautiful house” at Bonchurch belonging to James White, a lit-
erary clergyman friend, and Leech took a neighboring cottage.#?
There was, Dickens added in a note to Kate, “a waterfall on the
grounds, which I have arranged with a carpenter to convert into a per-
petual shower-bath.” 8 To Beard he wrote that the fall was one hun-
dred and fifty feet, and to Bradbury that it was five hundred.5

Coming off the ferry from Portsmouth at Ryde, the Dickens family
ran into Thackeray, who was just leaving. “I met on the pier as I was
running for the dear life,” he wrote, “the great Dickens with his wife
his children his Miss Hogarth all looking abominably coarse vulgar
and happy and bound to Bonchurch where they have taken one of
White’s houses for the summer—" 52

At first Dickens found everything enchanting, although he had
some trouble getting into the swing of his work. “From the tops of the
highest downs there are views which are only to be equalled on the
Genoese shore of the Mediterranean . . . The waterfall acts wonder-
fully, and the sea-bathing is delicious. Best of all, the place is certainly
cold rather than hot, in the summer time.” 3 Forming a club called
the Sea Serpents, with a banner portraying a curling serpent cut out
of yards of bronze-green calico, Dickens organized p1cmcs to Cook’s
Castle.5* Here he boiled potatoes, and “Uncle Porpoise,” as the chil-
dren called Mark Lemon, ran races on the downs with an equally
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stout London physician, Dr. Lankester.?® Sometimes the youngsters
played with a flaming-haired little boy named Algernon Charles in
Lady Jane Swinburne’s garden while the grownups drank tea.®® There
were also merry evenings with James White and others, at which they
drank gin punch, enjoyed games, or watched Dickens give wonderful
exhibitions of conjuring as “the unparalleled nccromancer Rhia
Rhama Rhoos.” 57 A constant succession of guests further cnlivened
the summer: Dickens’s friend Talfourd, recently clevated to the
bench, Frank Stone and Egg, Jerrold, Browne, Letitia and her hus-
band Henry Austin.%®

A friend who did not come to Bonchurch was also much in Dick-
ens’s mind at this time. Giuseppe Mazzini, the Italian revolutionist,
had dined at Devonshire Terrace and, one Sunday cvening, taken
Dickens to see the school he had established at Clerkenwell for Ital-
ian organ-boys. Dickens had eagerly welcomed the proclamation of
the Roman Republic. He followed the siege of the city by Oudinct’s
army, his mind divided between detestation of Louis Napoleon and
the French and “admiration of Mazzini and his friends.” % With the
fall of Rome he was anxious until he learned that Mazzini had escaped
back to England. The public appeal issued that September for the
Italian political refugees was of Dickens’s authorship.

These exiles, he wrote, were “the good citizens who, when Rome
was abandoned by her Monarch . . . arose to give her law, tranquillity
and order . . . They are the brave besieged who held Rome with a
courage and devotion worthy of her ancient glories . . .” Their cn-
forced capitulation “to a foreign army forty thousand strong” was “an
ineffaceable stain upon the honour and name of France.” Now that
their noble cause was lost, England was almost the only free land in
which they could be safe. “Haunted by them, and the world’s enc-
mies,” they came to England “forlorn and penniless”; and England
should be “worthy of its love of freedom, and its high renown” by
coming to their aid.®

In the course of August, Dickens’s enthusiasm for Bonchurch gave
way to a note of discomfort. Even in his first letter to Forster he made
one reservation: “I have been, and am, trying to work this morning,
but I can’t make anything of it, and am going out to think.” 6
Around a fortnight later, “I have made it a rule,” he reported, “that
the Inimitable is invisible, until two every day. I shall have half the
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number done, please God, tomorrow. I have not worked quickly here
yet, but I don’t know what I may do.” > Then came the fecling that
his health required a different air. He would have to climb daily to the
top of the downs. “It makes a great difference in the climate to get a
blow there and come down.” But he fell prey to an obstinate cough,
was “‘stethoscoped” and ordered rubbings for his chest.63 By the end
of the month his disturbance boiled over in a long bill of complaints:

“Before I think of beginning my next number, I perhaps cannot do
better than give you an imperfect description of the results of the
climate of Bonchurch after a few weeks’ residence. The first salubrious
effect of which the Patient becomes conscious is an almost continual
feeling of sickness, accompanied with great prostration of strength,
so that his legs tremble under him, and his arms quiver when he wants
to take hold of any object. An extraordinary disposition to sleep (ex-
cept at night, when his rest, in the event of his having any, is broken
by incessant dreams) is always present . . . and if he have anything to
do requiring thought and attention, this overpowers him to such a de-
gree that he can only do it in snatches: lying down on beds in the fitful
intervals. Extreme depression of mind, and a disposition to shed tears
from morning to night . . . When he brushes his hair in the morning,
he is so weak that he is obliged to sit upon a chair to do it. He is in-
capable of reading, at all times. And his bilious system is so utterly
overthrown, that a ball of boiling fat appears to be always behind the
top of the bridge of his nose, simmering between his haggard eyes.”
His cough was so “constant, deep, and monotonous” that “ “The faith-
ful watch-dog’s honest bark’” was nothing in comparison. “It’s a
mortal mistake!—That’s the plain fact. Of all the places I ever have
been in, I have never been in one so difficult to exist in, pleasantly.
Naples is hot and dirty, New York feverish, Washington bilious,
Genoa exciting, Paris rainy—but Bonchurch, smashing. I am quite
convinced that I should die here, in a year. It’s not hot, it’s not close,
I don’t know what it is, but the prostration of it is awful.” ¢

The hyperbole of this outburst did not mean that Dickens was jok-
ing. Something in this climate—which had now become too mild—
he did find seriously enervating; a visit to him early in September con-
vinced Forster of his discomfort.®3 By the middle of that month he
was almost frantic to pull up stakes and get back to the “brisk and
bracing” air of Broadstairs.®® Only a few days before Dickens was to
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leave, however, Leech was knocked down while in bathing by a bad
blow from a great wave, and developed congestion of the brain. “Ile
is in bed, and had twenty of his namesakes on his temples this morn-
ing.” ¢ Dickens and Beard sat up with him all night putting ice to his
head 88 Dickens would not start, he wrote, “while I can be of any scrv-
ice to him and his good little wife.” % Leech became worse, restless
with pain, and unable to get any sleep.

Dickens suggested trying to mesmerize him into a magnetic slum-
ber, and the husband and wife anxiously begged him to try it. By this
time Leech was throwing himself ceaselessly about: “He was like a
ship in distress in a sea of bedclothes.” 7 An hour and a half passed
before he could be tranquillized enough to be put to sleep, but then
he fell into a quiet rest, and awoke much better. “I talked to the
astounded little Mrs. Leech across him, when he was asleep, as if he
had been a truss of hay. . . . What do you think of my setting up in
the magnetic line, with a large brass plate? “Terms, twenty-five
guineas per nap.” ” ™ It did not prove necessary to repeat the magne-
tism.™ Nevertheless, Dickens remained at Bonchurch scveral days
longer, stretching out nightly on a little sofa in the Lecches’ sitting
room, until he was satisfied that his friend was beyond further dan-
ger.™

At his old watering place he was delighted to receive good reports
of Leech’s improvement,™ and immediately felt better himsclf de-
spite a spell of bad weather. “Such a night and day of rain I should
think the oldest inhabitant never saw! and yet, in the old formiliar
Broadstairs, I somehow or other don’t mind much. The change has
done Mamey a world of good, and I have begun to sleep again.” ™
But he still had trouble working, and, “mowed down by a fit of lazi-
ness,” went to Canterbury for a day’s outing, then retumed. “I write,
as my friend Mr. Micawber says, ‘with a sickly mask of mirth,” but I
am rather behind time, and have been hammering away all day, until
I don’t know whether this is my head that is oppressing my shoulders,
or a pumpkin stuffed with lead.” 7

His half-yearly accounts, which Evans had brought him in Septem-
ber, showed that the first three numbers of Copperfield had not donc
quite so well as Dombey, but Dickens was not discouraged. Back num-
bers continued to go off, and the current numbers were selling a steady
twenty-five thousand. Bradbury and Evans, receiving nothing but
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the highest opinions of the story, felt very confident about it.”” Never-
theless, Dickens began to think again of what he called “the dim de-
sign” ™8 of a weekly periodical as a regular addition to his novel earn-
ings. Now it seemed clear to him that he must set it going in the
spring: “I have already been busy, at odd half-hours, in shadowing
forth a name and an idea.” ™ Meanwhile he plugged away at his sixth
and seventh numbers.

% * % * *

Back in London in mid-October,? Dickens received annoying news
of Thomas Powell, once the friend of his brother Augustus and clerk
of Thomas Chapman, Augustus’s employer. Out of pity for his wife
and family, the firm had forgiven his defalcations.8* The ingratiating
forger had subsequently passed forged checks among a number of
Croydon tradesmen and been haled before a magistrate, but escaped
prosecution by getting himself certified insane and committed to a
lunatic asylum at Hoxton. Released from there, he made his way to
New York, where he promptly cashed a letter of credit for £250 forged
in the name of a partner in the Chapman firm. Some flaw in the legal
proof of his guilt, however, led once more to his release. Presenting
himself to the New York newspapers as a literary man who had min-
gled with the great of London, he published in the Evening Post
a biographical and critical sketch of Dickens.f2 Among other false
statements so numerous as to make it, Dickens exclaimed, “from be-
ginning to end, one intact and complete Lie,” 8 the sketch stated that
Mr. Dombey was a literal and therefore libelous portrait of Thomas
Chapman.

Outraged, Dickens at once sent off a letter to Lewis Gaylord Clark,
containing a full account of Powell’s career and leaving Clark at liberty
to use it as he liked. This account appeared in the New York Tribune.
Powell retaliated by jailing the publisher of the letter and suing Dick-
ens for libel, claiming $10,000 damages.®* Dickens thereupon obtained
from Chapman’s firm a letter testifying to Powell’s thefts from them
as “too painfully true,” and copies of the correspondence dealing with
the fraudulent letter of credit he had presented in New York. To this
he added the London Times account of the proceedings before the
Croydon magistrates and a letter from Dr. Southwood Smith, who had
certified Powell for the asylum. All these Dickens had printed in a
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four-page pamphlet, of which he sent copies to New York and to
various newspapers.ss

Powell’s case of course collapsed, although in some strange way he
still managed to escape punishment and continued to move in New
York literary circles. As usual in Dickens’s brushes with the law,
however, he found himself out of pocket for his legal defense. “When
I find that I am obliged to smart to that extent,” he wrote Clark, “for
saving' your fellow citizens from a Swindler, I began to think your
law must be as bad as ours—I can’t think worse of it.” 8¢

During November work on David Copperfield was interrupted and
delayed by Dickens witnessing the execution of Mr. and Mrs. Man-
ning, which he made the occasion of two letters to the Times protest-
ing against public hangings. In the first he expressed his horror of
“the wickedness and levity of the immense crowd” in Horsemonger
Lane—*“thieves, low prostitutes, ruffians and vagabonds,” “boys and
girls”—fighting, whistling, joking brutally, letting out cries and howls,
showing no touch of pity or awed emotion when “the two miserable
creatures who attracted all this ghastly sight about them were turned
quivering into the air.”” 87 In the second he emphasized his argument
that such sights had only a hardening and debasing influence on their
spectators, and that from the moment a murderer was convicted he
should be kept from curious visitors and reporters scrving up his say-
ings and doings in the Sunday papers, and executed privatcly within
the prison walls.88 These two letters caused an enormous scnsation and
engulfed Dickens in “a roaring sea of correspondence.” 8 It was not,
however, until 1868 that the reform he suggested was effccted.

Unhappily, the letters also brought about an estrangement between
Dickens and Douglas Jerrold, who bitterly resented Dickens’s com-
promising in the slightest degree on the principle of abolishing capital
punishment.?® For a number of months they did not sce cach other,
but then it fell out that each was dining, with his own scparate party,
in the Strangers’ room of the Garrick Club. “Our chairs were almost
back to back,” Dickens told Jerrold’s son, years later. “I said not a word
(I am sorry to remember) and did not look that way.” But before
long, Jerrold “openly wheeled his chair round, stretched out both his
Lands . . . and said aloud, with a bright and loving face that I can sce
as I write to you: ‘For God’s sake, let us be friends again! Life’s not
long enough for this!”” o
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Continuing David Copperfield, Dickens brought his hero to the
point where he was finishing school and about to enter upon a profes-
sion. Rejecting a notion of making him a special pleader, he considered
having him enter a banking house,®* then rejected that too. “Banking
business impracticable on account of the confinement: which would
stop the story, I foresee. I have taken, for the present at all events,
the proctor. I am wonderfully in harness, and nothing galls or frets.” 23
The 20th of November saw his month’s work completed: “Copper-
field done after two days very hard work indeed; and I think a smash-
ing number. His first dissipation I hope will be found worthy of atten-
tion, as a piece of grotesque truth.” 9

Finishing this number freed Dickens for a long-planned visit to his
Lausanne friends, the Richard Watsons, at their ancestral home of
Rockingham Castle in Northamptonshire. Dating from the thirteenth
century, the structure surrounded a great court entered by an archway
between two bastion towers with curtain walls. Dickens described it
to Forster in a high-spirited parody of a recent American travel volume
whose author had been much impressed by the magnificent hospi-
tality of large country houses, especially by a guest’s clothes always
being pressed and put away whenever he took them off and his wash-
basin being immediately cleaned even though he might use it twenty
times a day.? “Picture to yourself, my dear F,” Dickens wrote gaily,
“a large old castle, approached by an ancient keep, portcullis, &c, &c,
filled with company, waited on by six-and-twenty servants; the slops
(and wine-glasses) continually being emptied; and my clothes (with
myself in them) always being carried off to all sorts of places; and you
will have a faint idea of the mansion in which I am at present stay-
ing.” % :

Dickens tremendously enjoyed this holiday. He flirted playfully with
Miss Mary Boyle, a niece of Mrs. Watson’s, a tiny, blue-eyed lady two
vears his senior, she flirted back, and he wrote her a burlesque of
Gray’s “Elegy” in which he punningly declared himself mortally smit-
ten by her charms.®” On the last night of his visit there were private
theatricals, conjuring by Dickens, and country dances in the great hall
lasting until three in the morning. Dickens and Miss Boyle played Sir
Peter and Lady Teazle in some scenes from The School for Scandal
and the scene of the lunatic on the wall making passionate declara-
tions of love to Mrs. Nickleby. “To see all the household,” he con-
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cluded his American parody, “headed by an enormously fat house-
keeper, occupying the back benches last night, laughing and applaud-
ing without any restraint; and to see a blushing sleek-headed footman
produce, for the watch-trick, a silver watch of the most portentous di-
mensions, amidst the rapturous delight of his brethren and sisterhood;
was a very pleasant spectacle, even to a conscientious republican like
yourself or me, who cannot but contemplate the parent country with
feclings of pride in our land which (as was well observed by the Hon-
ourable Elias Deeze, of Hartford, Conn.) is truly the land of the
free.” o8

He signalized his return to London by writing Mrs. Watson a letter
of mock despair. “Plunged in the deepest gloom,” his thoughts were
being driven “to madness. On the way here I was a terror to my com-
panions, and I am at present a blight and mildew on my home.” Un-
der his elaborate signature he added a postscript: “I am in such an
incapable state, that after exccuting the foregoing usual flourish I
swooned, and remained for some time insensible. Ha, ha, hal Why was
I ever restored to consciousness!!!” # But the first two or three wecks
of every month, as he explained to another correspondent, he was “the
Slave of the Lamp called Copperfield,” °° and he was soon driving
ahead cheerfully enough.

As he neared the end of his number he received a curious and touch-
ing communication. This was from a chiropodist and manicurist
named Mrs. Seymour Hill; a-tiny-dwaff, whom hie Tiad scen-trotting
around ‘on-sh6tt iégs in thé neighborhood of Devonshire Terrace, and
whose grotesque oddity of physique he had used for Miss Mowcher
in his story, never imagining it would mect her eyes.*0* But she had
seen it, and been bitterly hurt: “I have suffered long and much,” she
wrote, “from my personal deformities but never before at the hands
of a Man so highly gifted as Charles Dickens . . .” What made the
injury worse was that the character was clearly intended to be odious.
“Now you have made my nights sleepless and my daily work tear-
full.” 202

Dickens was moved to remorse. He was unfeignedly sorry, he replied,
to have given her a moment’s distress. It was true that he had partly
had her in mind, but a great portion of the character was based on
someone quite different, and even in appearance Miss Mowcher re-
sembled almost as much still another person, unknown to him, whom
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he had passed in the streets. “Pray consider all these things and do
not make yourself unhappy.” He was so pained by her distress that
to prevent her passing “another of those sleepless nights” he would
alter the entire design of the character from his original intention “and
oblige the Reader to hold it in a pleasant remembrance.” 2°¢ This
offer Mrs. Hill accepted, and in the later numbers of the novel Dickens
faithfully kept his promise.

At the end of the month he confronted “the first page of Copper-
field No. 10, now staring at me,” he said, “with what I may literally
call a blank aspect,” * and began mournfully considering little
Em’ly’s flight with Steerforth. It made him think of all those lost crea-
tures of the streets of whom he knew so many in connection with the
aid he gave Miss Coutts in her Home for them at Shepherd’s Bush
“In all you suggest with so much feeling,” he wrote his friend Cerjat,
“about their return to virtue being cut off, I concur with a sore
heart. I have been turning it over in my mind for some time, and
hope, in the history of Little Em’ly (who must fall—there is no hope
for her), to put it before the thoughts of people in a new and pathetic
way, and perhaps to do some good.” ¢

The second half of Copperfield, in spite of many additional labors
and numerous other activities, went along smoothly and confidently.
Only a few days after Dickens had sent proof sheets of the tenth num-
ber to Lord Jeffrey he learned of his old friend’s death. “Poor dear
Jeffrey! I bought a Times at the station yesterday morning, and was so
stunned by the announcement, that I felt it in that wounded part
of me . . . I had a letter from him in extraordinary good spirits within
this week or two—he was better, he said, than he had been for a
long time . . . I say nothing of his wonderful abilities and great career,
but he was a most affectionate and devoted friend to me .. .” 108

In February, Dickens was portraying David’s infatuation for Dora.
“I begin to have my doubts of being able to join you,” he wrote
Forster, “for Copperfield runs high, and must be done to-morrow.
But I'll do it if possible, and strain every nerve. Some beautiful comic
love, I hope, in the number.” 297 In March, he went away to Brighton
for a while “to pursue Copperfield in peace.” 18 “Such weather here!”
he exclaimed to Henry Austin. “So bright and beautiful! and here I
sit, glowering over Copperfield all day—though God forbid I should
represent there being any hardship in that.” *°® Although Dora, he
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knew, was to die, he had not quite made up his mind when it should
happen. “Undecided about Dora,” he wrote Forster in May, “but
MUST decide to-day.” 110

The approach of summer saw Dickens so pressed with work that he
looked forward to a visit to the sea. “I hope to go down to that old
image of Eternity that I love so much, and finish . . . to its hoarse mur-
mur. May it be as good a book as I hope it will be, for your children’s
children to read.” 1** Dickens made a short trip to Paris in June, and
then in August went to Broadstairs, where he expected to remain
“until the end of October, as I don’t want to come back to London
until I shall have finished Copperfield.” 132 Here he was rejoiced to
learn that James White, his landlord at Winterbourne, would be
joining him. “You will find it the healthiest and freshest of places;
and there are Canterbury, and all varieties of what Leigh Hunt calls
‘greenery’ within a few minutes’ railway ride.” 13

At Broadstairs the end of the story was written with rising excite-
ment. “I have been hard at work these three days, and have still Dora:
to kill. But with good luck, I may do it to-morrow. . . . Am eschewing
all sorts of things that present themselves to my fancy—coming in such
crowds!” ¢ “I have been tremendously at work these two days; cight
bours at a stretch yesterday, and six hours and a half today, with the
Ham and Steerforth chapter, which has completely knocked me over—
utterly defeated mel” 115 “I shall soon be sitting down to my final
wrestle with Copperfield. . . . I am looking very hard at a blank quire
of paper, and trying to persuade myself that I am going to begin
Nos. 19 and 20 in earnest.” ¢ Finally, on October z1st, therc comes.
word of its conclusion: “I am within three pages of the shore; and am
strangely divided, as usual in such cases, betwcen sorrow and joy.
Oh, my dear Forster, if I were to say half of what Coppcrficld makes
me feel to-night, how strangely, even to you, I should be turncd inside

out! T seem.to be sending some part of myself into the Shadowy
World.” 117 &~



CHAPTER SIX

His Favorite Child

criticisM: David Copperfield

F all Dickens’s novels, David Copperfield is the most enchanting.
Few novelists have ever captured more poignantly the feeling of
childhood, the brightness and magic and terror of the world as seen
through the eyes of a child and colored by his dawning emotions.
Dickens renders all the vividness and flavor of those early days when
the grass is unbelievably green and fruit “riper and richer than fruit
has ever been since.” * He mirrors the tenderness of reposing safely in
the assurance of maternal love, the heart-quaking mystery of a sudden
harshness or frightening anger in grownups, the disjointed strange-
ness of a universe discovered to contain such wonders as geese and
crocodiles and graveyards and cathedrals. David has, too, the savagery
and brutality of boyhood, its boyish hero-worship, and its luminous
blur of shining aspiration. And, following on these, come the widen-
ing though still confused horizons of adolescence and its endeavors
to grasp the world, the problems of embarking upon a career, the
tremulous silliness and ecstasy of youthful love.

All these things have their roots in Dickens’s personal experience,
and derive their depths from the intensity of his feeling about his own
childhood and days of youth. Above all, they are steeped in his child-
hood unhappiness and sense of rejection, and in the—n‘?ﬁ?rmmt-
break of hisTove for Maria Beadnell. The elements in his own past
that Dickens uses and those he does not tell at all, the way he weaves
them in with imagined episodes, and the nature of the invented ma-
terial, are all deeply revealing. Both the suppressions and the fantasy
are profoundly indicative of the wounds that were still unhealed after
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a quarter of a century. In addition to its delight as a story, David Cop-
perfield is thus of cardinal significance to the psychologist and the
biographer.

Not every deviation from the literal facts of Dickens’s own career, of
course, is emotionally meaningful. Some are determined by t the neces-
sities of adjustment to other fictional elements in the narratwe that
WW%S s experiences
as a shorthand writer 1 ors’ Commons certainly suggested start-
ing David toward becoming a proctor there, the fact does not mean
that Dickens ever really aspired to membership in that genteel legal
fraternity. He needed a comfortable profession for Betsey Trotwood
to settle David in, and rejected banking as an alternative because he
wanted David to have no fixed hours of work. Banking in turn may
have entered Dickens’s mind because it was the occupation of Mr.
Beadnell, but it does not follow that Dickens ever seriously desired
to be a banker or thought of it at all except in the boyish way in which
a youngster wishes he might become a man of wealth.

Doctor Strong’s school at Canterbury, on the other hand, with its
red-brick walls and great stone urns and clerkly rooks pacing the grass
of the quiet courtyard, is the embodiment of all that passionate desire
for education with which the little laboring hind in the blacking ware-
house had so desperately wept as he felt crushed within his breast all
his “early hopes of growing up to be a learned and distinguished
man.” * The gentle, erudite old Doctor and the well-ordered teachlng,
the ¢ grave “Serenity of the building and the “noble games” ® in its
green close—so different from the red-faced ‘and ferocious Creakle
and the dirty desolation of Salem House Academy or their prototypes
Mr. Jones and the inky schoolroom at Wellington House—were the
visions of what Dickens had longed for and never had. Though he had
achieved things greater than being ° ‘distinguished-at a grammar-
school, and going to Cambridge,” * he could not help dreaming of the
happier boyhood and better education that had not been. Perhaps,
too, since this story of a boy who becomes a reporter and then a
famous novelist was bound to be identified by readers with Dickens.
himself, he was unable te-zesist the temptation to portray his school-

ing as fuller fragmentary than it was, ...
Other changes in the facts came from still more aching depths. The

most distressing things in that buried past he found it unbearable,
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even in a fictional confession, to reveal in their literal and painful
truth. No reader might know with certainty that these things had in-
deed happened to Charles Dickens, but it did not matter: he could
not lay them bare without disguise. To deal with them at all was like
constricting a tortured nerve. Only by indirection and circumvention
was he able to approach thosc dreadful and secret places in his heart
And even in doing that much he shrank as one might from tearing
off a hideous and half-healed scar.

In this way one may understand the succession of surrogate parents

who move through David Coppersélds=story, from the youthfal
Thother and thefaithful-seivant Peggotty, to the dark and wrathful

stepfather Mr. Murdstone and his inexorable sister, Mr. and Mrs.
Micawber, with whom the orphaned boy lives in London, and the
fairy godmother, Miss Betsey Trotwood, and the wandering-witted
but gentle Mr. Dick. They are all dissolutions and refusions of Dick-
ens’s own actual pal'entmmﬁgmﬂm
arated from each other and for themwwm
all, so that without filial disloyalty David may feel towat i
different ways Dickens did toward his father and mother. Each of
these people symbolizes one sharply differentiated aspect of Dickens's
merged and contradictory sentiments about John and Elizabeth
Dickens.

David’s pretty young mother—that “loving baby,” 8 as Miss Betsey
calls her—laughing and singing in her soft voice, dancing in the par-
lor, and winding her bright curls around her finger, is the
everyone has in early childhood, the divine,-angetic Tother; alt—ter-
derness and beauty, dwelling with her child in the Eden of infancy.
The mother, too, that every child loses, with the realization that he
is not the only center of her world, and that Dickens lost in the be-
wildered unhappiness of the Bayham Street days if she had not begun
fading away before. That mother died for-Dickens, beyord-all hope
of recovery, in the crisis.of-his-misery-at-the-blacking warchouse, when

she was warm for his being sent back to that place of déspair, __..

P

The devoted Peggotty, with her bursting hugs and her needle-
pricked forefinger, is also a mother-image, although she may have
traces too of Mary Weller, the servant of the Chatham days. She is
the hard-working mother who presides over the kitchen and the
pantry, bakes the pastries, mends the clothes from a bright-lidded
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scwing box, and has such puzzling alternations of crossness and affec-
tion. Although she is not so idealized as the dream-mother of infancy,
she is more firmly set in a reality that wﬂl not altogether melt away
with the yeats.

There 1§ 1o father -image in the earlier part of David Copperfield
corresponding cither to David’s mother or to Peggotty. David’s father
has dicd before his son was born, and Dickens’s fictional self has no
all-powerful father to hoist him onto tables for the piping of comic
songs or to take him on those wordily cheerful rambles Dickens knew
as a boy. Dickens loved his father, but years of rescuing him from the
troubles into which his feckless irresponsibility stumbled had almost
entirely destroyed any reverential estimate of a father as one to look
up to. The first appearanmm ‘the-shape. of
the Tival for his mother’s love, the darkly ominous Mr. Murdstone,
who becomes David’s stepfather and tyrant.

This fictional alteration of the autobiographic facts enables Dickens
to transform the jealousy a boy feels of the tie between his parents to
the resentment of a stepfather. It renders that feeling still more justi-
fiable by delineating Mr. Murdstone in colors of gloomy cruelty. It is
Mr. Murdstone, too, who is responsible for David’s heartbreak as a
laboring factory child, and he does not merely consent to it in finan-
cial desperation, as Dickens’s kindly and helpless father did, but de-
crees W“'

" Under Murdstone’s domination the gentle and seraphic mother
sinks into her early grave and is replaced in her home by his carping
sister, who dislikes boys and to whom Murdstone has always been
more truly wedded than he was to his timid and shrinking wife. This
stony-hearted pair, coldly murdering love with their hard doctrine of
“firmness,”’ ammwm&éhé of
course; they are symbols of the cruel face that life had come to wear

for_the child torn from hi§ paradise and condemned to humxhatlng

slavery T @ world where parental love seemed catastrophically to have
tumW

Hard isexi Dickens’s actual parents, disguised
as Mr. and Mrs. Micawber. When David begi washing bottles

and pasting on labels, they are introduced merely as the struggling
couple within whose house a place is found for him to sleep. In his
misery and degradation during that lonely life they stand in loco
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parentis to the orphaned boy, but once more, eyen in fiction, Dickens
cannot_nerve himself to the open admissi \tha?—“ﬁ”ls o“;v?parents
. WEIe- Mﬂmmﬁ/ag};ﬂl;u of straﬁcrs—whom
chance has brought into i TMr. Micawber, with his
plump figure, imposing shirt collar, and tassekmk repre-
sents the pompous, financially slipshod, irresponsible side of John
Dickens’s_character. Poor careworn Mis. Mﬁg%‘l;e—r always Twsing
her twmsm‘sp‘oons making blurred, ineffectual plans to
establish a girls’ school, elastlcally recovering from fainting fits to eat
lamb chops.and drink warm ale, is - digwn-from-Elizabeth-Dickeris a5
she was in"Bayham Street an”c'l’Gower Street. But there¢ 1§ no trace of
the angel-mother, and no such thing @5'the father-god, hardly even the
father-friend, little more than the jovial pot-companion.

Micawber has all of John Dickens’s grandiloquence of utterance.
“Under the impression,” he tells David at their first meeting, “that
your peregrinations in this metropolis have not as yet been extensive,
and that you might have some difficulty in penetrating the arcana of
the Modern Babylon in the direction of the City Road—in short, that
you might lose yourself—I shall be happy to call this evening, and in-
stall you in the knowledge of the nearest way.” ¢ Speaking of his
father-in-law, Micawber says: “Take him for all in all, we ne’er shall—
in short, make the acquaintance, probably, of anybody else possessing,
at his time of life, the same legs for gaiters, and able to read the same
description of print, without spectacles.” ?

Forster illustrates the parallel with quotations from the elder Dick-
ens: “I must express my tendency to believe that his longevity is
(to say the least of it) extremely problematical”; “The Supreme Being
must be an entirely different individual from what [ have every reason
to believe Him to be, if He would care in the least for the society of
your relations.” 8 Writing from Genoa of the departure of an English
physician in 1844, Dickens genially parodied his father’s style: “We
are very sorry to lose the benefit of his advice—or, 1s my father would
say, to be deprived, to a certain extent, of the concomitant advantages,
whatever they may be, resulting from his skill, such as it is, and his
professmnal attendance, in so far as it may be so consxdered 79

There is only a fond teasing in these details wber por-
trayal, but. b 1 many of the darker shadows of
Dickens’s unhaEEX childhood. T ouse in Windsor Ter-
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rageis~xeally Gower Strect, with angry creditors forcing themselves

into the passage demanding payment and John Dickens oscillating be-
tween despair and rebound. With the dirty-faced bootmaker bawling
ibuse, “Mr. Micawber would be transported with grief and mortifi-
cation, even to the length (as I was once made aware by a scream
from his wife) of making motions at himself with a razor; but within
half an hour afterwards, he would polish up his shoes with extraor-
dinary pains, and go out, humming a tune with an air of greater gen-
tility than ever.” 10 W: “On one oc-
casion, when an execution had just been put in ... I'saw her lying
(of course with the twins) under the grate in a swoon, with her hair
all torn about her face; but I never knew her more cheerful than she
was, that very same night, over a veal-cutlet before the kitchen fire,
telling me stories about her papa and mama, and the company they
used to keep.”

Mr. Micawber's incarceration in the King’s Bench prison is John
Dickens’s imprisonment in the Marshalsea, and David pawiing books
and spo&Msing of the “library” and
the family’s poor scraps of silyer. All the facts of the jail sojourn that
Dickens wrote out for Forster are in the story: the tears, the selling of
the furniture and camping out in the denuded parlors, the removal
from the house, with the rest of the family going to the prison and the
boy to a garret “commanding a pleasant prospect of a timber-yard.” 12
The humiliations that these ‘experiences were in actuality, however,
are all softened by the alteration of David’s relationship-to-the Mic-
awbers. T ————
—Dickens takes pains, furthermore, not to be unfair to the virtucs of
his parents even while painting their weaknesses. Micawber is always
in debt and in difficulties, but he_is nejther laz incompetent.
T'EEIWE industry: “I must do Mr. Micawber the
justice to say,” he remarks, “that although he would appcar not to
have worked to any good account for himsclf, he is a most untiring
man when he works for other people. I never saw such a fellow.” The
“distracted and impetuous manner,” Traddles goes on, in which he
dives “among papers and books; to say nothing of the immense nurn-
ber of letters he has written . . . is quite extraordinary.” ¥ Even the
portrayal of Dickens’s mother is tinged with affectionate forgiveness
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My magnificent order at the public house

and understanding: “There was a great deal of good in Mrs. Micaw-
ber’s heart, which had not been dunned out of it in all those many
years.” 1 And, indeed, Dickens goes beyond the facts when he de-

lineates tlle/Mjgawbem—a&mwﬂhngaﬂk&Wid, al-
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though they appeal readily enough to Traddles and everyone else. Few

of Dickens’s family ever ] delicacy of that kind. -
The soul-wrenching agony with which Dickens into the lone-

liness and neglect of washing and labeling bottles in Hungerford Stairs
shadows all of David’s bewildered and hopeless desolatlon as he toils
for Murdstone and Grinby. Only the sick humiliation-with the very
smell of blacking is omitted; David’s imaginary employers arc'in the
wme““traéera shade above being makers of shoe-blacking;atid David
is spared that nauseated visceral loathing that made Dickens even as
a man cross the Strand to avoid the odor of Robert Warren'’s blacking
establishment. But otherwise David’s slavery in that rat-infested, tum-
ble-down tenemient is steeped in all the anguish of Dickens’s solitary
ordeal, day after day, and in all his sense of being rejected by.dis-nat-
ural protectors, and cast into a bottomless abyss of pain. The miscry
pervades David’s small odyssey of despair reveals with heart-
rending intensity how a child can suffer. In the light of thatstory, who
can fail to understand Dickens’s confession that his old way home
through the Borough made him weep even after his eldest child could
speak?
—Ttelarifies the reasons, too, for that long sequence of rejected chil-
dren, fatherless or motherless negle@oned who move
through almost all Dickens’s stories. Qliver Twist 18 Al ‘orphan with
no home but the starvation workhouse, at the T mcicy of Bumble and
the ferocious Mrs. Corney, and later of the Sowerberrys, Sikes, and
Fagin. Kit Nubbles has no father, only his hard-working washwoman
mother; Nell, neither father nor mother, but a crazed grandfather of
whom she must take care, as if he, not she, were the child. Barnaby
Rudge has been abandoned by his murderer father; Nicholas Nic-
kleby has no father and a brainless, gabbling mother; Martin Chuz-
zlewit no parents; Florence Dombey, no mother and a father whose
earlier indifference changes to hatred. Even in Pickwick Papers only
old \M@Lﬁ_asafnother and only the Wardle girls and Mr. Winkle
have a father, and none of the parental roles are very important as
such.

Most ot the other characters in these novels are either parentless
or provided only with very unsatisfactory parents: Smuike and the other
victims of Squeers at Dotheboys Hall; Nouh Claypole and Fagin’s
gang of young pickpockets; Jo Willet with hlmw witted father;
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Edward Chester and Hugh of the Maypole, both sons of the polished
and self-centered Sir John Chester; Jonas Chuzzlewit, the Pecksniff
girls, Mary Graham, Tom and Ruth Pinch. The Toodles children in
Dombey and Son and the Cratchits in A Christmas Carol are almost
the only ones that have a really cheerful home life and a pair of de-
voted parents. And the novels that follow David-Cepperfield continue
the the £ aned, unfortunate, oggglgg’gggfh\ﬂdhood, with
ES‘W%EIHJ poor Jo i Bleak House,
Sissy Jupe and the Gradgrind chi in Hard Timeés, Maggy, Clen-
nam, and the heroine of Little Dorrit, Pip and Magwitch in Great Ex-
pectations, John Harmon, Jenny Wren, and little Johnny in Our
Mutual Friend.

This dearth of happy homes and good parents is startling in a writer
whose warm celebration of family life and fireside has created a glow
in which readers overlook how relatively seldomrhe-pertraysWhat he
praises, The dark pit of the blacking waretrouse-had-rmade the bright
and vanished safety of loving parents and protective hearth infinitely
precious to Dickens by revealing it"as dreadfully fragile. As he was to
write his friend Thompson in 1844, the greater part of the parents who
came under his observation seemed to him selfish in their behavior to

their children.® Even after he was ficed from the bondage ofthe-
warehouse and sent back to school again,-the-security~ef the happy

time in Chatham thich he had known™
and lost became: : Tt a radiant i—Trrs—vis: €

good Tife: : teveals the very essence in the
weeping child washing the bottles in his tears, molded his entire
response to all the unhappy and misused of the world.

David’s flight from the warehouse is the dream-flight that Dickens
must often have visioned in his childhood grief, and it 1s significant
that, although he disguises his goal as Dover, the first haven for which
he makes like a homing arrow is Rochester and the grass-grown bat-
teries of Chatham. And it may well be that David’s grotesque and
frightening experience with the crazy old slops seller exclaiming
“Gorool” 16 (suggested by “old Charley,” a drunken madman of Chat-

ham memory)*7 symbolizes a childhood fear that even Chatham, like

the rest of his ve turned inhospitable, strange, and ter-
;igri;g?ut then at last comes the BI€S €and safety of curling

he protective custody of Miss Betsey Trotwood, who is as plainly
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as may be the fairy godmother of the nursery tales, hiding a soft heart

beneath a harsh exterior: Miss Betsey, his fathers aumt; is the longed-
for return of the angel-mother, even though it must be no more in the

torm of girlish beauty but with the worn face and gaunt frame of mid-
dle age. And with a single wave,. mw%ﬁthe
hateful Murdstones reelin backward, and the warecho ark
placgnijﬁm—dm&ppaﬁ‘é;;;r

And so David falls under the joint guardianship of MISS Betsey and
her middle-aged and woolly-witted protégé, Mr. Dick, who become

the final and benign parent surrogates of the story. It is Mr. Dick,
indeed, who speaks the words that decide Miss Betsey to keep the boy:

“Have him-mreasured-for-a—suitofelothes directly” **—just as John

Dxck@nsW%ke@l In

i

laughing burlesque o itude, the grown-up_child-whé

gabbles forever and writes long memorials that never accomphsh any-
L T o «@

Wonosyllabm nickname “Mr. and his actuil

surname “Mr. Babley” are suggestive), bu:c/\yhosc-goodncss shincs

arently through his incapacity to dealywith the world. Remark-

ing that he was “vexed” with “that father of mime;*Pickens had ex-

claimed to Mitton in 1842, “How long he is, growmg up”; *? and just

as Micawber indubitably paint t of John Dickens’s charac-
ter, so Mr.-Diek-gen ically exaggerates himn mto a figure
of absurd.and yet noble-hearted foolishmie

In all these intermingled strands of fact’ and fantasy, the shining
memory of early childhood, the nightmare reality of boyhood, the
unrealized dreams of what might have been, the softenings of some
humiligtions Diekens-still-fclt-taq sick at heart to portray as they were,
and the lurid enhancement of griefs that had swelled too bitterly nto

migery to be remembered with literal accuracy, the sad distortions and
the playful exaggerations to avid Copperfield have

one deep and undeniable si niﬁc ce. Often fictional as to the
event, they are tatingly true emotional reality. They
pierce to the very heart of how Dickens felt aboat those buried days

upon which, since the hour when they had come to an end, he and his
parents had been as if they were struck dumb. Their very elements of
invention are truer than the fact, because they symbolize that emo-
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effort to come to grips with himself, to evaluate the influences that had
made him wha 7to_understard-Hi and the meaning of

his own_experience. That is what gives its greatness o The entire
earher third of The tomke—

It fills with only a slightly lesser significance the middle part, where
the theme is modified into the struggles of youth. Here the minor
events are variations upon Dickens’s ‘employments as sm;
and Parliamentar is career

as an author. Most significantly,- the major ower out 0
his infatuation _yv;th.Mzna——Bead@ and shine with all the emotion

of that time of ecstasy and anguish. David’s love for Dora Spenlow is
Dickens” smﬁmm@
to seem to him across the intervening years. Relived with-all-its uri:
bearable beauty and shining wre i seen with some
of the sad irony of maturity fusing ith bitterness, pain “with
tender 1au§1mmmmmgﬁfg§“®m devofiomrand
a hurt never entirely healed. =~
Foolish, pretty Dora, with her childish ways and her childish mind,
shél‘c’ﬁfgfre}aa;y\\—lsancﬂeehavmg like a divinely babyish imbecile, is at
once the little beauty who filled Dickens’s youthful heart with longing
and delight and the vision of her that has come to his soberer judg-
ment. But, unhkf_l\ium,_she—isﬂcmly silly, not cruel and flirtatious,
and her 11tt1e Theart holds for Davidattthe-affection it can. On David’s

sudden descent into poverty again Mr. Spenlow indignantly forbids
their courtship, but then obligingly dies (zgt/he_bg_eix&DvB_e;flnell
had shown no signs of doing) a id’s labors, unhke ickens’s,
are at | W«mc&mﬁﬁﬂome his child-bride.

desire that had never been realized in the world of fact is consum-
mated in the world of dream.

Few writers have more successfully re-created the shimmering en-
chantment of youthful love than Dickens does in these scenes. David
so lost in infatuation with Dora that dining at her father’s table he
does not know if he eats anything, or what he eats; David feeling that
to drink a cup of punch would somehow be a profanation of the holi-
ness of his sentiments; David lost in Juminous dreams of the delight
of eingmalbﬂﬁm_%“}ef\aﬁ:;r of having Teason to-believe-that
when she is among other peo ¢ still thinks of him; David filled

with adoration even for her little dog Jip and with revential awe of
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her father because he is her father—all are vibrant with the blurred
radiance of dawning love.

Or David riding horseback behind Dora’s carriage, unaware of the
dust because he is lost in a mist of love and beauty. Or David strolling
under the trecs with Dora’s shy arm in his, “and Heaven knows,” Dick-

ns has him exclaim, “folly as it all was, i : een-a happy
ate to have been struck immortal with those foolish feelings, and have
traLglggng}g_t_llqu“egsiomszexf’ 20 Qr their first great quarrel when
dora “used the terrible expression that ‘our love had begun in folly,
nd ended in madness!’ which dreadful words occasioned me to tear
ny hair; and cry that all was over!” 2 “What an unsubstantial, happy,
oolish time!” Dickens writes in tender valedictory. “Of all thg times
of mine that Time has-frris-geip-there is none that in one retrospect
can smilé at #WM@MM&Q G
But movingly as he conveys it, Dickens does not lose himself in
he illusion. As he looks back upon that boyish love, he knows now
‘hat-it-codld have lmm%md-ﬂmd" Blind!”
iays David’s Aunt Betsey,2% and both when she 3ays itand Tater when
1e hears a blind beggar crying the same words in the street he feels
‘a vague unhappy loss or want of something” 2* overshadow him. “Ar&

Py I £ asks Dora when they,

Without ceasing to be the artless, childish creature that Dickens’s
memory pamted Maria Beadnell as having been, Dora acquires after
Rer marriage moreWtc David
[ obliged to take upon himself the management of the household,
the purchases from butcher and grocer and baker, the keeping of the
accounts. He learns that Dora is no mental companion for him, and
tries to “form her mind” by reading to her or gravely giving her useful
(nformation. But the only effect on Dora is “to depress her spirits, and
make her always nervous” with apprehension. Finding that “I had
sffected nothing,” David says, “it began to occur to-me that Dora’s
mind was already formed.” ¢ And gradually “the old unhappy feel-
ing” his aunt had evoked by her exclamation ‘pervades David’s life
“like a strain of sorrowful music falntly heard in the night.” %7

'He knows at last what is its cause: “it would have been better for
me if my Wifé could have helped e more, and shared the many
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thoughts in which I had no partner; and that this might have been; I
knew.” 28 Instead, he is obliged to keep his work and his anxieties
locked in his own heart. “There can be no disparity in marriage,” he
repeats to himself forlornly, “like unsuitability of mind- and pur—
pose.” 2° And later still another phrase recurs and echoes in his

ory: “The first mistaken impulse of an undisciplined heart.” % It is
Dickens’s ultimate judgment of his youthful infatuation, gently but
firmly seen, for all its beauty, as a boyhood folly. But it goes deeper
and further into his life than those days of joy and sorrow. It not
merely assays the strong unlikelww

could ever 112W@&eﬁ;t$mts all the unspoken feel-
ings theLt.hJﬂaai]lcb _the surface of elationship to Kate, An .

in the book, with deep pathos, but unwaveringly, Dickens s apes the
story toward the death of the brainless pretty creature who is both
his own youthful sweet-heart and a wife.

Is there a trace of resentful wish fulfillment hidden in this, is it
merely a rendering in art of the knowledge that the dream could never
have been, or does it express an unhappy judgment of the marriage he

did contract? P. a mingling of all three, and if the last it con-
tains, too, in David’s avowal of his ¢ es.and failures a

cqnfession that Dickens recognized some of his own. The-whole truth
about his own temperament, his willful temper, his Tmpatience and im-
petuosity, it does not reveal: despite David’s efforts to “form’ Dora’s
mind, he is more tender with her feeble ineptitude than Dickens
s likely o Dickens did not realize WimE a strain his
furious energies, his wild alternations of exhilaration and gloom, and
his tyrannical insistence on precision all put upon his wife and family.
MMMMWM
mously valuable to him to have confronted hims nicstly. The
ac'}neverﬁéﬁt"hfbﬂghﬂﬁr“n“ﬁ Kind of peace for whEﬁ'ﬁ“e‘lﬁ'&ﬂlgﬁg been
strugglmg vainly. Facing the truth as he knew and felt it, he res ,olycd,
conflicts thiat § '

These facts endowed his story for Dickens with meanings unusually
deep and personal. “Of all my books,” he confessed in the year before
he died, “I like this the best.-It will easily be believed-that-F-anra
fond parent to every child of ny fancy, and that no one can ever love

that family as deatly-as-I-love-them. But; like-mrany-fon "ﬁ"p‘atents,
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w.hggrt of hearts a faveurite ¢hild. And his name is pavID

ERFIELD.” 31

%* * * % *

His feeling for this loved child of his imagination springs from its
triumphant total achievement. In it he had poured all his compre-
hension of himself from chiMnatunty, unified and given
the ) its meaning. If Dickens within the frame

oi his self-portrayal no picturé of Davi st, that

1s because Dickens, in his enor fruitfulness, felt
wifhi 3 seculiar to the fact of being a wiiterte
had thedifficultics every writer knows, of making himself work against

) tro

inc¢tation, of clarifying in imagination what he wantéd to

of T fhg in words the shatp realization of what he had conceived.
Bmmﬂw:mam@ﬁmy—m’ﬁise
problems, they did not involve him in the critical agonies of Flaubert
or the conscious meticulosities of Henry James. He felt, strictly as a
writer, no troubled areas that he needed to explore as he aid those
of personal emotion. —
~—There is a-different reason for the way in which, to some readers,
David Copperfield himself seems to fade out of the picture as his story
moves toward the time of his life when he is supposed to be writing it.
David does not really disappear, but it is true that he is conveyed.
thiough altered meams. He 15 nmm\ﬁ;d upon him-
clf orbackward-upen-assmage of the child he was, a5 tooking out’
chore, as the pook nears its close, it is
riah Heep, M T Steerforth, Daniel Peggotty, and Betsey Trot-
wood that we are more conscious of seeing than we are of David,
because we are looking at them through his eyes. And, as Professor
E. K. &Brown points out, “he1 chi more than a mere medium. It
is to hMQWde since he is a person™of
a sensitive nature the happenings set up vibrations in him, and affcct
us as accompanied by those vibrations.” 32 But there is alrcady a scp-
aration between him apnd t I isi Peggattys in their
th, or the youth who squeezed his feet into tight shocs
1a, that ¢ sportray those earter a of himsclf
from without as well as from within. Both the earlicr and the later
portrayal, however, are bathed in the light of emotional veracity. 7
This suffusion of feeling with a translucent truth to experience is
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what gives the story its singular magic. Its intensity is especially note-
worthy in the scenes of childhood because writers have not often
found its essence easy to recapture. But even the most successful por-
trayals of childhood do not surpass David Copperfield. In the sur-
realist fantasy of Alice in Wonderland Lewis Carroll reflects the unin-
telligible strangeness of the child’s world, but not its griefs and ter-
rors. In the brilliant first chapter of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man Joyce paints the bewilderment and unhappiness of childhood,
but not its delights and affections. His bleak emotional tone and
rapidly telescoped transitions from infancy through boyhood to
adolescence are altogether colder than the glow and bloom of Dickens,
and have more of the adult’s sense of time than of the timelessness
of childhood. Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, superb though they
are;'do not have the scope nor even quite the depth of David Copper-
field. No other boy has known exactly the same circumstances as
David Copperfield, and yet all childhood is there.

Out of the blurred cloud of infancy there first emerge the pretty
mother and the bumpy servant Peggotty, with “cheeks and arms so
hard and red” that the child wonders “the birds didn’t peck her in
preference to apples.” 23 Next comes an uncertain image of tottering
unsteadily across the floor between their stooped figures. Then there
is the house, with its two parlors and the long passage to the kitchen,
past a threatening dark storeroom full of mingled smells of soap,
pickles, candles, and coffee; and the back yard where tall fowl stalk
about “in a menacing and ferocious manner” and terrifying geese
stretch out their long necks.?* In the garden, “a very preserve of butter-
flies,” the mother gathers clusters of fruit and the child bolts “furtive
gooseberries.” 38 During lamplit evenings, Peggotty sews and David
props his sleepy eyelids open to keep on looking at her wonderful
workbox with its pink-domed picture of St. Paul’s Cathedral on the
lid. How naturally and yet subtly out of this domestic serenity comes
David’s innocent question, “Peggotty, were you ever married?” and
her mysterious crossness, followed by the remorseful hug so tight that
the buttons burst off the back of her gown and fly across the room.?

The scene leads immediately to the introduction of the tall dark-
haired man with the shallow black eyes, whom the child intuitively dis-
1ii32‘€s’to‘§¥mdﬁrrgﬁsmmers Tand: —

Mr. Murdstone is seen entirely through David’s fear, as an incarna-
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tion of cold ferocity and formidable power. When “bewitching little
Mis. Copperfield” is once his bride, her son becomes for him simply
a rebellious small animal to be whipped and tamed. “God help me, I
might have been improved for my whole life,” David says, “I might
have been made another creature perhaps, for life, by a kind word at
that scason. A word of encouragement and explanation, of pity for my
childish ignorance, of welcome home, of reassurance to me that it was
home, might have made me dutiful to him in my heart henceforth, in-
stcad of in my hypocritical outside, and might have made me respect
instead of hate him.” 3%
m&mness, “the grand quality on which bo h M.
and Miss Murdstone took their stand,” had no place for being gentle
with a child. And David understood clearly enough that, whatever
they might call it, “it was anothe for tyranny; and for a certain
gloomy, arrogant, dev‘il"smnmﬁ]%ffﬁem both. The creed,
as I should state it now, was this. Mr. Murdstone was firm; nobody
else in his world was to be firm at all, for everybody was to be bent
to his firmness. Miss Murdstone was an exception. She might be firm,
but only by relationship, and in an inferior and tributary degree. My
mother was another exception. She might be firm, and must be; but
only in bearing their firmness, and firmly believing there was no other
firmness on earth.” 38
“The gloomy taint that was in the Murdstone blood, darkened the
Murdstone religion, which was austere and wrathful.” 8 Little Mr.
Chillip, the doctor who delivered David, quotes his wife on the dark
roots of Mr. Murdstone’s faith. “ ‘Mrs. Chillip,” ” he reports, “ ‘quite
electrified me by pointing out that Mr. Murdstone sets up an image
of himself, and calls it the Divine Nature. . . . And do you know I
must say, sir,” he continued, mildly laying his head on one side, ‘that
I dor’t find authority for Mr. and Miss Murdstone in the New Testa-
ment?’ 7 40 A
Nevertheless, and it is one of the great artistic triumphs of the book,
even to Mr. Murdstone David achieves the justice of seeing that he is
not entirely a monster, but a man whose self-righteous cruclty has not
guitefrazen all warm emotion. This saves the Murdstone portrayal
from melodrama and endowsit with human complexity. Mr. Murd-
stone has not married David’s mother merely for her small estate: “He
seemed to be very fond of my mother,” David admits, and, with an-
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other burst of psychological honesty, * —Wﬁr}]_h_lge_@ none
the better for that—and she was very fond of him.” L. And when the
timid, affectionate creature w ented into her grave is
gone, there is no doubt of his sorrow. “Mr. Murdstone took no heed of
me, when I went into the parlour, where he was, but sat by the fire-
side, weeping silently, and pondering in his elbow-chair.” He “took
a book sometimes, but never read it that I saw. He would open it and
look at it as if he were reading, but would remain for a whole hour
without turning the leaf, and then put it down and walk to and fro
in the room.” #2

There is another penetrating touch in Dickens’s portrayal of David’s
behavior when he receives word at school that his mother is dead.
Even in his sincere grief he feels that his affliction confers a kind of
dlgmty upon him. Walking in the la i er boys are
1n school and seem i I felt

slower. When sc"hool was over, and they came and spoke to me, I felt
it rather good in myself not to be proud to any of them, and to take ex-
actly the same notice of them all, as before.” 43

Even the bleak and meager schooling at Mr. Creakle’s is now ended;
the boy sinks into the hopeless loneliness of his toil at the warehouse.
His flight to Dover and the frightening reappearance of the Murd-
stones in Miss Betsey’s parlor bring into focus one of the major themes
of David Copperfield, which is to recur later with still more power:

the struggle in the world between simple goodness
Until now we ha ones only through the eyes of a

helpless child. They have banished him from his home, condemned
him to the slavery of washing bottles in a warehouse, in essence killed
his mother, seized her money. “But their physical strength, their aw-
ful visages, their hypocritical assumptions of respectability, are nc
match for the goodness and directness of one brave frail old woman,
whose only support is the lunatic innocence of Mr. Dick.” #4 Mist
Betsey minces no words in describinig Mr. Murdstone’s treatment of
his wife:

“Do you think I don’t know what a woeful day it was for the soft
little creature when you first came in her way—smirking and making
great eyes at her, I'll be bound, as if you couldn’t say boh! to a goose!
« « « And when you had made sure of the little fool—God forgive me
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that I should call her so, and she gone where you won’t go in a hurry—
because you had not done wrong enough to her and hers, you must
begin to train her, must you? begin to break her, like a poor caged
bird, and wear her deluded life away, in teaching her to sing your
notes? . . . Mr. Murdstone, you were a tyrant to the simple baby, and
you broke her heart. She was a loving baby—I know that; I knew it
years before you ever saw her—and through the best part of her weak-
ness you gave her the wounds she died of.” 45

And with an inspired touch of insight, Miss Betsey puts her finger
on the underlying reason for Mr. Murdstone’s dislike of David, “the_
poor _child you sometimes tormented her through afterwards, which
is a disagreeable remembrance, and makes_the sight-of him odious
mow:*~Fhrestioke pierces home: Mr. Murdstone “had stood by the
6ot all this while, observant of her, with a smile upon his face,
though his black eyebrows were heavily contracted. I remarked now,”
David writes, “that, though the smile was on his face still, his colour
had gone in a moment, and he seemed to breathe as if he had been
running.” 48

Her final bolt is one not of denunciation but of sheer ridicule, sud-
denly dropped upon Miss Murdstone: “Good day to you, too, ma’am.
Let me see you ride a donkey over my green again, and as sure as you
have a head upon your shoulders, I'll knock your bonnet off, and tread
upon it!” 47 It is a splendid victory. In an instant these two dark ogres
of childhood have been deflated to life size, and their power shown
to have been only the weakness of their victims. Anyone good and
courageous enough to defy them can defeat them.

Miss Betsey determines to send David to school again. There fol-
lows the serener interlude of his Canterbury days, with his boyish
infatuation for Miss Shepherd, upon whofn he bestows Brazil nuts
and Kisses behind 7 ctoakroomdoor, s fight with the young butcher,
who appears “like the apparition of an armed tigad- in Macbeth,” his
adolescent devotion to the eldest Miss Larkins, who plays the harp,
wears blue flowers in her hair, and marries an ¢ldesly hop-grower. And
while David rises to be head boy at Dr. Strong’s, the Doctor delights
the awed and happy Mr. Dick by reading aloud scraps of his Diction-
ary as they walk together in the courtyard, “Mr. Dick listening, en-
chained by interest, with his poor wits calmly wandering God knows
where, upon the wings of hard words . . .” 48 At the close of David’s
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schooling, we find him apprenticed to Spenlow and Jorkins to become
a proctor in Doctors’ Commons.

The few satiric elements in David Copperfield are almost all cen-
tered in this part of the book. The Commons, says Mt. Spenlow en-
thusiastically, “was the most conveniently Grganized place in the
world. It was the complete idea of snugness. It lay in a nut-shell. For
example: You brought a divorce case, or a restitution case, into the
Consistory. Very good. You tried it in the Consistory. You made a
quiet little round game of it, among a family group, and you played
it out at leisure. Suppose you were not satisfied with the Consistory,
what did you do then? Why, you went into the Arches. What was the
Arches? The same court, in the same room, with the same bar, and
the same practitioners, but another judge, for there the Consistory
judge could plead any court-day as an advocate. Well, you played
your round game again. Still you were not satisfied. Very good. What
did you do then? Why, you went to the Delegates. Who were the
Delegates? Why, the Ecclesiastical Delegates were the advocates with-
out any business, who had looked on at the round game when it was
playing in both courts, and had seen the cards shuffled, and cut, and
played, and had talked to all the players about it, and now came fresh,
as judges, to settle the matter to the satisfaction of everybody!” 42

It is while David is at Doctors’ Commons that he is a dinner guest
of the Waterbrooks at the appalling genteel party where the diners
are all as iced as the wine and where everyone talks about “the Aris-
tocracy—and Blood.” “We might haye been a party of Ogres,” David

erves, “th ersation assumed ) ion.”
“Other things are all very well in their way,” says Mr. beqok,
“but give me Blood!” A lady in black velvet, with a great black velvet
hat, who looks as if she might have been Hamlet’s aunt, agrees with
him: “There are some low minds,” she observes loftily, “(not many,
I am happy to believe, but there are some) that would prefer to do
what I should call bow down before idols. Positively Idols! Before
services, intellect, and so on. But these are intangible points. Blood
is not so. We see Blood in a nose, and we know it. We meet with it
in a chin, and we say, ‘There it is! That’s Blood!’ "’ 5°

Meanwhile, the strands of the story are weaving together the lives
of Peggotty’s family and the life of David’s boyhood friend Steerforth.
From Hampstead, where he meets Steerforth’s mother and her com-
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panion Rosa Dartle, David goes down to Yarmouth for a visit to Peg-
gotty’s brother Daniel and his adopted children, Ham and Little
Em’ly. Innocently David introduces Steerforth to his fisherman
friends. How should he foresee that his admired companion will se-
duce the little beauty for whom he himself had felt a baby infatuation
in childhood? T e
‘Steerforth we see, as is natural, only through David’s hero-worship-
ing eyes, and therefore glimpse only by degrees the self-centered-and
Byronic corruption-that lurks in the.core-ef-his Drilliance. But even
in their school days it is revealed in his demands that the adoring
David, despite his sleepiness, remain awake to entertain him with
hours of storytelling every night after they have gone to bed. And it
is still more brutally declared in his indifferent response to Rosa
Dartle’s question whether the lower classes are mere ~animals and
clods™without-feeling:_“Their delicacy is not to be shocked, or hurt
very easily. They are wonderfully virtuous, I daresay. Some people
contend for that, at the least; and I am sure I don’t want to contradict
them. But they have not very fine natures, and they may be thankful
that, like their coarse rough skins, they are not easily wounded.” 5
Rosa Darttle’s Tetort-is—an—izenic comment, on tis—imimanity:
“Really!” she exclaims. “Well, I don’t know, now, when I have been
better pleased than to hear that. It's so consoling! It’s such a delight
to know that, when they suffer, they don’t feell Somctimes I have
been quite uneasy for that sort of peoplé; butmow-tshall just dismiss
the idea of them altogether. Live and learn. I had my doubts, I con-
fess, but now they're cleared up. I didn’t know, and now I do know,
and that shows the advantage of asking—don’t it?” 52
Swmm%%w%mgoism. “If any
one had told me, then,” David exclaimms; “that all this wisa Drilliant
game, played for the excitement of the moment, for the employment
of high spirits, in the thoughtless love of superiority, in a mere careless
course of winning what was worthless to him, and next minute thrown
away: I say, if any one had told me such a lie that night, I wonder in
what manner of receiving it my indignation would have found a
vent!” 5 But Steerforth himself bitterly knows his own nature. “It
would be better to be this poor Peggotty,” he says moodily, “or his
lout of a nephew, than to be myself, twenty times richer and twenty
times wiser, and be the torment to mysclf that I have been ...” “I
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wish with all my soul that I had been better guided! I wish with a1l
my soul I could guide myself better!” “Dayid, Lwish-ta God I had had
a ]ud1c1ous father.in these last twenty years!” ’

~Save for momentary “outbursts, such as ‘this, however, Steerforth is
never revealed from within. If this is mainly because the narrative is
ICWMW be partly, too, because
for Dickens, with his impassioned purposefulness and conviction of
the meaningfulness of effort, the cynicism and disillusion of a Byron
was not inwardly conceivable. He could believe in the existence of
disillusion, and he could be bitterly disappointed and indignant at the
cruelties of the world, but he could not enter into that despairing
mood that sees all striving as futility and all its objects as dead-sea
fruit. He was able, nevertheless, to imagine Steerforth’s feelings of
compunction and self-contempt, and there is an exquisite pathos in
Steerforth’s last farewell to David with its foreshadowings of the be-
trayal that will estrange them forever:

“Daisy,” Steerforth says, “—for though that’s not the name your
Godfathers and Godmothers gave you, it’s the name I like best to call
you by—and I wish, I wish, I wish, you could give it to me! . . . Daisy,
if anything should ever separate us, you must think of me at my best,
old boy. Come! Let us make that bargamn. Think of me at my best,
if circumstances should ever part us!” And later, in the dull dawn,
David sees him sleeping, “lying easily, with his head upon his arm,
as I had often seen him lie at school,” and bursts into a sorrowing
valedictory “Never more, Oh God forgive you, Steerforth! to touch
that passive hand in love and fnendslnp ever, never morel” 5

The rest of Little Em’ly’s story is less well handled, althoug am’s
heartbroken gnef and Mr. Peggotty’s devotion are moving. But the

1€ feels that Em’ly’s self-abasement and remorse are
intensified t ¢, and that there-is~toommueh.

of the agsumptiomthat-she-is-irretrievably stained forever;—anid that
her life thereafter can be nothing but one long and hopeless penance.
There 1s something wearisome, too, about the faller;MaxtbaE*‘.de{l
dragging herself_around, “making the same low, dreary, wretche
moaning in her shawl,” * and always wandering around the nocturnal
streets ot London and making her way down to the muddy banks of

the river.
While all these events are moving toward the denouement, the
P
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mﬁgﬁxﬁe/nmﬁth&batﬂgbgtym@mmfta@gg_gggjwhich is also
ereriplified in the contrast between Steerforth and the simple Yar-
mouth family of fishermen and boatbuilders—is working up o its
gréatest climax in the unmasking of Uriah Heep. The subtle knave
who has gradually entangled Mr. Wickfield, Miss Betsey's man of
business, in his web and who intends to make Mr. Wickficld’s daugh-
ter Agnes “his Agnes,” is the Murdstone threat grown ten times more
cunning_and. grinningly unscrupulous. His hypocritical assGmiption
of “’umbleness,” his damp bony hands, his fawning hatred of those
he has deceived, his calculated dependence upon their very loyalties
and affections, his ingenuity in spinning his wcb, make him despicable
and dangerous to a degree far transcending the Murdstones, who
could tyrannize only over weak worfien_and helplesstiiildren. Uriah

b -

fs"Way 1nto the confidence of an experienced man
of affairs, gradually get the upper hand of his weaknesses, and reduce
him to subservience.

With his symbolic twistings and contortions of the body, Uriah is
at once comic, revolting, and frightening. In one of those cchoes from
the fairy tales which constantly recur in Dickens, sceing Uriah with
Agnes Wickfield reminds David “of an ugly and rcbellious genic
watching a good spirit.” 57 Just as Rosa Dartle recalls the cvil princess,
and Miss Betsey, again, the fairy godmother whom the bad spirit can-
not terrify: “If you're an eel, sir,” she exclaims as Uriah jerks himsclf
about, “conduct yourself like one. If you're a man, control your limbs,
sit! Good God!” she goes on indignantly; “I am not going to be ser-
pentined and corkscrewed out of my scnses!” %8

But Dickens understands and cxplains the forces that have made
Uriah what he is. “Father and me,” Uriah tells David, “was brought

up_at a foundation "SChool for boys; ahd” ﬁWﬂﬂ@vkc
brought up at a sortﬁ"é@‘_ﬁ'fftﬁbl‘é;”est ishment. They taught
_us all a deal of umbleness—not much elsc that I know of, from morn-

ing to night. We was to be umble to this person, and umble to that;
and to pull off our caps here, and to make bows there; and always to
know our place, and abase ourselves before our betters. And we had
such a deal of betters! Father got the monitor-medal for being umble.
So did I. . . . ‘Be umble, Uriah,” says Father to me, ‘and you'll get on.
It was what was always being dinned into you and me at school; it’s
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what goes down best. Be umble,” says father, ‘and youll do? And
really it ain’t done bad!” %
~*“It was the first time,” David comments, “it had ever occurred to
me, that this dtestable cant of fale humality might have origiated
out of the Heep family. I had seen the harvest, but had never thought
of the seed.” With this speech, however, “I fully comprehended now,
for the first time, what a base, unrelenting, and revengeful spirit, must
have been engendered by this early, and this long, suppression.” ¢
ut this skillful and vindictive schemer is also brought to defeat.
Micawber, still looking for something to turn up, has become Uriah’s
clerk; he ferrets out his employer’s secrets and brings them to the
knowledge of David’s friend Traddles. And just as Miss Betsey and
Mr. Dick routed the Murdstones, so the ingenuous and generous
Tommy Traddles and the improvident Micawber unravel the complex
plottings of Heep. “What is the matter, gentlemen?” Mr. Micawber
asks in his indignation. “What is not the matter? Villainy is the mat-
ter; baseness is the matter; deception, fraud, conspiracy are the mat-
ter; and the name of the whole atrocious mass is—HEEP! . . . I'll put
my hand in no man’s hand,” he continues, pufiing, gasping, and sob-
bing, “until I have—blown to fragments—the—a—detestable—ser-
pent—HEEP!” 61

The scene in which Uriah is confronted by Mr. Micawber, flourish-
ing the ruler he has drawn from his breast, and reading from his fools-
cap document, represents the culmination of that steusgle of forces
that has pervaded the book Upon Uriah’s darting at the document,
Vs ) €rfect miracle of dexterity or luck, caught his
advancing knuckles with the ruler, and disabled his right hand. It
dropped at the wrist, as if it were broken. The blow sounded as if it
had fallen on wood.”

“Approach me again, you—you—you HEEP of infamy,” Mr. Mi-
cawber gasps, “and if your head is human, I'll break it. Come on,
come on!” &2

It is the end. Uriah has some half-dozen more writhes and twists
left in him, but essentially he is caught by the heels. Once more the
good and the brave have triumphed, although not without difficulty
and pain, over treachery and cruelty, just as the devotion of Danicl
Peggotty has ulti 1 Ty, 1
this seem a simple philosophy, it might be asked whether the belief
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that evil always carries. off the yictory.is.so much more worldlxwme
Dickéns. can hardly-be accusca of closing his eyés to-threexistence of
suftcnng and injustice, but he believed that courage and mtcgnty, sup-
ported by labor and mtclhgence could overcome the obstacles in their
path. He belicved that a persevering energy and detcrmination were
the strong points in his own character and the roots of his success. He
belicved that that was the significance of his life story. “My mcaning
s1rnply is,” he has David Copperfield say, “that whatever I have tried
to do in life, I have tried with all my heart to dowell. .63

This emphasis, fusing with ‘the autobiographic contcnt of David
Copperfield, shapes all the ramblings and twistings of its plot into a
structure beautifully appropriate to its purposes. An autobiography or
an autobiographic novel must have the flexibility that admits all that
crowding world of accident and contingency which characterizes the
multiplicity of life it seeks to mirror. The art that excludes everything
but the rigidly logical and necessary, the art of a Racine or Flaubert,
would not be appropriate here. It would be too orderly, too severely
patterned, to convey all the richness and variety of episode nceded to
suggest the events of half a lifetime. Wadwstcd all
the details oiﬂhzs.cﬁrqv_v_dgglw canvas so that they reinforce its reality-with-
never crush his hfe story into the sort of intellectual gcomctry that
Henry Adams makes of his autobiography. Dickens has ordered his
materials so that for all their skillful appearance of artlessness they
give meaning to his interpretation of his gxperience. Into David Cop-
perfield he has not merely precipitated the painful expcricnces of his
childhood and youth; he has so surrounded them with life itsclf as to
make them part of a larger world.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Household Words

oNG before David Copperfield had run its course, Dickens had
transformed his “dim design” of a periodical into a reality. A
weekly miscellany—his old enthusiasm for the Bee or Spectator type
of publication coming out again—it was to be written by various hands
and sold for twopence a copy. Innumerable subjects seethed in his
mind: a history of piracy, a history of knight-errantry “and the wild
old notion of the Sangreal,” a history of remarkable characters, a his-
tory of savages, showing the ways “in which civilized men, under cir-
cumstances of difficulty, soonest become like savages,” essays, reviews,
fiction, letters, theatrical criticism, “as amusing as possible, but all
distinctly and boldly going to what . . . ought to be the spirit of the
people and the time.” *

Binding these together, Dickens imagined “a certain SHADOW,
which may go into any place, by sunlight, moonlight, starlight, fire-
light, candlelight . . . and be supposed to be cognizant of everything
. .7 The Shadow would issue “warnings from time to time, that
he is going to fall on such and such a subject; or to expose such and
such a piece of humbug . . . I want him to loom as a fanciful thing all
over London; and to get up a general notion of “What will the Shadow
say about this, I wonder? What will the Shadow say about this? Is
the Shadow here?” and so forth. . . . Now do you make anything of
this? which I let off as if I were a bladder full of it, and you had punc-
tured me.” 2

But Forster robustly pooh-poohed this insubstantial Shadow, and
Dickens gave it up in the end. With the New Year of 1850 he began
bombarding Forster with a fusillade of other titles: The Robin, Man-
kind, Charles Dickens: A Weekly journal designed for the instruction

[701]
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and entertainment of all classes of readers: Conducted by Himself,
The Household Voice, The Household Guest, The Household Face,
The Comrade, The Microscope, The Highway of Life, The Lever, The
Rolling Years, The Holly Tree, and finally Household Words.
This was chosen as the name, with a motto adapted from Shake-
speare: “Familiar in their mouths as Household Words.” 3

For subeditor Forster suggested William Henry Wills, who had
been Dickens’s secretary on the Daily News and continued with that
paper after Dickens resigned.# Still so thin that his friends said he
could tuck himself away in a flute case,”> Wills was nevertheless a steel
spring of indefatigable industry. Though not of a lively imagination
—he was, Dickens said, “decidedly of the Nutmeg-Grater, or Fancy-
Bread-Rasper School” ¢—his faithfulness and sharp efficiency made
him an excellent man to handle the business part of the publication.
Dickens offered and Wills accepted a salary of £8 a week and one-
eighth of all profits so long as he retained his post.”

Dickens’s own salary as what he preferred to call “Conductor” he
set at £500 a year.! Remembering, no doubt, his contentions with
Bentley as well as the frictions between himself and the proprictors
of the Daily News, he designated himself as half owner. Bradbury and
Evans had a quarter share and Forster the remaining eighth, for which
he was to contribute occasional literary articles. These arrangements
amounted to giving Dickens a clear three-quarters control.

The rest of the editorial staff was not numerous. Richard Ilenry
Horne, poet and a colorful descriptive journalist, was taken on at five
guineas a week. George Hogarth also seems to have had cditorial
duties, as did John Dickens.? Public announcement of the magazine
was made, and Dickens wrote personally to literary fricnds and ac-
quaintances suggesting that they become contributors.® Throughout
these first few months of getting Household Words started, Dickens
was also writing David Copperfield.

At 16 Wellington Street, just north of the Gaicty Theatre on the
Strand, he took a small building for offices. Its three storics and garret
were of brick neatly cdged with stone quoins. A small door opencd
on the slanting sidewalk, to the left of a round bay window two storics
high, and above, on the third floor, a single window openced on a bal-
ustraded balcony. Here Dickens arrived at eight on the mornings he
spent in the office, und strode up and down the floor thinking and dic-
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tating, combing his hair over and over again while he paced, a trick he
had when he worked.*

He knew exactly the kind of magazine he wanted to create. It was
to be entertaining, and at the same time the instrument of serious
social purpose. It should portray the “social wonders, good and evil,”
in “the stirring world around us.” It should tell the thousand and one
marvelous tales of knowledge, science, and invention, and render viv-
idly both their color and their meaning. Giving no encouragement
to those who glorified the good old times, emphasizing the present
as “this summer-dawn of time,” it should range over past and present,
and over every aation, with an eye sharp for what was wrong and a
heart warm for what was right. It should fight for tolerance and the
progress of human welfare, and give no quarter to chicanery and
oppression.'?

Many of these aims were identical with those of radical reform, but
in one way Household Words was to be very different. Animated by
“No mere utilitarian spirit, no iron binding of the mind to grim reali-
ties,” it should “cherish that light of Fancy which is inherent in the
human breast” and insist that no class was to be “excluded from the
sympathies and graces of imagination.” Woe betide that day, said
Dickens’s Preliminary Word in the first number, when the workers
were taught that their lot was to be only a moody, brutal slavery at
the “whirling wheel of toil”! Not harsh efficiency, not the clanking
of an economic machine, were the goal of society, but the loving union
of multitudes of human lives in generous feeling and noble purpose.
“The adventurer in the old fairy story, climbing the steep mountain,”
the announcement concluded, “was surrounded by a roar of voices,
crying to him, from the stones in the way, to turn back. All the voices
we hear, cry Go on! . . . We echo back the cry, and go on cheerily!” 3

Dickens did go on. He arranged with his brother-in-law Henry Aus-
tin, now Secretary of the Sanitary Commission, to provide the facts
for a series of articles on sanitary reform—water supply, lack of light
and air in the slums, refuse disposal—on which he intended to ham-
mer away in the magazine* To Charles Knight, who had written
him on the injustice of the high duty on paper which made publishing
costs excessive, he replied that he agreed, but thought the window
duty pressing down on the great mass of the people a far greater evil.
“They cannot read without light. They cannot have an average chance
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of life-and health without it.” 8 Their wrongs came first. To other
possible contributors he wrote that he most needed short stories im-
bued by “such a general purpose” of calling attention to things wrong
in the world.

One of these writers was Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell, whose Mary
Barton had given a sympathetic picture of the sufferings of Manches-
ter factory workers, suggested by the Chartist petition, riots, and gen-
eral strike of 1842, and by the bitter distresses of the following years.
There was “no living English writer,” Dickens told her, whose aid
he more desired: “I should set a value on your help which your mod-
esty can hardly imagine . . .” Would she write “a short tale, or any
number of tales,” for his pages? ¢ He was gratified to receive from
her a gloomy but impressive story entitled Lizzie Leigh, centering
around a seduced servant girl and her illegitimate child. He suggested
a few changes in narrative detail, which Mis. Gaskell accepted, and
the tale appeared as a serial in the first three numbers.

Not all those friends Dickens asked became contributors. For he
was adhering to the custom, still widespread among magazines at that
time, of signing no authors’ names to any of the contents, and there
were writers who rebelled against this procedure. “But the periodical
is anonymous throughout,” protested Dickens to Douglas Jerrold.
“Yes,” replied Jerrold, reading aloud the words that appeared at the
top of every page, “ ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens.” I sce it is—
mononymous throughout.” 17

And, indeed, some of the younger writers felt that there was an
unintentional injustice in this system: everything good in the maga-
zine was credited to Dickens, so that years of successful work might
still leave a man unknown to the public. But Dickens himsclf, “the
kindliest, the justest, and the most generous of mankind,” said one of
them, had “no remotest notion that he was putting a bushecl over the
lights of his staff . ..” 18

* * % * %*

The first number of Household Words was dated March 30, 1850.
Jt contained twenty-four double-column pages of reading matter,
roughly something over twenty thousand words. After the Preliminary
Word and Lizzie Leigh came an article, “Valentine’s Day at the Post-
Office,” a brief dramatic parable in verse, entitled “Abraham and the
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Fire-Worshipper” and emphasizing religious tolerance, another arti-
cle, “The Amusements of the People,” on the theaters popular among
the working class, a biographical “Episode in the Life of Mademoiselle
Clairon,” a famous eighteenth-century French actress, a short poem,
and an article supporting Mrs. Caroline Chisholm’s society for help-
ing poor people emigrate to Australia, illustrated by a group of emi-
grants’ letters.

Of these, only “The Amusements of the People” was entirely by
Dickens, although he had a hand in the post-office article, which was
by Wills, and probably wrote the introduction to the emigrants’ let-
ters, which had been supplied by Mrs. Chisholm. The anecdote of
Mlle. Clairon was by Hogarth.?® They all, however, illustrate both
Dickens’s point of view and his insistence on color and imagination
in handling even the most baldly factual material. No matter how bril-
liant, wise, or true something was, unless it were readable it might as
well be left unsaid. (“Let John Hollingshead do it,” Dickens would
say to Wills in later years: “he’s the most ignorant man on the staff,
but he’ll cram up the facts, and won’t give us an encyclopaedical
article.” 2°) Everything must sparkle with vitality.

“Valentine’s Day at the Post-Office,” for example, is an informa-
tional article dealing with the bulk of mail passing through London’s
central office. But all the statistical data are presented in a rapid nar-
rative full of descriptive vigor. Glance at the account of the mailing
of newspapers. These had to be posted by six o’clock; we begin at quar-
ter to the hour: “It was then just drizzling newspapers. . . . By degrees
it began to rain hard; by fast degrees the storm came on harder and
harder, until it blew, rained, hailed, snowed, newspapers. A fountain
of newspapers played in at the window. Water-spouts of newspapers
broke from enormous sacks, and engulphed the men inside. . . .

“Suddenly it struck six. Shut Sesame! Perfectly still weather. No-
body there. Not a trace of the late storm—Not a soul, too late!

“But what a chaos within! Men up to their knees in newspapers on
great platforms; men gardening among newspapers with rakes; men
digging among newspapers as if a new description of rock had been
blasted into those fragments; men going up and down a gigantic trap
. .. taking with them nothing but newspapers!” 2

Dickens’s own article, “The Amusements of the People,” describes
going with one “Joe Whelks, of the New Cut, Lambeth,” to the Vic-
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toria Theatre, where prices ranged from one shilling down to three-
pence.?? The gallery was jammed to the roof; the pit crowded with
young mechanics and their wives, so many of them accompanied by
“the baby” that one looked down on a sea of quiet baby faces fast
asleep.?® In the play, a fantastic melodrama called May Morning, or
The Mystery of 1715 and the Murder!, the actors ranted through a
plot of the wildest improbability. “I ster-ruck him down, and fel-ed
in er-orror!” exclaims a repentant assassin, and continues, “I have
liveder as a beggar—a roader-sider vaigerant, but no kerrime since
then has stained these hands!” Learning of another murderous
scheme, “What! more bel-ood!” he cries, and falls flat.

Dickens has (and so does the reader) a good deal of fun with these
absurdities, but his point is that “Joe Whelks” must have entertain-
ment, and that, although such plays might easily be improved, even
they are better than if he were to have no training for his imagmation
and his sympathies at all. People “formed entirely in their hours ot
leisure by Polytechnic Institutes would be an uncomfortable com-
munity.” 25 A young man whose boyhood had been passed exclusively
among cranks and cogwheels would not be likely to respond with
much feeling to an appeal in behalf of sufferings he had never experi-
enced. But happily, there is “a range of imagination in most of us,
which no amount of steam-engines will satisfy . . .” Joe Whelks “is
not much of a reader, has no great store of books, no very commodious
room to read in, no very decided inclination to read, and no power
at all of presenting vividly to his mind’s eye what he reads about.” But
in the theater he follows a story with rapt attention, and its portrayals
of good and evil strike home to him. That is why, Dickens insists, the
popular theater is of tremendous importance.?®

From the start Household Words hit the mark it was aimed at; one
hundred thousand copies of the first number are reported to have been
sold.?” Nevertheless, elated though he was, Dickens did not feel quite
satisfied as he looked over the plan of the second number. [t needed
some touch of deeper and gentler emotion than anything in 1t thus
far. Impelled by this feeling, he wrote “A Child’s Dream of a Star,”
with its memories of Chatham and St. Mary’s Church and himself
and Fanny when they were small.*® “And here’s a man for you!” he
jokingly told William Bradbury. “. .. The amazing undersigned feels
a little uncomfortable at the want of Household tenderness . . . So
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he puts away Copperfield at which he has been working like a Steam
Engine—writes (he thinks) exactly the kind of thing to supply the
deficiency—and sends it off, by this post, to Forster! What an amaz-
ing man!” 2

The second and third numbers maintained the level of the first.
Horne’s “True Story of a Coal-Fire” described the formation of coal
from prehistoric forests, its extraction from the mines, and the
hideous working conditions of the men, women, and children who
worked them. “Heathen and Christian Burial” contrasted the
crowded and unsanitary graveyards of London with the burial cus-
toms of other times and nations.?® In “The Troubled Water Ques-
tion” Wills used the facts provided by Henry Austin to attack the
excessive charges and the dirty water of the monopolies and the con-
sequent lack of a decent water supply for the poor.2%* An article on
the lucifer match pointed out its cheapness and efficiency in compari-
son with the old-fashioned tinderbox. “Short Cuts Across the Globe”
advocated building canals across Panama and the Isthmus of Suez.3!

The third number also announced the inauguration of a monthly
supplement at the same price as the magazine itself, The Household
Narrative of Current Events.3* Although handled by John Dickens,
this publication permitted him no Micawberian flights of eloquence.
It presented without editorial comment a skillfully condensed sum-
mary of all important news, under the main headings of Parliament
and Politics, Law and Crime, Accident and Disaster, Social, Sanitary,
and Municipal Progress, Obituaries, Colonies and Dependencies,
Foreign Events, Commercial Record, Stocks and Shares, and Emigra-
tion Figures.®® A marked innovation, The Household Narrative was
in essence identical with the modern news magazine, which it antici-
pated by almost one hundred years.

Dickens maintained a vigorous, a dictatorial control over every de-
tail in both publications. His hand was everywhere, supplying titles,
criticizing stories, eliminating fuzzy or pretentious verbiage, rewriting
passages and injecting color, tightening structure, sharpening clarity,
cutting out dull patches. “I wonder,” he wrote Wills, “you think ‘A
Night with the Detective Police’” would do for a title! After all those
nights with Burns and the Industrious Fleas, and Heaven knows what
else!! T don’t think there could be a worse one within the range of the
human understanding.” 3¢ Mrs. Gaskell's “The Heart of John Mid-



708 | CHaRLES Dickens

dleton,” he commented, was very good, but the girl crippled by a stone
hitting her in the back was going to remind readers of other victims
of accident in her stories, “the girl who fell down at the Well, and
the child who tumbled down stairs. I wish to Heaven her people would
keep a little firmer on their legs!” % Harriet Martineau’s “The Sick-
ness and Health of the People of Bleaburn” was “heavy”’; ¢ and the
end of her story “The Home of Woodruffe the Gardener” was long-
winded. “I have cut Woodruffe as scientifically as I can, and I don’t
think Miss Martineau would exactly know where.” 37 Sometimes, hav-
ing all these tasks to perform in addition to his own writing almost
overwhelmed him. “I really can’t promise to be comic,” he replicd
to a request from Wills for a humorous piece or two. “As to two comic
articles, or two any sort of articles out of me, that’s the intensest ex-
treme of nogoism.” 38

In May we find Dickens writing to Faraday, the famous scientist,
and suggesting that articles based on his “lectures on the breakfast-
table” and those “addressed last year, to children” would be exceed-
ingly beneficial to the public. “May I ask you whether it would be
agreeable to you, and, if so, whether you would favour me with the
loan of your notes of those lectures for perusal.” 30 Faraday replied
graciously, putting the notes at Dickens’s disposal. “I really cannot tell
you,” Dickens responded, “how very sensible I am of your great kind-
ness or what an honour I feel it to be to have interested you in my
books.

“I think I may be able to do something with the candle: but [
would not touch it, o1 have it touched, unless it can be relighted with
something of the beautitul simplicity and clearness of which I see the
traces in your notes ” %0

Household Words for August 3rd carried an article called “The
Chemistry ot a Candle,” in which a young boy who has attended one
of the lectures vuthines to his family all that he has learned on the
subject.#* Later in the year, “The Laboratory in the Chest” and
“The Mysteries of a Tea-Kettle” are probably derived, at least in part,
from the same source.*? Throughout the whole long course of the
publication, in fact, there is a constant stream of articles on science
and invention, “The Planet-Watchers of Greenwich,” “A Shilling’s
Worth of Science,” “Greenwich Weather-Wisdom,” “The Fire-
Annihilator” (a new chemical fire-extinguisher), “Ballooning,” “India
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Rubber,” “The Stereoscope,” “The Power Loom,” “Decimal Meas-
ures,” “Some Account of Chloroform,” “Electric Light,” and many
others.*? :

* % * %* *

With the able lieutenancy of Wills, Household Words was soon
running so efficiently that Dickens felt free in June to run over to Paris
with Maclise for ten days’ vacation. In spite of a frightful hot spell,
they went to the theater with Régnier, dined with Sir Joseph Clliffe,
physician to the British Embassy, called on Lord Normanby at the
Embassy, and visited broken-down old John Poole (to whom Dickens
was still regularly doling out money raised in the benetit perform-
ances) in his fifth-floor hovel in the Rue Neuve Luxembourg.*
“Poole is staggering around like a bad automaton,” Dickens reported
to Wills, “and the English people are perpetually squeezing them-
selves into courtyards, doorways, blind alleys, closed edifices, and other
places where they have no sort of business. The French people, as
usual, are making as much noise as possible about everything . . .”
And, probably thinking of the repressions by which Louis Napoleon
was transforming himself into a dictator, Dickens added: “They made
a mighty hullabaloo at the Theatre last night, when Brutus (the play
was Lucretia) declaimed about Liberty.” 43

Even in the appalling heat, however, Dickens sent Wills directions
about Household Words and toiled through an article for one of the
next month’s numbers. “I am writing at this moment with nothing
on but 4 shirt and pair of white trousers, and have been sitting four
hours at this paper, but am as faint with the heat as if I had been at
some tremendous gymnastics. And yet we had a thunderstorm last
night!” ¢

On his retarn to England, Dickens was shocked by the fatal acci-
dent m which Sir Robert Peel was thrown by his horse. Since Peel’s
display ot courage and statesmanship in the abolition of the Corn
Laws 1n 1846, Dickens’s respect for him had been steadily rising. “I
am in a very despondent state of mind,” he wrote Mrs. Watson, “over
Peel’s death. He was a man of merit who could ill be spared from the
Great Dust Heap down at Westminster. When I think of the joy of
the D’Israelis, Richmonds, and other impostors and Humbugs, I think
of flying to Australia and taking to the Bush.” 47

Throughout the effort and excitement of finishing David Copper-
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field, he continued to deal with constant demands from Household
Words. An article attacking the dirt and cruelty of the Smithfield
cattle market had aroused scandalized comment; Dickens planned a
return to the attack.*® He corrected proofs, wrote some half-dozen
further pieces used during the next few months, read contributions.
“I think the Bank Note very good indeed. D° the Hippopotamus.
D¢ Swinging the Ship.” 49

Besides keeping a sharp watch on the contributors, Dickens some-
times had to deal with friction in the office. Wills felt that Horne was
not pulling his weight. He pointed out that he himself had too many
duties to make up for Horne’s negligence, and estimated that in con-
sequence every article Horne wrote cost the publication some £8 out
of a weekly budget for contributions averaging £16.5° Dickens rcplied
that he thought highly of Horne’s abilities, had always found him
willing to work, and had no intention of changing his engagement.
He would, however, pass on Wills’s criticisms.®* Horne professed
himself willing to help in any desired way, and remained in his post.5?
In the following year, when Wills returned to the charge, Herne of-
fered to resign. In 1852 he went to Australia,5® from whence he con-
tinued as a contributor at intervals.

From the middle of August to the end of October Dickens’s chil-
dren were with Georgina at Fort House, Broadstairs, a brick dwelling
on the cliff above the bay. Kate, however, who was again in what Dick-
ens called “an anti-Malthusian state,” 5 remained in Devonshire Ter-
race until some weeks after the child was born, and Dickens himself
constantly shuttled back and forth between the two places. Signing
himself “Wilkins Micawber,” he wrote Forster on August 15th, “Mis.
Micawber is still, I regret to say, in statu quo.” % The next day, how-
ever, a baby girl was born, whom they named Dora Annie.’® As soon
as it was clear that Kate was making a good recovery, Dickens left her
in charge of her mother and went down to see the children and work
on his book. “I have still Dora to kill—I mean the Copperfield’s
Dora—" 57

From the sea he wrote Kate news of the children and some of the
guests at Fort House, although he saw her each time he went up to
London.’® “The Spectre in great glory.” (This was three-ycar-old Syd-
ney, whom Dickens had nicknamed the Ocean Spectre, because of a
strange, faraway look in his eyes, as if he saw some phantom out at
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sea.) “A fresh wind blowing, and nearly blowing him off his legs in
the garden—His hair all over his face—his hat nowhere in particular—
and he lugging a seat about—equal in weight, I should think, to six
legs of mutton.” % “Forster was in a tip top state of amiability, but
I think I never heard him hdlf so loud (!) He really, after the heat of
the walk, so disordered me that by no process I could possibly try,
could I get to sleep afterwards.” €°

On September 6th Dickens brought Kate down to Broadstairs.s*
From there he continued to supervise Household Words with an eagle
eye. He approved an article on the “Steam Plough,” by Home, empha-
sizing the increase that such devices of machine farming would
achieve in the land brought under cultivation.®? Another dealt with
the scientific measurement of the height attained by Atlantic waves
in a storm.%® An entire series, “The Doom of English Wills,” written
by Dickens in collaboration with Wills, castigated the dirty, dilapi-
dated, and disorderly way in which ecclesiastical records were kept,
moldering away in damp and crowded depositories, almost deliber-
ately inaccessible to the public, while their guardians drew salaries as
high as £7,000 for letting them decay.®*

At Broadstairs there were almost daily swims and jollity with a con-
stant succession of guests. During one time, when Horne and Wills
and their wives had rooms in Fort House, Frank Stone and Augustus
Egg overflowed into a supplementary cottage, and Dickens invited
Thomas Beard to join them.®® “Your continued absence from the
Stairs,” he wrote, “occasions great surprise and consternation. Come,
and all will be forgiven. September is a fine month. October also. Why
do you try the feelings of your friends by prolonged absence?” ¢

Frederick Dickens was still trying to extort financial aid from his
brother. He had at last married Anna Weller ¢ and was tangled deep
in debt. Perhaps, if Dickens wouldn’t lend him money, he would lend
his name. “It gives me extraordinary pain to refuse you anything,”
Dickens replied, “but I cannot make up my mind to be security for the
performance of so extensive a contract. I am uneasy in the lightest
thought of bequeathing such an obligation to those of these nine chil-
dren who may outlive me, if I bequeath anything. . .. I cannot under-
take it.” %8 Subsequently, however, he may have weakened: “My dear
Fred,” we find him writing, “What is the nature of the Security that
I should be required to give . . .”” %
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With the end of October and the completion of David Copper-
field, the pressure of Dickens’s labors slackened. But he had fore-
stalled any danger of gloomy letdown from having too little to do by
arranging another whirl of amateur theatricals, first with Bulwer Lyt-
ton at his estate of Knebworth, and second with the Watsons at Rock-
ingham Castle.”® And of course the endless round of editorial work
kept on. “This proof of Motley’s . . . will require to be very carefully
looked to. I had better go over it myself.” (This was “Mr. Bendigo
Buster on Our National Defenses Against Education,” an ironical
parody of the arguments of those who opposed state support of edu-
cation out of fear that it would lead to “centralization.” The name
of the imaginary speaker is modeled on “The Great Bendigo,” a well-
known prize-fighter of the day.) “I can’t make out,” Dickens con-
tinued, “whether he means Mr. Buster to be actually a prize-fighter,
or...a gentleman with prize-fighting tastes. I have adopted the latter
hypothesis, as involving less inconsistency and incongruity.” ™

* £ * % b

From this time on until the close of his life Dickens’s activities as
an editor were unceasing. His vigilance never slackened. He read, re-
jected, accepted, rewrote. Though none of the articles were signed, the
signature of his style was so obvious that readers often imagined the
entire magazine to be written by Dickens. (Sometimes, in fact, they
were not far from the truth—John Hollingshead says that in 1854
Dickens read nine hundred unsolicited contributions and used eleven
after entirely rewriting them.™) No matter where he was—in Broad-
stairs, Paris, Boulogne, Italy, America—packets of manuscripts and
proofs constantly traveled back and forth between him and the offices
at Wellington Street, accompanied by letters to Wills containing
reams of advice. “Keep Household Words imaginative,” he reiterated
again and again."® “I have been looking over the back Numbers.
Wherever they fail, it is in wanting elegance of fancy. They lapse too
much into a dreary, arithmetical, Cocker-cum-Walkingame dustyness
that is powerfully depressing.” 74 “Brighten it, brighten it, brighten
it!” 7

He tossed off new ideas for pieces, discovered new writers. The
young George Meredith had poems in Household Words. Wilkie
Collins rode to fame there. A group known as “Dickens’s young men”
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made their start in literature or journalism through his encourage-
ment: George Augustus Sala, Edmund Yates, James Payn, Percy Fitz-
gerald. Other contributors included Wilkie Collins’s gifted brother
(who became Dickens’s son-in-law) Charles Allston Collins, Geor-
giana Craik (Mrs. Mulock), William Hepworth Dixon, James Han-
nay, William and Mary Howitt, Charles Knight, Elizabeth Lynn
(later Mrs. Lynn Linton), Sheridan Le Fanu, Charles Mackay,
Coventry Patmore, Adelaide Anne Procter, William Moy Thomas,
and Chauncey Hare Townshend. Dickens was among the first to rec-
ognize the genius of George Eliot, although he tried in vain to per-
suade her to write a serial for him. Among the authors of already
established reputations who appeared in his pages were Charles Lever,
Bulwer Lytton, Charles Reade, and Thomas Adolphus Trollope.?®

The range of subject matter in the pages of Household Words is
fascinating and extraordinary. The informational articles alone exhibit
the widest variety. Here is an almost random selection: a description
of San Francisco during the Gold Rush, the savings to litigants ef-
fected by the Small Claims Courts, the work of John Hullah (Dick-
ens’s old friend) in providing free classes in choral singing to the poor,
the operation of a Paris newspaper, the banking rooms, treasure vaults,
and banknote engraving at the Bank of England, the hunting of seals
and whales, the use of ice for preserving food and making cool drinks
and desserts, the industrial exploitation of the great dust-heaps formed
from the refuse of London, the possibility of crossing the English
Channel either by a tunnel or by an enormous bridge arching between
a series of artificial islands! 77

Brief biographical articles, taken almost equally at random, include
Sydney Smith, Angelica Kauffmann the artist, Peter the Great, Fanny
Burney, the piano manufacturer Pierre Erard, the two poisoners Mme.
Ursinus and the Marquise de Brinvilliers, Abelard and Héloise, Wil-
liam Cobbett, Handel, Napoleon, Robert Burns, Dr. Johnson, Philip
Sidney and Fulke Greville, Lesage, the author of Gil Blas, and the
philosopher Pierre Ramus. There were literary articles, among others,
on Pepys’s Diary, Margaret Fuller, Beowulf, Hazlitt’s works, the
poems of Caedmon, Leigh Hunt's stories in verse, [Hamlet, the Golden
Ass of Apuleius, Robert Herrick, Ebenezer Elliott, the “Corn-Law
Rhymer,” Edmund Waller, Carlyle’s Frederick the Great, the plays
of Lope de Vega, the Celtic bard Oisin, and a warmly appreciative
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review of Turgenev’s beautiful Sportsman’s Sketches in its first Eng-
lish translation. Throughout, there is a fusion of freshness and ac-
curacy, neither an archeological dustiness nor a narrow concentration
on the merely contemporary.™

The most characteristic feature of Household Words, however, is
its treatment of current problems. Hardly a week goes by in which it is
not attacking some abuse. It consistently opposcs racial, national, rc-
ligious, and class prejudices. It crusades against illiteracy, and in favor
of government aid for public education and free elementary and indus-
trial schools for the poor. It crusades for proper sewage disposal, cheap
and unlimited water supply, and the regulation of industries vital to
health. It demands the replacement of slums by decent housing for
the poor, pleads for the establishment of playgrounds for children, and
advocates systematic municipal planning. It supports thoughtful
prison reform but protests against coddling criminals. Devote half
the sums spent on jails, it argues, to improving the surroundings and
training the capacities of the innocent, and you won’t have to exert
so much effort in a largely unsuccessful attempt to reform the guilty.
It insists that industrialists must not be allowed to mutilate and kill
their laborers in order to save the cost of preventing accidents. It scan-
dalously affirms that workingmen have the right to organize into
unions, and calls upon the working class to use its power to turn “the
Indifferents and Incapables” out of Downing Street and Westminster
and force the government to remedy the ills from which poor men
suffer.”®

Ilustration of more than a few of these themes would run to too
great length, but from the beginning to the closc of its carcer House-
hold Words never ceased repeating them. It was especially emphatic
on the importance of education. “The Schoolmaster at Home and
Abroad” points out that in “the whole of northern Europe” onc child
“to every 2% of the population” received “the rudiments of knowl-
edge; while in England there is only one such pupil to every fourteen
inhabitants.” 8¢ “The Devil's Acre” lauds the work of the Ragged
Schools and their more advanced industrial counterparts in the slum
districts of London, especially in reforming young criminals and tcach-
ing them a trade.®* “Infant Gardens” praises the work of Froebcl and
those of his disciples who started the first English kindergartens.®2
“New Life and Old Learning” satirically notes that the only conces-
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sion to the changing times Oxford has made in its curriculum is to
permit the study of modern history—up to the year 1790 but not be-
yond.82 “Minerva by Gaslight” hails the achievements of the Working
Men’s College in Great Ormond Street, and the recent inauguration
of evening session classes by King’s College in the University of Lon-
don.%*

Articles on sanitary reform and slum clearance are no less numerous.
Statistical analyses demonstrate that the most crowded slums have
the highest mortality rates. “Health by Act of Parliament,” arguing for
London’s inclusion within the Public Health Act, quotes figures to
prove that the monetary loss in the metropolis caused during the year
1848 by typhus alone was £440,000. “This cold-blooded way of putting
the really appalling state of the case,” it adds, “is, alas! the only suc-
cessful mode of appealing to . . . John Bull . . . His heart is only
reached by his pocket, except when put in a state of alarm. Cry,
‘Choleral’ or any other frightful conjuration, and he bestirs him-
self.” 8 Cholera, however, is only the most spectacular of many pre-
ventable diseases caused by polluted sewers, bad or insufficient water,
and crowded, dirty houses. “A Home Question,” “Commission and
Omission,” 8 and countless other articles gird repeatedly at the in-
competence and negligence of the public bodies supposed to deal
with these matters.

Until these “epoch-making articles appeared in Household Words,”
says W. W. Crotch, “housing reform had been scarcely heard of.” 87
But Dickens missed no chance to reinforce them by constant blasts
of all kinds. The state of public health in London, he said in a speech
before the Metropolitan Sanitary Association in 1850, was “the
tragedy of Hamlet with nothing in it but the gravedigger.” Opposi-
tion to improvement came from two main classes: landlords, clam-
orous to protect their pockets, and weak-minded gentlemen who
talked of self-government and thought what happened in the next
parish none of their business. But such a slum as Jacob’s Island could
be made decent at a weekly cost of less than two glasses of gin for
each inhabitant. As for self-government, let them talk of that when
any court or street could keep its diseases within its own bounds.®®

A few nights later Sir Peter Laurie, the London alderman Dickens
had satirized in The Chimes, told a public meeting that Jacob’s
Island “ONLY existed” in the pages of Oliver Twist. Dickens fell
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upon him savagely in the preface to a new edition of that book. By
Sir Peter’s logic, he said, “When Ficlding described Newgate,” it
“ceased to exist”; “when Smollett took Roderick Random to Bath,
that city instantly sank into the earth”; and “an ancient place called
Windsor was entirely destroyed in the reign of Queen Elizabeth by
two Merry Wives of that town, acting under the direction of a person
of the name of Shakespeare.” But on reflection was it not equally
clear, since Sir Peter Laurie had once been described in a book too,
“that there CAN be no such man!” %

The following year Dickens addressed the Metropolitan Sanitary
Association again. That the horrors of filth and disease knew no bound-
aries was as certain, he said, as “that the air from Gin Lane will be
carried by an easterly wind into Mayfair, or that the furious pestilence
raging in St. Giles no mortal list of lady patronesses can keep out of
Almack’s.” 2 This was why neither education nor religion could do
anything useful for the poor until the way was prepared by cleanliness
and decency. “Give them a glimpse of heaven through a little of its
light and air; give them water; help them to be clean . . .” And let
people cease to be intimidated from clearing up these evils by the use
of terrifying words like “centralization.” #*

It would be hard to exaggerate the power of Dickens’s aid to the
pioneers in sanitation and housing. “Lord Shaftesbury, and the Asso-
ciation for Improving the Dwellings of the Poor,” Crotch summarizes,
“were, like the first Housing Acts, the outward and visible signs of his
energies,” and the housing developments fostered by these and by
other public-spirited foundations erected “not only homes for the
people, but monuments to their champion . . .” 9

Fierce even beyond these attacks on slums and the neglect of public
health, however, was the campaign Household Words carried on
against factory accidents. Since 1844 there had been a law that dan-
gerous machines must be fenced in, but it had been very largely
evaded or ignored. “Ground in the Mill” detailed dozens of hidcous
deaths and mutilations: boys caught in a piece of belting and smashed
a hundred and twenty times a minute against the ceiling, men wedged
in a shaft getting battered to pulp, their lungs broken, their heads
scalped, their skulls smashed. There were two thousand of these vic-
tims killed or mutilated by machinery in a half-year,?® “Fencing with
Humanity” reported, and told of the formation of a Manufacturers’
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Association to defy the law and pay the fines of its members if they
were convicted. Ten pounds was the penalty in one such case: “When
the mill-owner sets that price on his workman’s brains,” the article
said grimly, “who can wonder if the workman sets a price still lower
on his master’s heart!” #* The accidents amounted to fewer than 6/10
per cent, argued the factory owners, and the deaths to only 42 a year.
“Death’s Ciphering-Book” suggested that if percentages had anything
to do with the moral issues, one might as well forgo punishing burglary
and murder, of which the percentages were far smaller in a population
of twenty-one million.?

The viewpoint dominating all these articles, and hundreds of others
on scores of additional subjects, represented an uncompromising hu-
manitarian radicalism in almost every field they touched upon, social,
political, and economic. Week after week Dickens or his henchmen
hammered away, wielding every conceivable weapon: reasoned argu-
ment, cajolery, facts and figures, humor, insinuation, irony, parable
and allegory, sarcasm, repetition, angry diatribe. In total the contents
of Household Words are a striking testimony to the enlightenment of
Dickens’s policy on most of the problems of nineteenth-century so-
ciety and the breadth of his interests. But more than that, they are a
proof of his editorial skill as well. For unlike the liberal-radical mag-
azines of our own day, Household Words was not limited to a small
specialized group of intellectuals but had a huge and stcadily growing
audience ranging in both directions from the middle and upper
middle classes.

It was probably this extraordinary achievement that led Lord North-
cliffe to declare Dickens the greatest magazine editor either of his own
or any other age.®® Although unmatched, however, the achievement is
not mysterious: its secret lies in the pattern of broad appeal to which
almost every number of Household Words conforms—a pattern that
explains how Dickens could persuade his readers to swallow so much
radicalism along with their entertainment. For although Household
Words fought on every issue its conductor had at heart, and never
pulled its punches, it did not limit itself to crusading. Among the six
to nine items filling its twenty-four pages, there were never more than
two or three devoted to reform causes; usually there was only one. The
tone might be indignant, but never embittered.

Thus, in the very issue in which one article points out that the
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workhouse diet is worse than that of the criminal jail, another article
gives a dream-vision of all the cruelties that darkened the “good old
times.” All the rest of the contents was entertainment, colorful in-
formation, humor, or sentiment. Great pains were taken to be vivid,
great pains were taken to be clear. But, at the same time, the tone of
Household Words was never patronizing. “Don’t think,” Dickens
warned, “that it is necessary to write down to any part of our audi-
ence.”

At last, with Household Words, Dickens had found the instrument
toward which he had been groping, years back, in the opening, unsuc-
cessful numbers of Master Humphrey’s Clock. And in the intervening
time, he had learned how to work with and at the same time control
a group of collaborators as he had not been able to do on the Daily
News. Both in its business and its editorial structure Household
Words ideally met Dickens’s long-felt need for a periodical in which
he could say to his readers, profitably and without interference from
anyone else, everything about all the subjects in the world that he
was bursting to say.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Splendid Barnstorming

TH:E play, Dickens wrote Bulwer Lytton in July of 1850, “stirs
my blood like a trumpet.” * Lytton had invited the dramatic ama-
teurs to be his guests at Knebworth—the Hertfordshire estate he had
inherited from his mother—and play Every Man in His Humour be-
fore an audience of his county neighbors. But the combined labors of
Household Words and David Copperfield compelled Dickens to defer
the glorious idea until fall. Meanwhile, he promised, he would take
counsel with Forster, and then “report myself to you touching Boba-
dil.” Before the summer was over, their plans were being made.

Dickens and Bulwer Lytton had known each other, and been
friendly though not intimate, for well over a decade. Edward Bulwer
—he had not then taken the additional surname of Lytton—was in
Parliament when Dickens was in the Gallery. Handsomely aquiline,
auburn-curled, beringed and ornate of dress, he had been, together
with D’Orsay and Disraeli, one of the glittering dandies emulated by
the youthful Boz. Nine years Dickens’s senior, and, until the triumph
of Pickwick, the most popular novelist of the day, he might easily
have been resentful, but he greeted his rival only with the heartiest
praise. He was far less intimate with Dickens, however, than with
Macready, who had successfully appeared in his Richelieu and The
Laly of Lyons. “Without our friend,” Bulwer told Dickens in grave
modesty, the latter play “might have been a hideous failure.” 2 And
Dickens knew that he was not only generous in words. The number of
unfortunate literary men he had helped more than justified Mac-
ready’s tribute to him as the most warm-hearted and high-minded of
men.?

Nevertheless, even in mid-career, Bulwer continued to be pursued

[719]
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by literary animosity. His birth, his hauteur, his dress, the high circles
in which he moved, all aroused bitter sneers. The violent termination
of his brief marriage and the half-insane slanders of his estranged wife
Rosina were seized upon with snarling joy. And when, on his mother’s
death, he added her maiden name of Lytton to his own surname,
malice could not contain its chortles at the grandiosity of calling one-
self Sir Edward George Earle Lytton Bulwer Lytton. But he re-
mained proudly silent, went on writing copiously and successfully, and
collected stained glass and medieval armor. Now, at the age of forty-
seven, his tastes were still exotic and luxurious. He smoked a chibouk
and wore oriental dressing gowns no less rich than the splendors of
his youth. Moving through the long library of Knebworth, with his
premature slight stoop, grizzled reddish hair, and beaked nose above
flaming whiskers, he looked, in his somber magnificence, strangely
like a refined and elegant Fagin.

Out of Bulwer Lytton’s proposal of a “Dramatic Festival” at
Knebworth were to grow further plans that would bring him and
Dickens into closer association and deepen their mutual esteem. At
the moment, however, all Dickens thought of was the excitement of
acting again. He suggested the end of October for the play and hoped
the neighborhood of Knebworth could produce enough aspirants for
dramatic laurels to fill the vacancies in their cast. “Do you know Mary
Boyle, the Hon. Mary, daughter of the old Admiral?” he asked. She
was one of the very best actresses he had ever seen. “I have acted with
her in a country house in Northamptonshire, and am going to do so
again, next November.” If they could get her to play Mrs. Kitely,
his “little sister-inlaw”’—Georgina—“would ‘go on’ for the second
lady,” and they could do without professional actresses.*

Dickens was exhilarated to learn that Miss Boyle could join them,
and booked her also to play Lisette in Animal Magnetism, one of the
farces given in 1848, at which he had seen people laugh until they
“hung over the front of the boxes like ripe fruit.” ® This might also,
Dickens thought, be included among their Rockingham theatricals
later in the year. My Grandmother, suggested and rather pertina-
ciously defended by Miss Boyle’s brother, Captain Cavendish Boyle,
Dickens insisted would never “go.” Its jokes were hoary-headed when
Old Parr was a baby and the dialogue gave one the feeling of “being
rubbed down with a gigantic Baker’s-rasp.” Instead, Dickens proposed
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a piece called Louison, of which he admitted having only the vaguest
memories, but which he was sure would be a success. “It may have
been some anecdote of the French Revolution—I don’t know—I
think a pistol was fired in it—perhaps it was only a bell rung—I can’t
say. . . . I have a wild dream that in this mysterious piece (one scene,
one act) somebody was hid somewhere on account of something.” ¢

Early in October all these plans were deferred, the Knebworth per-
formances until November 18th, 1g9th, and 20th, and the Rockingham
theatricals until after Twelfth Night in the new year.” This simply
gave more time for rehearsals, however, and furbishing up the cost-
tumes. More serious was the loss of Miss Boyle, who was prevented
from joining them by a death in her family, but to take her place
Dickens got little Anne Romer, who had played the role of Mary
in Used Up.® Rehearsals were held once more in Miss Kelly’s theater
in Soho.?

Almost at the outset, Kate, who had the part of Tib (a character
who made four brief appearances and spoke a total of thirty lines),
managed to fall through a trap door on the stage. Her ankle was so
severely sprained that Mrs. Lemon took her place.!® With the course
of years, in fact, the clumsiness Dickens had noted in America and
humorously exaggerated in Tilly Slowboy seemed to be growing more
marked. Richard Horne, who had been at Broadstairs with the Dick-
enses during the summer and often dined with them at Devonshire
Terrace, observed that bracelets would even slide off her arms and fall
with a splash into her soup, while Dickens threw himself back in his
chair laughing uproariously, his eyes streaming with mirth.!* Kate’s
lack of physical control strongly suggests nervous disturbance and
Dickens’s laughter sounds like the hilarity with which we hide a secret
irritation from ourselves. But in behavior Dickens was all solicitude,
and when it was clear that Kate would still be unable to walk on the
18th he arranged that she be taken to Knebworth in a brougham so
that she could at least make one of the audience.

The last rehearsal in town took place on the 14th of November.!?
“Ah, sir,” said the master carpenter at Miss Kelly’s, to whom Dick-
ens explained some ideas he had about adapting Used Up to a
small stage, “it’s a universal observation in the profession, sir, that it
was a great loss to the public when you took to writing books!”—
“which,” remarked Dickens, “I thought complimentary to Copper-
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field.” 12 The rehearsal was no sooner over than Dickens took the train
to Stevenage, the Knebworth railway connection. All week-end he
spent seeing to the final details of installing the theater, testing the
brilliance of the oil lamps (“without smell”) which they had to use in
the absence of gas, and drilling his cast through the very dress re-
hearsal on Saturday night.**

The theater itself was a portable unit complete, some twenty feet
high, erected at one end of the double-storied great hall, leaving the
test of its stone-floored expanse back to the entrance under the min-
strel gallery for the seats of the guests.!® Through one of the enormous
windows, hoisted over the window seat, had also been brought a huge
hybrid instrument called a “choremusicon,” clad in “an immense
crimson silk waistcoat” and guaranteed to be “better than three mu-
sicians.” 16

For three nights the carriages of Bulwer Lytton’s county friends
(“Dukes, Duchesses, and the like,” 17 Dickens said mischievously)
rolled into the great rectangular court with its gargoyle-surmounted
walls, and the guests trooped among his suits of armor, under his
stained-glass windows and the medieval tapestries hung on the dark-
paneled walls, and responded enthusiastically to the dramatic enter-
tainment. “Everything,” Dickens wrote Mrs. Watson, “has gone off in
a whirl of triumph, and fired the whole length and breadth of the
county of Hertfordshire . . .” Georgina, he added, had “covcred her-
self with glory” as Mistress Bridget.*®

Only one semicomic rift marred the amenity of the occasion. In
order to allow the curtain to go up at seven-thirty, dinner was at six,
and on the first night, after the performance, the host provided only
cake, biscuits, and wine for refreshments. For a group of actors raven-
ous from their exertions this was insufficient, and most of the cast
went to bed gnawed by hunger. Next morning they held a council.
Forster, blunt as usual, said they should ask for more to eat. Dclmé
Radcliffe, one of the county men in the cast, was for bribing the cook.
Mark Lemon proposed getting supplies in the village and sneaking up
to a surreptitious supper in Jerrold’s room at the top of the tower.
This schoolboyish suggestion carried the day, Fred Dickens and
Augustus Egg were sent for food, and that evening there was “a stifled
stampede” of actors smuggling glasses and mugs upstairs under their
costumes. Unhappily, Bulwer Lytton was told and felt solemnly an-
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noyed until Dickens joked him out of it. On the next night, however,
he served a sumptuous supper.*?

Contact with Dickens and these three performances crystallized in
Bulwer Lytton’s mind a set of ideas that had long been amorphous
there. He had pitied and sent anonymous help to more than one tal-
ented writer like poor Laman Blanchard, who had cut his throat in
1844 when the struggle to support a family by journalism proved too
hard. And Dickens and his amateurs had collected large sums for the
benefit of such literary veterans as Leigh Hunt, Sheridan Knowles,
and John Poole. The first two of these were now receiving govern-
ment pensions, but although such provisions did exist for the aid of
writers and artists, they were inadequate, often political or capricious
in origin, and even, on occasion, rather humiliating to their bene-
ficiaries. There were able writers who had met with misfortunes,
promising young writers who had not yet made their way, scholarly
writers whose work could not expect a popular audience. Artists, too,
experienced the same difficulties. What was needed for all these was
something more dignified than the charity of private donations or gov-
ernment pension list and more flexible than a college lectureship, with
its prescribed duties and academic qualifications.2

Could they not build, Bulwer Lytton suggested, an endowment
which might combine these purposes with the bestowing of an hon-
orable distinction? He himself would write a comedy all the earnings
of which he would present to the endowment; Dickens’s company
would act this play throughout England for its benefit. With the elo-
quent fame of such a brilliant beginning, they might then make public
appeal for additional contributions to the fund. For, said Bulwer
Lytton, “This is a great power that has grown up about you, out of a
winter-night’s amusement, and do let us try to use it for the lasting
service of our order.” 2

So the Guild of Literature and Art was born. As it matured in their
minds it grew more ambitious. Bulwer Lytton would present the Guild
with the use of a plot of land on his estate, where a group of neat cot-
tages would be built, and in them would dwell rent-free a little fellow-
ship of artists and men of letters chosen in accordance with the Guild’s
purposes. Over them would preside a Warden, with a house and £200
a year. Resident Members would receive £170 a year and nonresident
Members £200 a year. These were to be men ot established names.
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Finally, there would be a number of Associates, young men of promise,
with one-year grants of £100.22 “I do devoutly believe,” exclaimed
Dickens, “that this plan carried, will entirely change the status of the
literary man in England, and make a revolution in his position, which
no Government, no power on earth but his own, could ever effect.” 2

* * * * %

His enthusiasm for the project was fired by efforts in which he was
even then engaged to obtain further help for John Poole. The pro-
ceeds from his benefit had at last been exhausted, but Poole was so
completely shattered in intellect that writing “the most ordinary sen-
tence in a letter” had become “a work of infinite labor to him.” “In
the sunny time of the day, he puts a melancholy little hat on one side
of his head, and, with a little stick under his arm, goes hitching himself
about the Boulevards; but for any power he has of earning a livelihood
he might as well be dead.” 24

Through Lord John Russell, Dickens obtained for him a small sum
from the Queen’s Bounty, but what he really needed, Dickens ex-
plained to Russell, was a pension. The last time Dickens had visited
him was a cold dark day, with Dickens sitting by a tiny wood fire
and Poole quivering nervously in bed, while a series of violent bumping
noises sounded from the ceiling. Trembling beneath the bedclothes,
Poole explained that a vaudeville troupe who did “the poses plas-
tiques” were rehearsing in the attic overhead. “They—they begin—
with Ajax defying the lightning—at daybreak. They—they—defy the
lightning all day. I—I know I shall die, die here. They are my mur-
derers.” 25 Fortunately, the troupe soon had to flee their debts, but
“I do not think,” Dickens wrote Russell, “he would hold a small pen-
sion very long.” On Christmas Eve, he received a reply announcing
that Poole had been granted £100 a year, dating “from the end of
June last.” 26

Happy in what he had accomplished for Poole, Dickens turned his
attention now to the approaching theatricals in Northamptonshire.
The portable theater used at Knebworth was too lofty for any of the
ancient low-ceiled rooms of Rockingham Castle. He consequently
suggested to Mrs. Watson that she rent scenery from Nathan, the
“costume-maker” who dressed his company.?” Presently Dickens
found he had to explain to Mrs. Watson that a backdrop with a prac-
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ticable door ouldn’t be put right against the wall of the room unless
there was a room door in the same place: otherwise “the door of the
room might as well be in Africa.” 2® Finally, a special set was assem-
bled under his direction, and adapted to the purpose.?® After looking
this over at Nathan’s and finding it new-painted and elegant, Dickens
decided he had better make a one-day trip to Northamptonshire to
superintend its installation.3?

‘There were also botherations about the cast. Was Captain Boyle
playing or wasn’t he? #* And how about Mrs. Watson’s brother, Cap-
tain Quin? *2 Mr. Watson himself would do wonderfully as the lawyer
in Used Up (which they had decided to do instead of Louison), but
Dickens had set his heart on giving him the pleasure of seeing the
play.33 If the Watsons’ friend M. Stafford O’Brien was unable to take
part, would they like him to get Mr. Lemon? 3 Finally, what was this
confusion of a Mr. Stafford, a Mr. Stopford, and a Mr. Stafford
O’Brien: were there two or three of them, and would Mrs. Watson
clear up the muddle of their too similar names? 3

Even when all these tangles were straightened out there was one
last-minute oscillation. Dickens had suggested that Charley, who
would be home from Eton, play the part of a little page—called a
“tiger”—in Used Up, and on Mrs. Watson’s agreement had him meas-
ured for his costume.2® Then arrived word that Captain Quin might
take the role.3” On top of this came still another letter: let Charley
take it. “As your letter is decided,” Dickens replied, “the scaffolding
shall be re-erected round Charley’s boots (it has been taken down, and
the workmen retired to their respective homes in various parts of Eng-
land and Wales) and his dressing proceeded with. I have been very
much pleased with him in the matter, as he never made the least
demonstration of disappointment or mortification, and was perfectly
contented to give in. (Here I break off to go to Boxdll.) (Here I re-
turn much exhausted.)” %8

These two parentheses refer to sittings for his portrait then being
painted by Sir William Boxall. “As Boxall (with his head very much
on one side and his spectacles on) danced backward from the canvas
incessantly with great nimbleness, and returned, and made little digs
at it with his pencil, with a horrible grin on his countenance, I augur,”
Dickens reported, “that he pleased himself this morning.” 3 But the
portrait seemed to Dickens himself to get worse and worse as the sit-
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tings went on, and finally he discontinued them. Sometimes, he said,
the picture “was like Ben Caunt’—a very ugly prize-ighter—then like
Greenacre—a murderer. “At last, by Jove, I found I was growing like
it!—I thought it time to retire, and that picture will never be finished
if it depends upon any more sittings from me.” 0

On the 7th of January, Dickens arrived at Rockingham, and after
frenzies of preparation and rehearsal their program came off on the
15th: A Day After the Wedding, Used Up, and Animal Magnetism.**
His burlesque love affair with Mary Boyle had reached the point
where he was writing her, as he had Mrs. Colden years before, inco-
herent notes of misery and devotion. One of these, dated from “Loft
over Stable,” laments that “the call of honor stands between me and
my rest—baulks my inclination—beckons me from happiness . . . (do
you understand, my angel?)” Even with every apparent blessing, in-
cluding “a domestic hearth,” many things may be lacking for a2 man’s
happiness, “and he may be confoundedly miserable—As I am—Ever
Affectionately my darling.” 4 At Rockingham began the custom,
whenever they were together, of Dickens’s bestowing a chaste good-
night kiss on Mary’s brow. Henceforth, using both her own name and
the names of their roles in Used Up, she was his “dearest Mary” or
“darling Meery” and he was her “Joe.”

Kate assumed in the same play the small part of Lady Maria Clut-
terbuck—by this time, of course, her ankle was entirely healed—but
we do not hear that she “covered herself with glory.” Even Georgina,
though she played again in Animal Magnetism, was quite forgotten.
No other woman compared with Mary Boyle, enchanting in lemon
muslin as Lisette and demure in pink as Mary.#* Following the three
plays, country dances lasted until far into the morning. Next day, after
the hundred-and-twenty-mile railway journey to London, Dickens
dined with the Russells, where Lady John Russell talked about Mrs.
Watson with an affection that relieved his despondency at the visit
being over.#* “I am still feeble, and liable to sudden outbursts of cause-
less rage and demoniacal gloom, but I shall be better presently.” 45

Unlike his father, young Charley ended his holiday in great spirits.
It was a wet night and a servant took him to the train for Eton. “Mas-
ter Charles went off very gay, sir,” he reported. “He found some young
gen’lmen as was his friends in the train, sir.” “Come,” said Dickens,
“I am glad of that. How many were there? Two or three?” “Oh dear,
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sir, there was a matter of forty, sir! All with their heads out o’ the
coach windows, sir, a-hallowing ‘Dickens!” all over the station!” 46

Meanwhile Bulwer Lytton had sent Dickens the first three acts of
his comedy—a costume piece set in the reign of George II. It was
“most admirable,” Dickens told him, “and certain to go nobly.” He
could already, in imagination, see his companions in the roles they
would play. He himself would love to take the part of Sir Gilbert
(probably Sir Geoffrey Thornside in the final version of the play).
“Assumption has charms for me—I hardly know for how many wild
reasons—so delightful, that I feel a loss of, oh! I can’t say what ex-
quisite foolery, when I lose a chance of being someone in voice, etc.,
not at all like myself.” But he knew that in the central role of Lord
Wilmot nobody else could hold the play together like himself. I think
I could touch ihe gallant, generous, careless pretence, with the real
man at the bottom of it, so as to take the audience with him from
the first scene.” Therefore he would forgo the other part, throw up his
cap for Wilmot, and “devote myself to him, heart and head!” 7
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