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    Charles Dickens – A Biographical Primer


    

    By Thomas Seccombe


    

    The English novelist, was born on the 7th of February 1812 at a house in the Mile End Terrace, Commercial Road, Landport (Portsea) — a house which was opened as a Dickens Museum on 22nd July 1904. His father John Dickens (d. 1851), a clerk in the navy-pay office on a salary of £80 a year, and stationed for the time being at Portsmouth, had married in 1809 Elizabeth, daughter of Thomas Barrow, and she bore him a family of eight children, Charles being the second. In the winter of 1814 the family moved from Portsea in the snow, as he remembered, to London, and lodged for a time near the Middlesex hospital. The country of the novelist's childhood, however, was the kingdom of Kent, where the family was established in proximity to the dockyard at Chatham from 1816 to 1821. He looked upon himself in later years as a man of Kent, and his capital abode as that in Ordnance Terrace, or 18 St Mary's Place, Chatham, amid surroundings classified in Mr Pickwick's notes as “appearing” to be soldiers, sailors, Jews, chalk, shrimps, officers and dockyard men. He fell into a family the general tendency of which was to go down in the world, during one of its easier periods (John Dickens was now fifth clerk on £250 a year), and he always regarded himself as belonging by right to a comfortable, genteel, lower middle-class stratum of society. His mother taught him to read; to his father he appeared very early in the light of a young prodigy, and by him Charles was made to sit on a tall chair and warble popular ballads, or even to tell stories and anecdotes for the benefit of fellow-clerks in the office. John Dickens, however, had a small collection of books which were kept in a little room upstairs that led out of Charles's own, and in this attic the boy found his true literary instructors in Roderick Random, Peregrine Pickle, Humphry Clinker, Tom Jones, The Vicar of Wakefield, Don Quixote, Gil Bias and Robinson Crusoe. The story of how he played at the characters in these books and sustained his idea of Roderick Random for a month at a stretch is picturesquely told in David Copperfield. Here as well as in his first and last books and in what many regard as his best, Great Expectations, Dickens returns with unabated fondness and mastery to the surroundings of his childhood. From seven to nine years he was at a school kept in Clover Lane; Chatham, by a Baptist minister named William Giles, who gave him Goldsmith's Bee as a keepsake when the call to Somerset House necessitated the removal of the family from Rochester to a shabby house in Bayham Street, Camden Town. At the very moment when a consciousness of capacity was beginning to plump his youthful ambitions, the whole flattering dream vanished and left not a rack behind. Happiness and Chatham had been left behind together, and Charles was about to enter a school far sterner and also far more instructive than that in Clover Lane. The family income had been first decreased and then mortgaged; the creditors of the “prodigal father” would not give him time; John Dickens was consigned to the Marshalsea; Mrs Dickens started an “Educational Establishment” as a forlorn hope in Upper Gower Street; and Charles, who had helped his mother with the children, blacked the boots, carried things to the pawnshop and done other menial work, was now sent out to earn his own living as a young hand in a blacking warehouse, at Old Hungerford Stairs, on a salary of six shillings a week. He tied, trimmed and labelled blacking pots for over a year, dining off a saveloy and a slice of pudding, consorting with two very rough boys, Bob Fagin and Pol Green, and sleeping in an attic in Little College Street, Camden Town, in the house of Mrs Roylance (Pipchin), while on Sunday he spent the day with his parents in their comfortable prison, where they had the services of a “marchioness” imported from the Chatham workhouse.


    

    Already consumed by ambition, proud, sensitive and on his dignity to an extent not uncommon among boys of talent, he felt his position keenly, and in later years worked himself up into a passion of self-pity in connexion with the “degradation” and “humiliation” of this episode. The two years of childish hardship which ate like iron into his soul were obviously of supreme importance in the growth of the novelist. Recollections of the streets and the prison and its purlieus supplied him with a store of literary material upon which he drew through all the years of his best activity. And the bitterness of such an experience was not prolonged sufficiently to become sour. From 1824 to 1826, having been rescued by a family quarrel and by a windfall in the shape of a legacy to his father, from the warehouse, he spent two years at an academy known as Wellington House, at the corner of Granby Street and the Hampstead Road (the lighter traits of which are reproduced in Salem House), and was there known as a merry and rather mischievous boy. Fortunately he learned nothing there to compromise the results of previous instruction. His father had now emerged from the Marshalsea and was seeking employment as a parliamentary reporter. A Gray's Inn solicitor with whom he had had dealings was attracted by the bright, clever look of Charles, and took him into his office as a boy at a salary of thirteen and sixpence (rising to fifteen shillings) a week. He remained in Mr Blackmore's office from May 1827 to November 1828, but he had lost none of his eager thirst for distinction, and spent all his spare time mastering Gurney's shorthand and reading early and late at the British Museum. A more industrious apprentice in the lower grades of the literary profession has never been known, and the consciousness of opportunities used to the most splendid advantage can hardly have been absent from the man who was shortly to take his place at the head of it as if to the manner born. Lowten and Guppy, and Swiveller had been observed from this office lad's stool; he was now greatly to widen his area of study as a reporter in Doctors' Commons and various police courts, including Bow Street, working all day at law and much of the night at shorthand. Some one asked John Dickens, during the first eager period of curiosity as to the man behind “Pickwick,” where his son Charles was educated. “Well really,” said the prodigal father, “he may be said — haw — haw — to have educated himself.” He was one of the most rapid and accurate reporters in London when, at nineteen years of age, in 1831, he realized his immediate ambition and “entered the gallery” as parliamentary reporter to the True Sun. Later he was reporter to the Mirror of Parliament and then to the Morning Chronicle. Several of his earliest letters are concerned with his exploits as a reporter, and allude to the experiences he had, travelling fifteen miles an hour and being upset in almost every description of known vehicle in various parts of Britain between 1831 and 1836. The family was now living in Bentwick Street, Manchester Square, but John Dickens was still no infrequent inmate of the sponging-houses. With all the accessories of these places of entertainment his son had grown to be excessively familiar. Writing about 1832 to his school friend Tom Mitton, Dickens tells him that his father has been arrested at the suit of a wine firm, and begs him go over to Cursiter Street and see what can be done. On another occasion of a paternal disappearance he observes: “I own that his absence does not give me any great uneasiness, knowing how apt he is to get out of the way when anything goes wrong.” In yet another letter he asks for a loan of four shillings.


    

    In the meanwhile, however, he had commenced author in a more creative sense by penning some sketches of contemporary London life, such as he had attempted in his school days in imitation of the sketches published in the London and other magazines of that day. The first of these appeared in the December number of the Old Monthly Magazine for 1833. By the following August, when the signature “Boz” was first given, five of these sketches had appeared. By the end of 1834 we find him settled in rooms in Furnival's Inn, and a little later his salary on the Morning Chronicle was raised, owing to the intervention of one of its chiefs, George Hogarth, the father of (in addition to six sons) eight charming daughters, to one of whom, Catherine, Charles was engaged to be married before the year was out. Clearly as his career now seemed designated, he was at this time or a little before it coquetting very seriously with the stage: but circumstances were rapidly to determine another stage in his career. A year before Queen Victoria's accession appeared in two volumes Sketches by Boz, Illustrative of Everyday Life and Everyday People. The book came from a prentice hand, but like the little tract on the Puritan abuse of the Sabbath entitled “Sunday under three Heads” which appeared a few months later, it contains in germ all, or almost all, the future Dickens. Glance at the headings of the pages. Here we have the Beadle and all connected with him, London streets, theatres, shows, the pawnshop, Doctors' Commons, Christmas, Newgate, coaching, the river. Here comes a satirical picture of parliament, fun made of cheap snobbery, a rap on the knuckles of sectarianism. And what could be more prophetic than the title of the opening chapter — Our Parish? With the Parish — a large one indeed — Dickens to the end concerned himself; he began with a rapid survey of his whole field, hinting at all he might accomplish, indicating the limits he was not to pass. This year was to be still more momentous to Dickens, for, on the 2nd of April 1836, he was married to George Hogarth's eldest daughter Catherine. He seems to have fallen in love with the daughters collectively, and, judging by subsequent events, it has been suggested that perhaps he married the wrong one. His wife's sister Mary was the romance of his early married life, and another sister, Georgina, was the dearest friend of his last ten years.


    

    A few days before the marriage, just two months after the appearance of the Sketches, the first part of The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club was announced. One of the chief vogues of the day was the issue of humorous, sporting or anecdotal novels in parts, with plates, and some of the best talent of the day, represented by Ainsworth, Bulwer, Marryat, Maxwell, Egan, Hook and Surtees, had been pressed into this kind of enterprise. The publishers of the day had not been slow to perceive Dickens's aptitude for this species of “letterpress.” A member of the firm of Chapman & Hall called upon him at Furnival's Inn in December 1835 with a proposal that he should write about a Nimrod Club of amateur sportsmen, foredoomed to perpetual ignominies, while the comic illustrations were to be etched by Seymour, a well-known rival of Cruikshank (the illustrator of Boz). The offer was too tempting for Dickens to refuse, but he changed the idea from a club of Cockney sportsmen to that of a club of eccentric peripatetics, on the sensible grounds, first that sporting sketches were stale, and, secondly, that he knew nothing worth speaking of about sport. The first seven pictures appeared with the signature of Seymour and the letterpress of Dickens. Before the eighth picture appeared Seymour had blown his brains out. After a brief interval of Buss, Dickens obtained the services of Hablot K. Browne, known to all as “Phiz.” Author and illustrator were as well suited to one another and to the common creation of a unique thing as Gilbert and Sullivan. Having early got rid of the sporting element, Dickens found himself at once. The subject exactly suited his knowledge, his skill in arranging incidents — nay, his very limitations too. No modern book is so incalculable. We commence laughing heartily at Pickwick and his troupe. The laugh becomes kindlier. We are led on through a tangle of adventure, never dreaming what is before us. The landscape changes: Pickwick becomes the symbol of kind-heartedness, simplicity and innocent levity. Suddenly in the Fleet Prison a deeper note is struck. The medley of human relationships, the loneliness, the mystery and sadness of human destinies are fathomed. The tragedy of human life is revealed to us amid its most farcical elements. The droll and laughable figure of the hero is transfigured by the kindliness of human sympathy into a beneficent and bespectacled angel in shorts and gaiters. By defying accepted rules, Dickens had transcended the limited sphere hitherto allotted to his art: he had produced a book to be enshrined henceforth in the inmost hearts of all sorts and conditions of his countrymen, and had definitely enlarged the boundaries of English humour and English fiction. As for Mr Pickwick, he is a fairy like Puck or Santa Claus, while his creator is “the last of the mythologists and perhaps the greatest.”


    

    When The Pickwick Papers appeared in book form at the close of 1837 Dickens's popular reputation was made. From the appearance of Sam Weller in part v. the universal hunger for the monthly parts had risen to a furore. The book was promptly translated into French and German. The author had received little assistance from press or critics, he had no influential connexions, his class of subjects was such as to “expose him at the outset to the fatal objections of vulgarity,” yet in less than six months from the appearance of the first number, as the Quarterly Review almost ruefully admits, the whole reading world was talking about the Pickwickians. The names of Winkle, Wardle, Weller, Jingle, Snodgrass, Dodson & Fogg, were as familiar as household words. Pickwick chintzes figured in the linendrapers' windows, and Pickwick cigars in every tobacconist's; Weller corduroys became the stock-in-trade of every breeches-maker; Boz cabs might be seen rattling through the streets, and the portrait of the author of Pelham and Crichton was scraped down to make way for that of the new popular favourite on the omnibuses. A new and original genius had suddenly sprung up, there was no denying it, even though, as the Quarterly concluded, “it required no gift of prophecy to foretell his fate — he has risen like a rocket and he will come down like the stick.” It would have needed a very emphatic gift of prophecy indeed to foretell that Dickens's reputation would have gone on rising until at the present day (after one sharp fall, which reached an extreme about 1887) it stands higher than it has ever stood before.


    

    Dickens's assumption of the literary purple was as amazing as anything else about him. Accepting the homage of the luminaries of the literary, artistic and polite worlds as if it had been his natural due, he arranges for the settlement of his family, decrees, like another Edmund Kean, that his son is to go to Eton, carries on the most complicated negotiations with his publishers and editors, presides and orates with incomparable force at innumerable banquets, public and private, arranges elaborate villegiatures in the country, at the seaside, in France or in Italy, arbitrates in public on every topic, political, ethical, artistic, social or literary, entertains and legislates for an increasingly large domestic circle, both juvenile and adult, rules himself and his time-table with a rod of iron. In his letter-writing alone, Dickens did a life's literary work. Nowadays no one thinks of writing such letters; that is to say, letters of such length and detail, for the quality is Dickens's own. He evidently enjoyed this use of the pen. Page after page of Forster's Life (750 pages in the Letters edited by his daughter and sister-in-law) is occupied with transcription from private correspondence, and never a line of this but is thoroughly worthy of print and preservation. If he makes a tour in any part of the British Isles, he writes a full description of all he sees, of everything that happens, and writes it with such gusto, such mirth, such strokes of fine picturing, as appear in no other private letters ever given to the public. Naturally buoyant in all circumstances, a holiday gave him the exhilaration of a schoolboy. See how he writes from Cornwall, when on a trip with two or three friends, in 1843. “Heavens! if you could have seen the necks of bottles, distracting in their immense variety of shape, peering out of the carriage pockets! If you could have witnessed the deep devotion of the post-boys, the maniac glee of the waiters! If you could have followed us into the earthy old churches we visited, and into the strange caverns on the gloomy seashore, and down into the depths of mines, and up to the tops of giddy heights, where the unspeakably green water was roaring, I don't know how many hundred feet below. . . . I never laughed in my life as I did on this journey. It would have done you good to hear me. I was choking and gasping and bursting the buckles off the back of my stock, all the way. And Stanfield” — the painter — “got into such apoplectic entanglements that we were obliged to beat him on the back with portmanteaus before we could recover him.”


    

    The animation of Dickens's look would attract the attention of any one, anywhere. His figure was not that of an Adonis, but his brightness made him the centre and pivot of every society he was in. The keenness and vivacity of his eye combined with his inordinate appetite for life to give the unique quality to all that he wrote. His instrument is that of the direct, sinewy English of Smollett, combined with much of the humorous grace of Goldsmith (his two favourite authors), but modernized to a certain extent under the influence of Washington Irving, Sydney Smith, Jeffrey, Lamb, and other writers of the London Magazine. He taught himself to speak French and Italian, but he could have read little in any language. His ideas were those of the inchoate and insular liberalism of the 'thirties. His unique force in literature he was to owe to no supreme artistic or intellectual quality, but almost entirely to his inordinate gift of observation, his sympathy with the humble, his power over the emotions and his incomparable endowment of unalloyed human fun. To contemporaries he was not so much a man as an institution, at the very mention of whose name faces were puckered with grins or wreathed in smiles. To many his work was a revelation, the revelation of a new world and one far better than their own. And his influence went further than this in the direction of revolution or revival. It gave what were then universally referred to as “the lower orders” a new sense of self-respect, a new feeling of citizenship. Like the defiance of another Luther, or the Declaration of a new Independence, it emitted a fresh ray of hope across the firmament. He did for the whole English-speaking race what Burns had done for Scotland — he gave it a new conceit of itself. He knew what a people wanted and he told what he knew. He could do this better than anybody else because his mind was theirs. He shared many of their “great useless virtues,” among which generosity ranks before justice, and sympathy before truth, even though, true to his middle-class vein, he exalts piety, chastity and honesty in a manner somewhat alien to the mind of the low-bred man. This is what makes Dickens such a demigod and his public success such a marvel, and this also is why any exclusively literary criticism of his work is bound to be so inadequate. It should also help us to make the necessary allowances for the man. Dickens, even the Dickens of legend that we know, is far from perfect. The Dickens of reality to which Time may furnish a nearer approximation is far less perfect. But when we consider the corroding influence of adulation, and the intoxication of unbridled success, we cannot but wonder at the relatively high level of moderation and self-control that Dickens almost invariably observed. Mr G. K. Chesterton remarks suggestively that Dickens had all his life the faults of the little boy who is kept up too late at night. He is overwrought by happiness to the verge of exasperation, and yet as a matter of fact he does keep on the right side of the breaking point. The specific and curative in his case was the work in which he took such anxious pride, and such unmitigated delight. He revelled in punctual and regular work; at his desk he was often in the highest spirits. Behold how he pictured himself, one day at Broadstairs, where he was writing Chuzzlewit. “In a bay-window in a one-pair sits, from nine o'clock to one, a gentleman with rather long hair and no neckcloth, who writes and grins, as if he thought he was very funny indeed. At one he disappears, presently emerges from a bathing-machine, and may be seen, a kind of salmon-colour porpoise, splashing about in the ocean. After that, he may be viewed in another bay-window on the ground-floor eating a strong lunch; and after that, walking a dozen miles or so, or lying on his back on the sand reading a book. Nobody bothers him, unless they know he is disposed to be talked to, and I am told he is very comfortable indeed. He's as brown as a berry, and they do say he is as good as a small fortune to the innkeeper, who sells beer and cold punch.” Here is the secret of such work as that of Dickens; it is done with delight — done (in a sense) easily, done with the mechanism of mind and body in splendid order. Even so did Scott write; though more rapidly and with less conscious care: his chapter finished before the world had got up to breakfast. Later, Dickens produced novels less excellent with much more of mental strain. The effects of age could not have shown themselves so soon, but for the unfortunate loss of energy involved in his non-literary labours.


    

    While the public were still rejoicing in the first sprightly runnings of the “new humour,” the humorist set to work desperately on the grim scenes of Oliver Twist, the story of a parish orphan, the nucleus of which had already seen the light in his Sketches. The early scenes are of a harrowing reality, despite the germ of forced pathos which the observant reader may detect in the pitiful parting between Oliver and little Dick; but what will strike every reader at once in this book is the directness and power of the English style, so nervous and unadorned: from its unmistakable clearness and vigour Dickens was to travel far as time went on. But the full effect of the old simplicity is felt in such masterpieces of description as the drive of Oliver and Sikes to Chertsey, the condemned-cell ecstasy of Fagin, or the unforgettable first encounter between Oliver and the Artful Dodger. Before November 1837 had ended, Charles Dickens entered on an engagement to write a successor to Pickwick on similar lines of publication. Oliver Twist was then in mid-career; a Life of Grimaldi and Barnaby Rudge were already covenanted for. Dickens forged ahead with the new tale of Nicholas Nickleby and was justified by the results, for its sale far surpassed even that of Pickwick. As a conception it is one of his weakest. An unmistakably 18th-century character pervades it. Some of the vignettes are among the most piquant and besetting ever written. Large parts of it are totally unobserved conventional melodrama; but the Portsmouth Theatre and Dotheboys Hall and Mrs Nickleby (based to some extent, it is thought, upon Miss Bates in Emma, but also upon the author's Mamma) live for ever as Dickens conceived them in the pages of Nicholas Nickleby.


    

    Having got rid of Nicholas Nickleby and resigned his editorship of Bentley's Miscellany, in which Oliver Twist originally appeared, Dickens conceived the idea of a weekly periodical to be issued as Master Humphrey's Clock, to comprise short stories, essays and miscellaneous papers, after the model of Addison's Spectator. To make the weekly numbers “go,” he introduced Mr Pickwick, Sam Weller and his father in friendly intercourse. But the public requisitioned “a story,” and in No. 4 he had to brace himself up to give them one. Thus was commenced The Old Curiosity Shop, which was continued with slight interruptions, and followed by Barnaby Rudge. For the first time we find Dickens obsessed by a highly complicated plot. The tonality achieved in The Old Curiosity Shop surpassed anything he had attempted in this difficult vein, while the rich humour of Dick Swiveller and the Marchioness, and the vivid portraiture of the wandering Bohemians, attain the very highest level of Dickensian drollery; but in the lamentable tale of Little Nell (though Landor and Jeffrey thought the character-drawing of this infant comparable with that of Cordelia), it is generally admitted that he committed an indecent assault upon the emotions by exhibiting a veritable monster of piety and long-suffering in a child of tender years. In Barnaby Rudge he was manifestly affected by the influence of Scott, whose achievements he always regarded with a touching veneration. The plot, again, is of the utmost complexity, and Edgar Allan Poe (who predicted the conclusion) must be one of the few persons who ever really mastered it. But few of Dickens's books are written in a more admirable style.


    

    Master Humphrey's Clock concluded, Dickens started in 1842 on his first visit to America — an episode hitherto without parallel in English literary history, for he was received everywhere with popular acclamation as the representative of a grand triumph of the English language and imagination, without regard to distinctions of nationality. He offended the American public grievously by a few words of frank description and a few quotations of the advertisement columns of American papers illustrating the essential barbarity of the old slave system (American Notes). Dickens was soon pining for home — no English writer is more essentially and insularly English in inspiration and aspiration than he is. He still brooded over the perverseness of America on the copyright question, and in his next book he took the opportunity of uttering a few of his impressions about the objectionable sides of American democracy, the result being that “all Yankee-doodle-dom blazed up like one universal soda bottle,” as Carlyle said. Martin Chuzzlewit (1843-1844) is important as closing his great character period. His sève originale, as the French would say, was by this time to a considerable extent exhausted, and he had to depend more upon artistic elaboration, upon satires, upon tours de force of description, upon romantic and ingenious contrivances. But all these resources combined proved unequal to his powers as an original observer of popular types, until he reinforced himself by autobiographic reminiscence, as in David Copperfield and Great Expectations, the two great books remaining to his later career.


    

    After these two masterpieces and the three wonderful books with which he made his debut, we are inclined to rank Chuzzlewit. Nothing in Dickens is more admirably seen and presented than Todgers's, a bit of London particular cut out with a knife. Mr Pecksniff and Mrs Gamp, Betsy Prig and “Mrs Harris” have passed into the national language and life. The coach journey, the windy autumn night, the stealthy trail of Jonas, the undertone of tragedy in the Charity and Mercy and Chuffey episodes suggest a blending of imaginative vision and physical penetration hardly seen elsewhere. Two things are specially notable about this novel — the exceptional care taken over it (as shown by the interlineations in the MS.) and the caprice or nonchalance of the purchasing public, its sales being far lower than those of any of its monthly predecessors.


    

    At the close of 1843, to pay outstanding debts of his now lavish housekeeping, he wrote that pioneer of Christmas numbers, that national benefit as Thackeray called it, A Christmas Carol. It failed to realize his pecuniary anticipations, and Dickens resolved upon a drastic policy of retrenchment and reform. He would save expense by living abroad and would punish his publishers by withdrawing his custom from them, at least for a time. Like everything else upon which he ever determined, this resolution was carried out with the greatest possible precision and despatch. In June 1844 he set out for Marseilles with his now rapidly increasing family (the journey cost him £200). In a villa on the outskirts of Genoa he wrote The Chimes, which, during a brief excursion to London before Christmas, he read to a select circle of friends (the germ of his subsequent lecture-audiences), including Forster, Carlyle, Stanfield, Dyce, Maclise and Jerrold. He was again in London in 1845, enjoying his favourite diversion of private theatricals; and in January 1846 he experimented briefly as the editor of a London morning paper — the Daily News. By early spring he was back at Lausanne, writing his customary vivid letters to his friends, craving as usual for London streets, commencing Dombey and Son, and walking his fourteen miles daily. The success of Dombey and Son completely rehabilitated the master's finances, enabled him to return to England, send his son to Eton and to begin to save money. Artistically it is less satisfactory; it contains some of Dickens's prime curios, such as Cuttle, Bunsby, Toots, Blimber, Pipchin, Mrs MacStinger and young Biler; it contains also that masterpiece of sentimentality which trembles upon the borderland of the sublime and the ridiculous, the death of Paul Dombey (“that sweet Paul,” as Jeffrey, the “critic laureate,” called him), and some grievous and unquestionable blemishes. As a narrative, moreover, it tails off into a highly complicated and exacting plot. It was followed by a long rest at Broadstairs before Dickens returned to the native home of his genius, and early in 1849 “began to prepare for David Copperfield.”


    

    “Of all my books,” Dickens wrote, “I like this the best; like many fond parents I have my favourite child, and his name is David Copperfield.” In some respects it stands to Dickens in something of the same relation in which the contemporary Pendennis stands to Thackeray. As in that book, too, the earlier portions are the best. They gained in intensity by the autobiographical form into which they are thrown; as Thackeray observed, there was no writing against such power. The tragedy of Emily and the character of Rosa Dartle are stagey and unreal; Uriah Heep is bad art; Agnes, again, is far less convincing as a consolation than Dickens would have us believe; but these are more than compensated by the wonderful realization of early boyhood in the book, by the picture of Mr Creakle's school, the Peggottys, the inimitable Mr Micawber, Betsy Trotwood and that monument of selfish misery, Mrs Gummidge.


    

    At the end of March 1850 commenced the new twopenny weekly called Household Words, which Dickens planned to form a direct means of communication between himself and his readers, and as a means of collecting around him and encouraging the talents of the younger generation. No one was better qualified than he for this work, whether we consider his complete freedom from literary jealousy or his magical gift of inspiring young authors. Following the somewhat dreary and incoherent Bleak House of 1852, Hard Times (1854) —an anti-Manchester School tract, which Ruskin regarded as Dickens's best work — was the first long story written for Household Words. About this time Dickens made his final home at Gad's Hill, near Rochester, and put the finishing touch to another long novel published upon the old plan, Little Dorrit (1855-1857). In spite of the exquisite comedy of the master of the Marshalsea and the final tragedy of the central figure, Little Dorrit is sadly deficient in the old vitality, the humour is often a mock reality, and the repetition of comic catch-words and overstrung similes and metaphors is such as to affect the reader with nervous irritation. The plot and characters ruin each other in this amorphous production. The Tale of Two Cities, commenced in All the Year Round (the successor of Household Words) in 1859, is much better: the main characters are powerful, the story genuinely tragic, and the atmosphere lurid; but enormous labour was everywhere expended upon the construction of stylistic ornament.


    

    The Tale of Two Cities was followed by two finer efforts at atmospheric delineation, the best things he ever did of this kind: Great Expectations (1861), over which there broods the mournful impression of the foggy marshes of the Lower Thames; and Our Mutual Friend (1864-1865), in which the ooze and mud and slime of Rotherhithe, its boatmen and loafers, are made to pervade the whole book with cumulative effect. The general effect produced by the stories is, however, very different. In the first case, the foreground was supplied by autobiographical material of the most vivid interest, and the lucidity of the creative impulse impelled him to write upon this occasion with the old simplicity, though with an added power. Nothing therefore, in the whole range of Dickens surpassed the early chapters of Great Expectations in perfection of technique or in mastery of all the resources of the novelist's art. To have created Abel Magwitch alone is to be a god indeed, says Mr Swinburne, among the creators of deathless men. Pumblechook is actually better and droller and truer to imaginative life than Pecksniff; Joe Gargery is worthy to have been praised and loved at once by Fielding and by Sterne: Mr Jaggers and his clients, Mr Wemmick and his parent and his bride, are such figures as Shakespeare, when dropping out of poetry, might have created, if his lot had been cast in a later century. “Can as much be said,” Mr Swinburne boldly asks, “for the creatures of any other man or god?”


    

    In November 1867 Dickens made a second expedition to America, leaving all the writing that he was ever to complete behind him. He was to make a round sum of money, enough to free him from all embarrassments, by a long series of exhausting readings, commencing at the Tremont Temple, Boston, on the 2nd of December. The strain of Dickens's ordinary life was so tense and so continuous that it is, perhaps, rash to assume that he broke down eventually under this particular stress; for other reasons, however, his persistence in these readings, subsequent to his return, was strongly deprecated by his literary friends, led by the arbitrary and relentless Forster. It is a long testimony to Dickens's self-restraint, even in his most capricious and despotic moments, that he never broke the cord of obligation which bound him to his literary mentor, though sparring matches between them were latterly of frequent occurrence. His farewell reading was given on the 15th of March 1870, at St James's Hall. He then vanished from “those garish lights,” as he called them, “for evermore.” Of the three brief months that remained to him, his last book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was the chief occupation. It hardly promised to become a masterpiece (Longfellow's opinion) as did Thackeray's Denis Duval, but contained much fine descriptive technique, grouped round a scene of which Dickens had an unrivalled sympathetic knowledge.


    

    In March and April 1870 Dickens, as was his wont, was mixing in the best society; he dined with the prince at Lord Houghton's and was twice at court, once at a long deferred private interview with the queen, who had given him a presentation copy of her Leaves from a Journal of our Life in the Highlands with the inscription “From one of the humblest of authors to one of the greatest”; and who now begged him on his persistent refusal of any other title to accept the nominal distinction of a privy councillor. He took for four months the Milner Gibsons' house at 5 Hyde Park Place, opposite the Marble Arch, where he gave a brilliant reception on the 7th of April. His last public appearance was made at the Royal Academy banquet early in May. He returned to his regular methodical routine of work at Gad's Hill on the 30th of May, and one of the last instalments he wrote of Edwin Drood contained an ominous speculation as to the next two people to die at Cloisterham: “Curious to make a guess at the two, or say at one of the two.” Two letters bearing the well-known superscription “Gad's Hill Place, Higham by Rochester, Kent” are dated the 8th of June, and, on the same Thursday, after a long spell of writing in the Chalet where he habitually wrote, he collapsed suddenly at dinner. Startled by the sudden change in the colour and expression of his face, his sister-in-law (Miss Hogarth) asked him if he was ill; he said “Yes, very ill,” but added that he would finish dinner and go on afterwards to London. “Come and lie down,” she entreated; “Yes, on the ground,” he said, very distinctly; these were the last words he spoke, and he slid from her arms and fell upon the floor. He died at 6-10 P.M. on Friday, the 9th of June, and was buried privately in Poets' Corner, Westminster Abbey, in the early morning of the 14th of June. One of the most appealing memorials was the drawing by his “new illustrator” Luke Fildes in the Graphic of “The Empty Chair; Gad's Hill: ninth of June, 1870.” “Statesmen, men of science, philanthropists, the acknowledged benefactors of their race, might pass away, and yet not leave the void which will be caused by the death of Charles Dickens” (The Times). In his will he enjoined his friends to erect no monument in his honour, and directed his name and dates only to be inscribed on his tomb, adding this proud provision, “I rest my claim to the remembrance of my country on my published works.”


    

    Dickens had no artistic ideals worth speaking about. The sympathy of his readers was the one thing he cared about and, like Cobbett, he went straight for it through the avenue of the emotions. In personality, intensity and range of creative genius he can hardly be said to have any modern rival. His creations live, move and have their being about us constantly, like those of Homer, Virgil, Chaucer, Rabelais, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Bunyan, Molière and Sir Walter Scott. As to the books themselves, the backgrounds on which these mighty figures are projected, they are manifestly too vast, too chaotic and too unequal ever to become classics. Like most of the novels constructed upon the unreformed model of Smollett and Fielding, those of Dickens are enormous stock-pots into which the author casts every kind of autobiographical experience, emotion, pleasantry, anecdote, adage or apophthegm. The fusion is necessarily very incomplete and the hotch-potch is bound to fall to pieces with time. Dickens's plots, it must be admitted, are strangely unintelligible, the repetitions and stylistic decorations of his work exceed all bounds, the form is unmanageable and insignificant. The diffuseness of the English novel, in short, and its extravagant didacticism cannot fail to be most prejudicial to its perpetuation. In these circumstances there is very little fiction that will stand concentration and condensation so well as that of Dickens.


    

    For these reasons among others our interest in Dickens's novels as integers has diminished and is diminishing. But, on the other hand, our interest and pride in him as a man and as a representative author of his age and nation has been steadily augmented and is still mounting. Much of the old criticism of his work, that it was not up to a sufficiently high level of art, scholarship or gentility, that as an author he is given to caricature, redundancy and a shameless subservience to popular caprice, must now be discarded as irrelevant.


    

    As regards formal excellence it is plain that Dickens labours under the double disadvantage of writing in the least disciplined of all literary genres in the most lawless literary milieu of the modern world, that of Victorian England. In spite of these defects, which are those of masters such as Rabelais, Hugo and Tolstoy, the work of Dickens is more and more instinctively felt to be true, original and ennobling. It is already beginning to undergo a process of automatic sifting, segregation and crystallization, at the conclusion of which it will probably occupy a larger segment in the literary consciousness of the English-spoken race than ever before.


    

    Portraits of Dickens, from the gay and alert “Boz” of Samuel Lawrence, and the self-conscious, rather foppish portrait by Maclise which served as frontispiece to Nicholas Nickleby, to the sketch of him as Bobadil by C. R. Leslie, the Drummond and Ary Scheffer portraits of middle age and the haggard and drawn representations of him from photographs after his shattering experiences as a public entertainer from 1856 (the year of his separation from his wife) onwards, are reproduced in Kitton, in Forster and Gissing and in the other biographies. Sketches are also given in most of the books of his successive dwelling places at Ordnance Terrace and 18 St Mary's Place, Chatham; Bayham Street, Camden Town; 15 Furnival's Inn; 48 Doughty Street; 1 Devonshire Terrace, Regent's Park; Tavistock House, Tavistock Square; and Gad's Hill Place. The manuscripts of all the novels, with the exception of the Tale of Two Cities and Edwin Drood, were given to Forster, and are now preserved in the Dyce and Forster Museum at South Kensington. The work of Dickens was a prize for which publishers naturally contended both before and after his death. The first collective edition of his works was begun in April 1847, and their number is now very great. The most complete is still that of Messrs Chapman & Hall, the original publishers of Pickwick; others of special interest are the Harrap edition, originally edited by F. G. Kitton; Macmillan's edition with original illustrations and introduction by Charles Dickens the younger; and the edition in the World's Classics with introductions by G. K. Chesterton. Of the translations the best known is that done into French by Lorain, Pichot and others, with B.H. Gausseron's excellent Pages Choisies (1903).


    

    Bibliography. — During his lifetime Dickens's biographer was clearly indicated in his guide, philosopher and friend, John Forster, who had known the novelist intimately since the days of his first triumph with Pickwick, who had constituted himself a veritable encyclopaedia of information about Dickens, and had clung to his subject (in spite of many rebuffs which his peremptory temper found it hard to digest) as tightly as ever Boswell had enveloped Johnson. Two volumes of Forster's Life of Charles Dickens appeared in 1872 and a third in 1874. He relied much on Dickens's letters to himself and produced what must always remain the authoritative work. The first two volumes are put together with much art, the portrait as a whole has been regarded as truthful, and the immediate success was extraordinary. In the opinion of Carlyle, Forster's book was not unworthy to be named after that of Boswell. A useful abridgment was carried out in 1903 by the novelist George Gissing. Gissing also wrote Charles Dickens: A Critical Study (1898), which ranks with G. K. Chesterton's Charles Dickens (1906)as a commentary inspired by deep insight and adorned by great literary talent upon the genius of the master-novelist. The names of other lives, sketches, articles and estimates of Dickens and his works would occupy a large volume in the mere enumeration. See R. H. Shepherd, The Bibliography of Dickens (1880); James Cooke's Bibliography of the Writings of Charles Dickens (1879); Dickensiana, by F. G. Kitton (1886); and Bibliography by J. P. Anderson, appended to Sir F. T. Marzials's Life of Charles Dickens (1887). Among the earlier sketches may be specially cited the lives by J. C. Hotten and G. A. Sala (1870), the Anecdote-Biography edited by the American R. H. Stoddard (1874), Dr A. W. Ward in the English Men of Letters Series (1878), that by Sir Leslie Stephen in the Dictionary of National Biography, and that by Professor Minto in the eighth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. The Letters were first issued in two volumes edited by his daughter and sister-in-law in 1880. For Dickens's connexion with Kent the following books are specially valuable: — Robert Langton's Childhood and Youth of Charles Dickens (1883); Langton's Dickens and Rochester (1880); Thomas Frost's In Kent with Charles Dickens (1880); F. G. Kitton's The Dickens Country (1905); H. S. Ward's The Real Dickens Land (1904); R. Allbut's Rambles in Dickens Land (1899 and 1903). For Dickens's reading tours see G. Dolby's Charles Dickens as I knew him (1884); J. T. Fields's In and Out of Doors with Charles Dickens (1876); Charles Kent's Dickens as a Reader (1872). And for other aspects of his life see M. Dickens's My Father as I recall him (1897); P. H. Fitzgerald's Life of C. Dickens as revealed in his Writings (1905), and Bozland (1895); F. G. Kitton's Charles Dickens, his Life, Writings and Personality, a useful compendium (1902); T. E. Pemberton's Charles Dickens and the Stage, and Dickens's London (1876); F. Miltoun's Dickens's London (1904); Kitton's Dickens and his Illustrators; W. Teignmouth Shore's Charles Dickens and his Friends (1904 and 1909); B. W. Matz, Story of Dickens's Life and Work (1904), and review of solutions to Edwin Drood in The Bookman for March 1908; the recollections of Edmund Yates, Trollope, James Payn, Lehmann, R. H. Horne, Lockwood and many others. The Dickensian, a magazine devoted to Dickensian subjects, was started in 1905; it is the organ of the Dickens Fellowship, and in a sense of the Boz Club. A Dickens Dictionary (by G. A. Pierce) appeared in 1872 and 1878; another (by A. J. Philip) in 1909; and a Dickens Concordance by Mary Williams in 1907.


    

    

    

    

    

    Bleak House


    

    

    

    

    Introduction


    

    BY EDWIN PERCY WHIPPLE


    

    

    THIS novel was begun towards the end of November, 1851, and was completed at Boulogne, in August, 1853. It was published in twenty numbers, the first appearing in March, 1852, and the last, a double number, in September, 1853. Its circulation was from thirty to forty thousand copies a month. There was, as usual with Dickens, a prolonged hesitation as to the proper title to be selected for the story. Eleven titles were proposed before "Bleak House" was finally determined upon. The rejected names were: 1. Tom-all-Alone's. The Ruined House. 2. Tom-all-Alone' s. The Solitary House, that was always shut up. 3. Bleak House Academy. 4. The East Wind. 5. Tom-all-Alone 's. The Ruined [House, Building, Factory, Mill], that got into Chancery and never got out. 6. Tom-all-Alone 's. The Solitary House, where the grass grew. 7. Tom-all-Alone 's. The Solitary House, that was always shut up and never lighted. 8. Tomall' Alone 's. The Ruined Mill, that got into Chancery, and never got out. 9. Tom-all-Alone 's. The Solitary House where the Wind howled. 10. Tom-all-Alone's. The Ruined House that got into Chancery and never got out. 11. Bleak House and the East Wind. How they both got into Chancery and never got out. The constant appearance of " Tom-all-Alone's" in these varying titles was owing to the author's original purpose of making poor Jo more prominent in the story than was afterwards thought desirable. The name was taken from "the tumbling tenements in chancery, where Jo finds his wretched habitation. " It would seem as if a more appropriate title for the romance might have been found in "John Jarndyce," or "Esther Summerson, " or " Jarndyce and Jarndyce." As, however, the pleasing associations of the reader of a book gather around its name, however inexpressive it may be, the somewhat blank title of "Bleak House" may be considered as good as any other; for the throng of interesting incidents and striking characters, which are connected with the name, cannot now be transferred to any other. Still, as the work is generally admitted to be, in point of construction, the best of Dickens 's romances, and as the plot turns on the question whether Lady Dedlock had a lover, who was a husband in everything but the name, before she had a legal husband, it would seem as if some title, which half revealed, half obscured, the leading fact and event of the story, would have been better than the unsuggestive one of "Bleak House." It would not, of course, be wise to call it "Dedlock and Daughter," after having christened a previous novel as "Dombey and Son; " but it is curious that neither Dickens nor Forster could hit upon any name which implied a relation between guilty mother and illegitimate child, without, at the same time, disclosing the secret of the plot in advance. The Chancery Suit, in which so many of the characters are formally engaged, is not so much the real centre of the novel, as the equivocal position of Lady Dedlock, the mother of Esther Summerson, the childless wife of Sir Leicester Dedlock, and the victim of Mr. Tulkinghorn's persistent inquiries into her antecedents. The boy vagabond Jo, the Snagsbys, Krook, Mr. Guppy, Mr. Jobling, the Smallweeds, Mr. George and the Bagnets, Hortense the maid, and Mr. Bucket the detective, Mrs. Rouncewell, Rosa, not to mention others who occupy a prominent position in the narrative, are more intimately connected with the discovery of Lady Dedlock 's guilt, than with the suit in chancery more or less interwoven with it.


    

    In writing the novel, Dickens was more than ever involved in those mental perplexities which, whenever he began an extended work, pressed heavily upon him, perplexities springing from provoking ebbs of his genius after its seemingly constant flow. Fertility of creativeness was suddenly stopped by strange moods in which his mind became comparatively sterile, and hours of productive effort were followed by days of vacant idleness. From his correspondence at this time, we note that he flies from one place to another, seeking for some spot where his genius may revisit him, and not compel him "to grind sparks out of his dull blade." Whithersoever he goes, he still finds himself surrounded by scenes of cheer or gloom, which alike distract him from an all-absorbing interest in the creations of his mind. While writing "Bleak House" he was editing "Household Words," and contributing to it "A Child's History of England." He was at the same time overwhelmed with all kinds of calls upon his attention, social, political, and benevolent. His large family also was increased by the birth of his last child, named, after his distinguished godfather, Edward Bulwer-Lytton Dickens. In the midst of all this confusion he wrote "Bleak House." The unity of the romance is the more remarkable, from the fact that it was written at periods when he only succeeded, by strenuous effort, in isolating his heart and imagination from the circumstances, pleasant or unpleasant, of his daily life.


    

    In "Bleak House," as in "David Copperfield," Dickens did not hesitate to seize hints for effective characterization in some of the peculiarities of intimate acquaintances. The boisterous Boy thorn was intended for Walter Savage Landor, as he appeared to his friends in hours of free social companionship. No mere reader of Landor 's prose or verse would dream that a writer of such exquisite felicity, grace, delicacy, and moderation of style, a man now generally recognized as among the best of modern English prose writers, could have indulged, in private conversation, in such thundering extravaganzas of praise or blame as Dickens imputes to him; yet everybody who knew Landor detected the original of Boy thorn at once; and Landor made no objection, because his appearance in any scene of the novel announced the presence of a fresh, original specimen of massive manhood, sound to the core in sentiment as well as integrity, in heart as well as in brain. He is, in relation to his friend, Jarndyce; the swift, strong, wholesome northwest wind, that overcomes, by its mere rush of healthy vitality, the "east" wind that occasionally chills the soul of the beneficent proprietor of "Bleak House." Landor is introduced into the novel merely to illustrate a certain racy eccentricity in his ordinary mode of expressing noble and honorable feelings and ideas; an eccentricity which is ever strictly allied with the robust and honest qualities of character of which it is the extravagant expression.


    

    The same cannot be said of the hint of Harold Skimpole caught from the character and conduct of Leigh Hunt. If, in "David Copperfield," Dickens felt himself bound to apologize to the obscure individual whom he had depicted as Miss Mowcher, he found that he was at war with a more formidable company of assailants when he not only brought Leigh Hunt into "Bleak House," but represented him as doing dishonorable actions for small sums of money. Hunt was the last of the readers of the book to understand that he was meant in Dickens' s delineation of Skimpole, for he was properly unconscious of resemblance to that personage in anything except in preaching a similar gospel of amiability and cheer, in a similar proclivity to subsist on the contributions of friends, and a similar habit of borrowing money which he could not repay. At the time the satire was written, Hunt was the charming companion of authors who cheerfully and genially lent the odd pounds or shillings of which he happened to be in need, and who never dreamt of the possibility that the borrower would ever be in a position to reimburse them for their little advances. It is said that Carlyle, our modern Diogenes, always had on the shelf of his library a bright piece of gold, which he was wont to call "Leigh Hunt's guinea," expecting that at any moment it might be demanded by its owner. It is needless to add that the expectation was not disappointed, and that the yellow symbol of chops and claret had to be frequently replaced. Dickens doubtless contributed more than Carlyle, or Talfourd, or Proctor, or Forster, though less than Shelley, to relieve Hunt's ever recurring necessities. But so keen an observer could not fail to notice certain offensive peculiarities of this aged literary Micawber, whose gospel of cheerfulness and amiability did not recognize the austere obligations of creditor and debtor, and who jauntily exacted tribute from brethren of the pen more fortunate than himself without any sense of humiliation. But he overlooked Hunt's services both to liberty and literature. Hunt indeed had made himself a privileged person among Dickens's contemporaries, not only as a poet, and as a charming interpretative critic of authors as wide apart as Spenser and Crabbe, as Pope and Shelley, as Dryden and Wordsworth, but as a sufferer, in the old Tory times, for the Liberal cause. Even so severe a critic as Macaulay not only aided him with money and advice, but stated, in the "Edinburgh Review," that he thought "there was hardly a man living whose merits had been so grudgingly allowed, and whose faults had been so cruelly expiated." In 1842, after Macaulay had published his "Lays," he wrote to Napier: "I have a letter from him [Leigh Hunt] on my table, asking me to lend him money, and lamenting that my verses want the true poetical aroma which breathes from Spenser's ' Faerie Queene ' I am much pleased with him for having the spirit to tell me, in a begging letter, how little he likes my poetry. If he had praised me, knowing his poetical creed as I do, I should have felt certain that his praises were insincere. " There can be little doubt, therefore, that Dickens did an unjustifiable act, not only in making capital out of Hunt's notorious infirmities, but in discrediting him as a man repaying kindness with malice, and thus equally destitute of honor and gratitude. What agreed with the original in the portrait was connected with qualities and acts which the original would have abhorred. Harold Skimpole is only one half of Leigh Hunt; the other half, logically deducible from the premises of the character, was untrue in fact. Mr. Bucket the detective, who had bribed Skimpole to release the pursued boy Jo, tells Esther: "Whenever a person says to you that they are as innocent as can be in all concerning money, look well after your own money, for they are dead certain to collar it, if they can. Whenever a person proclaims to you, ' In worldly matters I 'm a child,' you consider that that person is only a crying off from being held accountable, and you have got that person's number, and it's Number One," This is practically true; but still Leigh Hunt would never, for five pounds, have delivered up to to Mr. Bucket, never have committed Richard, for a similar sum, into the hands of Mr. Vholes, and never have described Jarndyce, who had overwhelmed him with benefits, as "the Incarnation of Selfishness." Dickens really meant Haydon, the painter, in the darker shades of Mr. Skimpole's portrait; but still there was a certain connection, in the logic of character, between the childlike way in which Mr. Leigh Hunt Skim pole cast aside, in his pleasant talk with friends, all considerations of money, and the somewhat impish way in which Mr. Harold Skimpole slipped gracefully into the vices of selfishness, treachery, and ingratitude. Dickens felt that he had done wrong; all the pleasure which his readers derived from Skimpole was turned into pain for him; and his apologies and protestations to Hunt were little more than evasions of the real injury he had done to his impecunious friend. The plain fact was, that Hunt and Skimpole were identified in the public mind. It was therefore cruel to make Skimpole do things mean and base which Hunt was incapable of doing.


    

    But, dismissing all considerations relating to the propriety of the questionable personalities intermixed with the general characterization of "Bleak House," no reader can fail to be impressed with the elastic, confident vigor of mind which marks the conception and execution of the novel. The atmosphere of retrospective meditation, dreamy and imaginative, which envelops "David Copperfield, " disappears altogether in this succeeding work; and the author returns to the clear, sharp, bright, "forgetive" mood of mind in which he created the throng of characters which diversify the romance of "Dombey and Son." Power is visible everywhere in the story, power in constructing the plot, power in conceiving and rep resenting the characters, power in the terse, crisp, compact sentences, crowded with verbal felicities, which make up the general impression we have of its style. There is, as usual, more or less "padding." Mr. George and the Bagnets, excel lent as they are, occupy too many pages; the Snagsbys, and Ouster their servant, are wire-drawn; and there are some descriptive passages that might have been spared without loss to the general effect; but at least three quarters, perhaps five sixths, of the novel, are singularly vigorous and effective.


    

    As to the plot of "Bleak House," it indicates, relatively speaking, the essential clumsiness of English genius in the construction of what the German critics call "a whole," that is, a plan in which all the parts are strictly subordinate to the main design and purpose of the story, so that there is nothing, in incident or character, so prominent as to interfere with the supreme artistic satisfaction derived from a perception of the poem, or drama, or romance considered as an organic product in which the parts are "mutually ends and means." It is easy to say that no such poem, or drama, or romance exists; but still there are works of genius which approximate, more or less, to the realization of such an idea of artistic perfection. It will, however, commonly be found that, in works of genius, the plan comes from the understanding; the separate parts from the sentiments, the imagination, and the individuality of the author; and, at least in English literature, just in proportion as the vital creative powers of the writer find free expression, will he be likely to subordinate the plan he has mechanically arranged to the parts in which his genius finds vital expression. If there ever was a poem written on a definite plan, or a design clearly thought out beforehand, it was the "Faerie Queene." Spenser labors, in his prose introduction to the poem, to show reasons for his beautiful unreasonableness. Everything, in the end, was to come out in perfect accordance with a prearranged purpose. Prince Arthur was to appear in the Twelfth Book, as the sum and substance of all chivalric and Christian virtues, and connect all the parts of the poem by the laws of imaginative logic. The "Faerie Queene " remains a fragment; but the reader of the first three looks soon forgets the main design in admiration of the particular parts, each part being a poem in itself, and each part containing stanzas which, in a poetic sense, outvalued the logical conception of "the whole." In the conception of his main design, Spenser was an artisan; in the execution of its particular parts he was an artist.


    

    We bring forward this shining instance, because an accomplished German critic of universal literature once attempted to prove to the present editor that Bulwer-Lytton's feeble poem of "King Arthur" was the best English poem of the nineteenth century, owing to the fact that it was perfect in plan. The purely mechanical perfection of the construction had blinded this professor of aesthetics to the fact that the author was not a poet. The thing was constructed according to the rules. The rules demanded that all the parts should tend to a general unity of impression. "King Arthur," like the masterpieces of Shakespeare, obeyed the rules. It was useless to thunder down upon him fragments of Coleridge, Words worth, Scott, Shelley, Keats, Tennyson, and a score of minor poets. All of the single lines or paragraphs we quoted contained more thought, imagination, and passion than Bulwer-Lytton was capable of feeling and conceiving. The height of the genius was conceded; but still to him genius was of small account, if it were fragmentary, and did not combine its parts to produce "a whole." By this style of argumentation, an accomplished mechanical versifier, like Bulwer-Lytton, was logically elevated to the throne of poetic art. The criticism, though foolish, was significant, inasmuch as it indicated the defect of such grand poems as the "Faerie Queene," the "Paradise Lost," and "The Excursion," while it did not touch the essential genius of Spenser, Milton, and Wordsworth. If we admit that there is more or less of anarchy in these poems, we easily account for it on the ground that, while the general conception of these poems was mechanical, the general action of the minds of the authors was vital; and the confusion observable in the general plan is more than compensated for in the perfection of the individual details. Out of Shakespeare, any attempt to vindicate English literature for its perfection of organic form, is love's labor lost. The strength of its position is in the invulnerability of special forts, not in the combination of particular defences to defend a threatened line.


    

    Dickens illustrates in "Bleak House" this tendency of English genius, binding itself to a general plan, mechanically constructed, and unconsciously abandoning the plan in its devotion to characters and incidents vitally conceived. Dickens, as the thoughtful reader will see, is careful to indicate every step in the plot of "Bleak House;" and yet he palpably dazzles away attention from his plot by the vividness of his characterizations. It is plain, when we re-read the novel, that the vulgar, internally combustible Krook has the true will which must settle the case of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce, if it be ever made known; it is also plain that he has the bundle of letters which Lady Dedlock has addressed to Captain Howden, and which Mr. Tulkinghorn vainly endeavors to obtain. Mr. George and the Bagnets occupy a considerable portion of the story; but they are introduced merely that Mr. George may testify to the fact that the handwriting of "Nemo" is that of Captain Howden; and the Chadbands, the Smallweeds, Mr. Guppy, Mr. Snagsby, and the boy Jo, are brought into the book, merely to complete the chain of circumstantial evidence against Lady Dedlock. The more we study the slight indications of the central purpose of the novelist, scattered over sixty chapters, the more we are impressed with his skill in making seemingly diverse and unconnected characters con tribute to the general result. On reflection, we find that the merely mechanical construction of the plot is perfect; but, in reading the story for the first time, we are so carried away by the power displayed in the particular parts, and the value of the characters for the purpose for which they are introduced is so small in comparison with our enjoyment of them as separate realities, that we are careless of the main design of the book. In other novels Dickens had relied, like Smollett, on the interest which would naturally be excited by a seemingly inexhaustible stream of novel incidents and original characters. In " Bleak House " there was the same succession of characters and incidents combined into an apparent whole; but it was the succession, rather than the combination, which gave the book its popularity for the part which the characters had in aiding on the plot was ludicrously disproportioned to their value as satirical, humorous, or pathetic impersonations of types of human life. In other words, the seeming perfection of " Bleak House " as an artistically constructed story, is an illusion. The ordinary reader cares little for the mechanical ingenuity evidenced in the combination of the incidents and characters. What really interests him is what interests him in "Nickleby," "Dombey," and " Copperfield, namely, the fertility of the writer in creating new men and women, who appear to be more true to life than his own friends and neighbors. It would be easy to point to novels of Mr. G. P. R. James, or Lord Lytton, which are at least equal to "Bleak House " in the mere construction of an interesting and congruous story; but, somehow or other, their characters do not abide in the memory; even the names of the lords, ladies, and common people slip out of our imaginative recollections; but who ever forgot Jarndyce, Esther Summerson, Mrs. Jellyby, Mr. Guppy, Mr. Turveydrop, Jo, Miss Elite, even Guster ! The leading character of the book is Esther Summerson. It is, doubtless, an artistic defect that her influence on the other characters should be stated in an exclusively autobiographical form; for her instinctive, intrinsic, and unconscious goodness is thus made to appear more or less self-conscious and self-flattering. It had been better if Dickens could have consented to adopt the plan of his friend and brother romancer, Wilkie Collins, and varied her narrative with narratives writ ten by Jarndyce, Miss Jellyby, Allan Woodcourt, and others, with whom she comes in contact or collision. In this way he would have escaped the fundamental objection to Esther's autobiography that she has to state the effects produced by the action of her bountiful, affectionate, and helpful nature; and that these effects, however modestly disclaimed or innocently wondered at, can only be announced by a recourse to what may be called the artifices of simplicity and innocence. Forster gloomily admits that the attempt was " a difficult enterprise, full of hazard in any case, not worth success, and certainly not successful." In spite, however, of this criticism, Esther remains in the reader's memory as one of Dickens's most charming delineations of feminine excellence. She is a domes tic angel; unfortunately unreal, as life ordinarily goes on, yet still only an ideal embodiment and combination of qualities which, in their separate exercise, are constantly observed to lend beauty and sweetness to numerous homes. In all her relations with the various characters of the book, she is felt as a vital force, because the reality of goodness is in her, and manifests itself, not only in her unwithholding affection for such a beautiful creature as Ada Clare, but in her prudent conduct of Jarndyce's household, in her efficient sympathy for poor Caddy Jellyby, and in her protecting benevolence for such a diseased outcast from all civilization as the boy Jo. Why should she be considered unreal ! Certainly all she does has been done before by thousands of women; but then Dickens has associated in her various feminine perfections which are divorced from certain feminine defects. In real life, good women are not apt to be tolerant and just; they are prone to pronounce harsh judgments on persons whose interior characters they imperfectly perceive; but it will be observed that Esther Summerson, though endowed with a shrewd perception of the defects of others, has a pervading sweetness of nature which constantly impels her to act the part of a kind of domestic providence, and to use and utilize for good her know ledge of folly, vanity, and frailty. It is evident that she takes no pleasure in the thought that she is superior to others, and that there is no taint of self-righteousness in her self-devotion. Indeed, her conclusion from all the experiences of her life is this: "My lot has been so blest that I can relate little of myself which is not a story of goodness and generosity in others."


    

    Next to Esther, the most lovable character in the novel is John Jarndyce, her guardian and protector. Jarndyce is a man of sound and strong mind, who squanders money, on per sons and schemes he secretly distrusts, through the sensitive benevolence of his heart; and who, when the futility of his generous acts is brought home to him, excuses his discomposure by pretending that his temper is badly affected whenever the wind is to the eastward. By his beneficence of soul he is attracted to philanthropic enterprises; he aids them munificently; but his good sense makes him keenly aware of the vanities, pretences, follies, and impostures which are apt to be connected with the plans of professional philanthropists; and his heart is thus in more or less continual conflict with his head. He has not sufficient firmness of character, in meeting the various claims on his purse, to vary his hesitating " yes " with an occasional discriminating "no." Disappointed, how ever, as he may be in the result of the majority of the appeals made to his benevolence, he is amply rewarded for all failures in the affection and gratitude of Esther Summerson, his one triumphant success in what may be termed his speculative philanthropy. Why should he not have married her? If Dickens had intended, from the start, that Allan Woodcourt should be her husband, he ought to have individualized Allan as intensely as he has individualized Jarndyce; whereas the fact is that Allan, in spite of his abstract excellence, is not a concrete character like Jarndyce. This jewel among women is the prize of a comparative phantom of personality, a man two or three removes from the reality of an imaginative creation; while Jarndyce is all alive, in soul and body, is so vividly depicted, indeed, that it is difficult to doubt his actual existence; and the reader, who contemplates a European tour, feels that one of the delights of visiting England would be the opportunity afforded him of calling at Bleak House, and having a social chat with its proprietor.


    

    Whatever may be thought of the justice of the attack on the English Court of Chancery, there can be doubt as to its popular effectiveness. The individual cases of gross wrong are happily selected, and the vigor of the assault is proportioned to the abuses assailed. But a system is not to be rashly condemned because of its abuses. Dickens never seems to have dreamed of the mischief he might produce by holding up to contempt, scorn, and hatred the majestic edifice of equity jurisprudence. Equity as a sentiment was the impulse which made him rage against equity as an institution; but in the innumerable complications of practical life, mere sentiment would be incapable of rightly solving one in a thousand cases which come before a court of equity. Dickens never misses an opportunity to sneer at the disposition of Englishmen to despise foreigners; but he made the enormous mistake of decrying in " Bleak House " the one court, in insular England, in which the principles of universal reason and universal justice are applied to particular cases as they arise. The com plaint is not that justice is refused but that it is deferred. The reader will note that Dickens, throughout his assault, is for swift injustice rather than for tardy justice. In the particular cases he cites or imagines, a king of Dahomey, crazy with rum, might, on the whole, be a more merciful judge than Nottingham, or Somers, or Hardwicke, or Eldon, or Brougham, or Lyndhurst, or St. Leonards; but the Court of Chancery was no more established to do away with such particular examples of the hardships of litigation, than the laws, which make the marriage contract more than a partnership dissolvable at pleasure, were intended to cover all exceptional cases of the hardships of matrimony. Dickens declares that "the one great principle of English law is, to make business for itself. There is no other principle, distinctly, certainly, and consistently maintained through all its narrow turnings. Viewed by this light it becomes a coherent scheme, and not the monstrous maze the laity are apt to think it. Let them but once clearly perceive that its grand principle is to make business for itself at their expense, and surely they will cease to
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