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    Curatorial Vision
This collection gathers the full range of Charles Dickens’s long-form fiction—spanning OLIVER TWIST through THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD—alongside the Christmas books and key critical and biographical responses. Together they trace a single, capacious inquiry: how private conscience meets public institution within the lived texture of London, the provinces, and imagined communities. By uniting novels with reflective essays and portraits, the design emphasizes Dickens’s moral imagination, comic fertility, and architectonics of plot. The aim is to offer a coherent panorama in which voices, settings, and problems recur, evolve, and contend, allowing readers to see patterns otherwise scattered across separate volumes and moments.
Arranged to foreground development rather than mere sequence, the selection reveals Dickens’s widening technical compass: the convivial sprawl of THE PICKWICK PAPERS; the social indignation of BLEAK HOUSE, HARD TIMES, and LITTLE DORRIT; the intimate growth of DAVID COPPERFIELD; the late intricacies of OUR MUTUAL FRIEND and the fragmentary tension of THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD. A TALE OF TWO CITIES shows historical pressure shaping character, while DOMBEY AND SON and GREAT EXPECTATIONS anatomize money’s grammar in private life. THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP, NICHOLAS NICKLEBY, and BARNABY RUDGE test Gothic, theatrical, and historical registers that continue to reverberate across the corpus.
Incorporating the Christmas narratives—A CHRISTMAS CAROL, THE CHIMES, THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH, THE BATTLE OF LIFE, and THE HAUNTED MAN—clarifies Dickens’s ethics of time, memory, and communal renewal, themes that circulate through the larger novels. The presence of APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS by G. K. Chesterton, THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS by Henry James, THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT by Andrew Lang, and DAVID COPPERFIELD by Virginia Woolf adds a chorus of discerning interlocutors. Their divergent readings illuminate the fiction without reducing it, situating craft, character, and structure within broader conversations about narrative and society.
Completing the perspective, CHARLES DICKENS by G. K. Chesterton, LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS by John Forster, and DICKENS’ LONDON by M. F. Mansfield offer portraits of the writer and his city, sharpening the line between imagined topographies and lived streets. Unlike single-work publications, this gathering invites coordinated attention to experiment, recurrence, and transformation across the oeuvre and its reception. The curatorial aim is synthetic rather than exhaustive taxonomy: to reveal continuities of vision and surprising departures, to set festive tales beside major novels, and to let contemporary and later voices test, challenge, and confirm what the fiction dares and achieves.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
Threaded through the novels is the figure of the vulnerable outsider negotiating institutions. OLIVER TWIST, DAVID COPPERFIELD, and GREAT EXPECTATIONS study childhood as both peril and resource, while BLEAK HOUSE, HARD TIMES, and LITTLE DORRIT portray law, industry, and debt as systems shaping destiny. DOMBEY AND SON meditates on commerce and inheritance; OUR MUTUAL FRIEND returns obsessively to the river as a medium of chance and identity. NICHOLAS NICKLEBY and THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP explore performance, sentiment, and spectacle. The Christmas books distill these concerns into winter fables where memory, reconciliation, and social conscience acquire the clarity of ritual and transformation.
Counterpoint is central. THE PICKWICK PAPERS radiates genial amplitude and mobility, while A TALE OF TWO CITIES compresses experience into a severe historical arc. LITTLE DORRIT and BLEAK HOUSE enlarge social panoramas through intricate structures, whereas THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD concentrates atmosphere and uncertainty. BARNABY RUDGE and THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP infuse Gothic texture and historical tumult that echo later, subtler shadings in OUR MUTUAL FRIEND. Across the span, voices oscillate between satiric exuberance and ethical gravity, producing a dialogue in which comedy and indignation, tenderness and irony, alternate rhythms yet converge upon questions of responsibility, belonging, and change.
The critical essays collected here form a counter-chorus that both amplifies and interrogates the fiction. G. K. Chesterton’s APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS foregrounds vitality, grotesque imagination, and civic warmth. Henry James’s THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS proposes exacting standards for form and character, provoking an enduring debate about realism and romance. Virginia Woolf’s DAVID COPPERFIELD reframes memory and artistic growth, while Andrew Lang’s THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT keeps attention on open questions circling THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD. Read together, these texts model interpretive plurality and show how Dickens’s techniques invite rival emphases.
Biographical and topographical studies provide further resonance. CHARLES DICKENS by G. K. Chesterton and LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS by John Forster establish frameworks for understanding energy, habit, and aspiration as they surface in characterization and narrative tempo. DICKENS’ LONDON by M. F. Mansfield maps settings that mirror or resist the cityscapes of BLEAK HOUSE, LITTLE DORRIT, and OUR MUTUAL FRIEND, strengthening the sense of place as an active force. The exchange between lived milieu and invented world sharpens recurring symbols—streets, offices, prisons, hearths—and clarifies the writer’s capacity to transform observation into mythic patterning without losing the granular textures of social life.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
These works endure because they convene art with civic feeling, rendering structural injustice through unforgettable voices while preserving the possibility of repair. The novels articulate pressures recognizable in any era: impersonal bureaucracy, extractive economies, and the search for dignity. Their storytelling shapes expectations for character, suspense, and atmosphere across later narrative arts. The Christmas books, in particular, distill an ethic of attention to the overlooked, carrying forward a seasonal language of remembrance and generosity. Read collectively, the volumes reveal a flexible method capable of delight and rebuke, comedy and alarm, and thus remain unusually elastic for contemporary engagement.
Reception has been shaped by landmark appraisals also included here. G. K. Chesterton affirms amplitude and invention, influencing views of Dickens as a maker of democratic myth. Henry James’s challenging assessment sharpened arguments about craft, design, and the limits of caricature, prompting renewed attention to structure and psychology. Virginia Woolf’s meditation on DAVID COPPERFIELD helped redirect focus toward memory and artistic formation, while Andrew Lang’s inquiry sustained fascination with unresolved elements in THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD. Together these perspectives register a history of response in which admiration and critique collaborate to refine understanding rather than settle it.
The biographical studies and urban portraiture reinforce this dynamic. John Forster’s LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS and G. K. Chesterton’s CHARLES DICKENS furnish touchstones that anchor debates about temperament, vocation, and the social horizon of the novels. M. F. Mansfield’s DICKENS’ LONDON, by illuminating streets and districts, underscores how geography functions as moral argument and narrative engine. Such materials do not simply supplement the fiction; they recast it, suggesting how creative labor emerges from, and returns to, a densely textured world. The result is a layered view in which person, place, and page form a mutually informing, continuously renewed circuit.
Today, the collection’s combined perspectives invite fresh consideration of narrative ethics, the politics of everyday life, and the resources of style. By setting OLIVER TWIST beside OUR MUTUAL FRIEND, or HARD TIMES beside the Christmas books, readers can test how sympathy is organized and where satire gives way to hope. The critical essays reopen questions of method and value without foreclosing enjoyment. The biographical works and DICKENS’ LONDON recalibrate a sense of milieu. In sum, the assemblage endures as a civic and aesthetic commons, where invention, analysis, and lived setting illuminate one another and keep Dickens dynamically present.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
The novels gathered here arise from Britain’s long nineteenth century, when monarchy, Parliament, and an expanding press negotiated a new social contract. The Reform Act of 1832 widened the electorate without resolving urban miseries created by rapid industrialization. This unsettled backdrop informs THE PICKWICK PAPERS’ genial satire and deepens into the social indignation of OLIVER TWIST, written in the shadow of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. The anthology’s span tracks accelerating debate about representation, welfare, and public morality, as readers encountered Dickens’s fictions in real time through serial publication, with each month’s number entering the same public sphere as petitions, pamphlets, and parliamentary reports.
London, the metropolis that structures many of these narratives, was simultaneously a political capital and a crucible of displacement. Tenement rookeries, new thoroughfares, and speculative housing schemes reshaped neighborhoods and social bonds. Debt law and insolvency practices curtailed mobility while nurturing a culture of improvisation and disguise. LITTLE DORRIT’s portrait of confinement, BLEAK HOUSE’s legal labyrinth, and OUR MUTUAL FRIEND’s economy of refuse register the city’s material governance of life and death. Policing reforms and the growth of a centralized bureaucracy rationalized surveillance, but the informal networks of charity, mutual aid, and scandal remained powerful alternatives to official power.
Industrial capitalism’s gears turn audibly in HARD TIMES and DOMBEY AND SON, where mills, railways, and joint-stock ventures reorder human relations. Factory Acts, debates over working hours, and the emergence of organized labor frame anxieties about productivity and personhood. Child labor controversies surface in NICHOLAS NICKLEBY’s schooling scenes and in the wider critique of commodified childhood. The railway mania of the 1840s offered unprecedented mobility and catastrophe alike, carrying speculation and shock through the country. Dickens’s emphasis on accidents, timetables, and capitalization keeps pace with the new temporal discipline of clocks and ledgers that governed workplaces, households, and the imagination.
Law and order—chancery courts, magistrates, and the growing detective apparatus—shape both public debate and narrative tension. BLEAK HOUSE anatomizes procedural delay that becomes a social climate; OLIVER TWIST exposes the porous boundary between criminality and governance in the workhouse regime and street economy. The novels register an evolving penal philosophy moving from spectacle toward discipline, even as sensational trials fueled mass readerships. BARNABY RUDGE, set amid the Gordon Riots, offers a historical lens on crowd politics and religious prejudice, reminding readers that mob violence and administrative failure were not solely modern phenomena but enduring features of power contested in public streets.
National anxieties were entangled with global currents. A TALE OF TWO CITIES interprets the French Revolution for a Victorian audience, exploring justice, vengeance, and the costs of radical change while negotiating Britain’s own revolutionary memories. The Crimean War and imperial logistics stirred debates about competence, sacrifice, and the press, echoing through the novels’ critique of bureaucratic muddle. MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT’s American sojourn places British concerns alongside transatlantic democracy and boosterism, casting comparative light on speculation, equality, and the rhetoric of improvement. Trade routes, colonial commodities, and migrant stories thread silently through parlors and counting-houses, turning domestic scenes into nodes of global exchange.
Religious currents—Evangelical philanthropy, Sabbatarian observance, and Nonconformist activism—shaped social imaginaries. The Christmas Books, especially A CHRISTMAS CAROL, turn theological debate into festive ethics, advocating repentance, hospitality, and structural compassion without abandoning institutional critique. THE CHIMES, THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH, THE BATTLE OF LIFE, and THE HAUNTED MAN dramatize how calendar rituals might recalibrate civic duty, wages, and family care. Rather than sectarian theology, the emphasis is on moral economy: how charity, punctuality, and remembrance distribute power. These fictions align with reform campaigns—sanitation, education, temperance—while questioning the sufficiency of private benevolence to redeem public wrongs.
Gender and family served as political languages. The ideology of “separate spheres” assigned men to market and women to home, yet Dickens’s households continually expose economic dependence and legal constraints on women’s property and person. Domestic virtue becomes both refuge and battleground, shaping inheritance disputes, marriages of calculation, and acts of care that resist institutional cruelty. THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH and THE BATTLE OF LIFE elevate the ethics of nurture, while expansive casts in DAVID COPPERFIELD, BLEAK HOUSE, and OUR MUTUAL FRIEND test how sympathy circulates when kinship is strained. In these fictions, the private home is never apolitical; it is governance scaled to the parlor.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Serial publication fostered a participatory reading culture in which suspense, topical allusion, and reader feedback guided composition. Installments synchronized fiction with the news cycle, letting themes in OLIVER TWIST, NICHOLAS NICKLEBY, or DOMBEY AND SON converse with parliamentary reports and philanthropic exposés. The practice encouraged emblematic chapter-end tableaux, strategic cliffhangers, and a mosaic of subplots. Original illustrations collaborated in meaning-making, binding faces to types and places to mood. The “Illustrated Edition” continues this interplay of text and image, reminding us that visual satire, typography, and pacing are not paratexts but integral engines of Dickensian narrative cognition.
Dickens’s art marries reportage to romance, realism to the gothic, and satire to melodrama. THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP’s pathos and BARNABY RUDGE’s historical panoramas converse with the procedural and panoramic ambitions of BLEAK HOUSE. A TALE OF TWO CITIES adapts melodramatic compression to render revolution’s moral calculus, while THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD, unfinished, flirts with detection and musical patterning. OUR MUTUAL FRIEND orchestrates motif and metaphor—dust, the river, money—into a symbolic economy bordering allegory. Across the corpus, caricature and memory-theater augment social observation, producing a style that is at once documentary and dreamlike, civic and phantasmagoric.
Scientific and technological discourses—statistics, sanitary science, utilitarian pedagogy, and the telegraph—inflect both subject and form. HARD TIMES interrogates pedagogy of “facts,” measuring its effects on imagination and labor. BLEAK HOUSE’s fog, letters, and leaks textualize information overload, while DOMBEY AND SON stages the railway as a sublime instrument of order and accident. The emergent language of systems—networks, circulation, waste—structures plots and metaphors alike. Meanwhile, popular phrenology, mesmerism, and physiological psychology echo in character description and mood. These currents situate the novels within a century that tried to count, cleanse, and connect—yet kept discovering residues that resist enumeration.
The anthology’s criticism maps evolving artistic canons and rivalries. In APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS, G. K. Chesterton defends exuberance, type, and moral imagination against narrow realism. Henry James’s THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS argues for finer psychological shading and architectural unity, testing boundaries between popular appeal and high craft. Virginia Woolf’s DAVID COPPERFIELD reads memory, consciousness, and pattern with modernist tact, finding grandeur in the novel’s fluidity rather than strict design. These essays stage an internal debate about fictional form that reframes the novels not as monuments but as living laboratories of narrative energy.
Place operates as aesthetic method. DICKENS’ LONDON by M. F. Mansfield traces the city’s neighborhoods, markets, bridges, and courts as engines of story and symbol. Streets convene coincidence; the Thames adjudicates guilt and renewal; fog and dust compose an epistemology. This spatial poetics pairs with the itinerant spirit of THE PICKWICK PAPERS, where travel becomes social cartography, and with MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT’s American journey, which relocates satire to test British assumptions abroad. The result is an aesthetic of movement—across boroughs, classes, and nations—through which character becomes a function of route, and plot, a map of contested urban modernity.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Reputation never stood still. John Forster’s LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS canonized the author as tireless observer and moral witness, anchoring interpretation in biography. Chesterton’s CHARLES DICKENS and his APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS reasserted the value of exuberant type and civic comedy. Henry James’s THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS crystallized doubts about structural laxity, shaping generations of classroom judgments. Later, Virginia Woolf’s DAVID COPPERFIELD, sensitive to memory’s architectures, recuperated design where others saw accident. Together these works, all present in this anthology, chart an evolving standard of taste against which the novels have been praised, doubted, and newly prized.
Twentieth-century upheavals recast Dickens’s social fictions. Economic depression, total war, and the rise of welfare states renewed interest in his depictions of precarity, bureaucracy, and mutual aid. A TALE OF TWO CITIES acquired fresh resonance as readers weighed revolutionary justice against terror in an age of ideological extremity. A CHRISTMAS CAROL proved both ethical parable and civic ritual, its seasonal generosity becoming shorthand for social responsibility amid widening inequality. Meanwhile, urban planning, public health, and social work professions found in BLEAK HOUSE and LITTLE DORRIT case studies of institutional design, as readers debated whether reform or imagination best heals structural harm.
Legal and administrative reforms altered how certain novels were read. With the Court of Chancery’s procedures reorganized under the Judicature Acts and debt incarceration curtailed, BLEAK HOUSE and LITTLE DORRIT shifted from topical exposé to historical anatomy of delay and obligation. As public charities professionalized, the Christmas Books’ critique of almsgiving was revisited as an argument for systemic change rather than sentimental relief. The novels came to serve legal historians and policy scholars as narrative archives, while literary critics reassessed Dickens’s method: not mere caricature, but a phenomenology of paperwork, from ledgers and dockets to petitions and circulars.
Global readerships gave new vantage points on nationalism, empire, and exchange. MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT’s American chapters became touchstones for transatlantic studies of satire and self-making. DICKENS’ LONDON inspired urbanist attention to how streets manufacture social knowledge. Translators grappled with dialect, humor, and institutional vocabulary, turning the novels into laboratories of cultural equivalence. As postcolonial and global city paradigms matured, OUR MUTUAL FRIEND’s economy of waste and A TALE OF TWO CITIES’ revolutionary optics invited readings about dispossession and citizenship beyond Britain, while The Christmas Books circulated a portable ethic of care that local traditions adapted to their own calendars.
Unfinishedness, authorship, and the archive sustain continuing debates. THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD invites conjecture about design and denouement; Andrew Lang’s THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT exemplifies early efforts to parse its withheld logic. Editors weigh manuscript evidence, serial pacing, and illustration programs to reconstruct intention without foreclosing ambiguity. Forster’s biography and Mansfield’s DICKENS’ LONDON remain indispensable companions yet are themselves historical artifacts, shaping and being revised by each generation. Today, digital collation and data-rich annotation return us to procedure—how facts travel, how images steer reading—renewing the central question these works pose: what forms make justice legible?
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    OLIVER TWIST
An orphan is thrust from the workhouse into London’s criminal underworld, where survival depends on wit, chance, and the fragile kindness of strangers.
The novel exposes the cruelties of poverty laws and child exploitation while balancing peril with moments of sentiment and sardonic humor.
Themes of innocence imperiled and society’s complicity in vice resonate across Dickens’s social panoramas.
THE PICKWICK PAPERS
A genial club of travelers led by Mr. Pickwick embarks on episodic adventures, encountering legal snares, romantic misunderstandings, and colorful locals.
The tone is buoyant and comic, celebrating camaraderie and everyday absurdities while skewering petty hypocrisies.
Its roaming canvas inaugurates Dickens’s gift for community portraits that later deepen into sharper social critique.
NICHOLAS NICKLEBY
A young man seeks livelihood and justice for his family while confronting a vindictive uncle, a brutal Yorkshire school, and the lure of the stage.
The story blends energy, satire, and melodrama to expose cruelty and sham respectability.
It develops Dickens’s signature contrast between exploitative authority and restorative fellowship.
THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP
A girl and her grandfather flee mounting debts, wandering through a gallery of strangers as a malignant pursuer closes in.
Part picaresque, part dark fable, it dwells on the costs of obsession and the fragility of innocence.
Its pathos and gothic tinges foreshadow Dickens’s later interest in moral atmospheres and fate.
BARNABY RUDGE
Domestic plots intersect with the Gordon Riots, placing ordinary lives in the path of political and sectarian fury.
With its raven-haunted title character and mob scenes, the novel explores fear, fanaticism, and the seductions of chaos.
It contrasts intimate loyalties with historical upheaval, a balance Dickens revisits in other historical settings.
MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT
Self-regard and hypocrisy dominate a family saga in which a young man’s travels, including a perilous sojourn abroad, test character and conscience.
A gallery of schemers—most famously a sanctimonious architect of virtue—mirrors the novel’s satire of selfishness.
Growth, repentance, and the critique of cant align with Dickens’s ongoing inquiry into moral education.
DOMBEY AND SON
A proud magnate’s fixation on legacy warps his household, as commerce, railways, and the sea shape destinies around him.
The novel scrutinizes patriarchal pride, emotional neglect, and the human costs of impersonal business.
Against institutional hardness, filial love and perseverance offer a counterweight typical of Dickens’s ethical vision.
DAVID COPPERFIELD
A first-person bildungsroman traces a boy’s passage from hardship to vocation, mapping friendships, mentors, and missteps along the way.
It fuses intimacy, comedy, and memory-work into a study of resilience and self-knowledge.
The personal voice deepens Dickens’s exploration of identity, vocation, and the shaping power of storytelling.
BLEAK HOUSE
A labyrinthine lawsuit ensnares diverse lives, while dual narrators illuminate social decay, secrecy, and a spreading moral fog.
Blending satire with proto-detective elements, the book links private fortunes to institutional failure.
It exemplifies Dickens’s mature method: interlaced plots, atmospheric critique, and an ethical call to clarity and care.
HARD TIMES
In an industrial town, a philosophy of pure ‘facts’ collides with imagination, affection, and the needs of laboring lives.
The spare narrative targets mechanized education and the dehumanizing calculus of utility.
Its severity and focus create a stark counterpoint to Dickens’s broader urban tapestries.
LITTLE DORRIT
A woman raised within a debtors’ prison navigates a world of bureaucratic evasions and tangled fortunes.
The novel’s intricate plot and satirical ‘Circumlocution’ critique depict social paralysis and quiet endurance.
Imprisonment—literal and figurative—becomes a master theme of Dickens’s mid-career social anatomy.
A TALE OF TWO CITIES
Set between London and Paris, the narrative follows individuals caught in the French Revolution’s tides of justice and revenge.
Its swift, symbolic storytelling meditates on sacrifice, memory, and historical reckoning.
The work compresses Dickens’s moral drama into a high-stakes historical crucible.
GREAT EXPECTATIONS
A boy’s sudden rise in status, backed by a mysterious patron, tests his loyalties and sense of self.
Gothic settings and social satire frame a coming-of-age tale about ambition, gratitude, and moral vision.
Illusion versus integrity anchors the novel’s exploration of class desire and personal redemption.
OUR MUTUAL FRIEND
An inheritance tied to river ‘dust-heaps’ sets off disguises, reversals, and contested identities.
The novel probes money’s corrosive influence through dark comedy, intricate plotting, and riverine imagery.
Masks and metamorphoses extend Dickens’s interest in how society manufactures and unmasks value.
THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD
In a cathedral town, a disappearance entangles a choirmaster haunted by opium and a web of uneasy relationships.
Unfinished, the story cultivates ambiguity and psychological tension, inviting readers to weigh motives and clues.
Its fragment points toward a more inward, suspense-driven Dickens.
Christmas Books: A Christmas Carol; The Chimes; The Cricket on the Hearth; The Battle of Life; The Haunted Man
Five winter tales fuse supernatural interventions with domestic warmth to dramatize moral awakening and social conscience.
They range from a miser’s reclamation to parables of despair overcome, household guardianship, selfless sacrifice, and the costs of erasing sorrow.
Together they model Dickens’s festive ethic: generosity as social remedy, memory as guide, and community as sanctuary.
APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS by G. K. Chesterton
A spirited survey of Dickens’s art that celebrates his exuberance, larger-than-life characters, and moral imagination.
Chesterton frames Dickens as a maker of modern myth whose comedy carries ethical seriousness.
It argues that popular vitality and vivid caricature are strengths, not defects, in his vision.
THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS by Henry James
A critical appraisal weighs Dickens’s animation and storytelling against perceived constraints of psychology and form.
James contrasts Dickens’s character-making with emerging standards of novelistic depth and subtlety.
The essay stages a classic debate about realism, craft, and the aims of fiction.
THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT by Andrew Lang
An early inquiry into the unfinished mystery examines surviving clues and competing solutions.
Lang treats the text as a case to be solved, modeling literary detection as critical method.
His speculation highlights readers’ fascination with authorial design and narrative closure.
DAVID COPPERFIELD by Virginia Woolf
A modernist reflection on the novel’s voice and structure, attentive to memory’s textures and emotional truth.
Woolf considers how immediacy and patterning shape the book’s lasting appeal.
Her essay places Dickens within a lineage while probing the artistry of personal narration.
CHARLES DICKENS by G. K. Chesterton
An interpretive portrait of Dickens’s life and temperament that reads biography through cultural ideas and paradox.
Chesterton emphasizes energy, common sense, and moral cheerfulness as keys to both man and work.
It complements the fiction by sketching the ethos behind its exuberance.
LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS by John Forster
A comprehensive life that follows Dickens from early struggles through literary triumphs, drawing on close knowledge and documentation.
It connects major works to personal experiences and working habits, illuminating creative contexts.
The narrative anchors the novels in the fabric of a public and private career.
DICKENS' LONDON by M. F. Mansfield
A tour of the city that shaped Dickens’s imagination, linking streets, districts, and landmarks to scenes and moods in the novels.
It maps geography onto character and plot, showing how urban spaces become narrative engines.
The study reinforces the centrality of place in Dickens’s moral and social vision.
Themes and Conversations Across the Collection
Across these works, Dickens returns to vulnerable childhoods, corrosive institutions (law, industry, bureaucracy), and the salvaging power of fellowship and memory.
His style evolves from exuberant comic travelogues to intricate, morally charged structures that blend satire, suspense, and social diagnosis.
The critical and biographical materials converse with the fiction, debating form and realism while situating the novels in a lived, urban, and historical world.
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Chapter I.Treats of the Place where Oliver Twist was Born and of the Circumstances Attending His Birth



Chapter II.Treats of Oliver Twist’s Growth, Education, and Board



Chapter III.Relates how Oliver Twist was very near Getting a Place which would not have been a Sinecure



Chapter IV.Oliver, being Offered Another Place, Makes His First Entry into Public Life



Chapter V.Oliver Mingles with New Associates. Going to a Funeral for the First Time, He Forms an Unfavourable Notion of his Master’s Business



Chapter VI.Oliver, being Goaded by the Taunts of Noah, Rouses into Action, and Rather Astonishes Him



Chapter VII.Oliver Continues Refractory



Chapter VIII. Oliver Walks to London. He Encounters on the Road a Strange Sort of Young Gentleman



Chapter IX. Containing Further Particulars Concerning the Pleasant Old Gentleman, and His Hopeful Pupils



Chapter X. Oliver Becomes Better Acquainted with the Characters of His New Associates; and Purchases Experience at a High Price. Being a Short, but Very Important Chapter, in this History



Chapter XI. Treats of Mr. Fang the Police Magistrate; and Furnishes a Slight Specimen of His Mode of Administering Justice



Chapter XII. In which Oliver is Taken Better Care of than He Ever was Before. And in which the Narrative Reverts to the Merry Old Gentleman and His Youthful Friends.



Chapter XIII. Some New Acquaintances are Introduced to the Intelligent Reader, Connected with whom Various Pleasant Matters are Related, Appertaining to this History



Chapter XIV. Comprising Further Particulars of Oliver’s Stay at Mr. Brownlow’s, with the Remarkable Prediction which One Mr. Grimwig Uttered Concerning Him, when He Went Out on an Errand



Chapter XV. Showing How Very Fond of Oliver Twist, the Merry Old Jew and Miss Nancy Were



Chapter XVI. Relates what Became of Oliver Twist, After he had been Claimed by Nancy



Chapter XVII. Oliver’s Destiny Continuing Unpropitious, Brings a Great Man to London to Injure His Reputation



Chapter XVIII. How Oliver Passed His Time in the Improving Society of His Reputable Friends



Chapter XIX. In which a Notable Plan is Discussed and Determined on



Chapter XX. Wherein Oliver is Delivered Over to Mr. William Sikes



Chapter XXI. The Expedition



Chapter XXII. The Burglary



Chapter XXIII. Which Contains the Substance of a Pleasant Conversation Between Mr. Bumble and a Lady; And Shows that Even a Beadle May Be Susceptible on some Points



Chapter XXIV. Treats on a Very Poor Subject. But is a Short One, and May Be Found of Importance in this History



Chapter XXV Wherein this History Reverts to Mr. Fagin and Company



Chapter XXVI. In which a Mysterious Character Appears Upon the Scene; And Many Things, Inseparable from this History, are Done and Performed



Chapter XXVII. Atones for the Unpoliteness of a Former Chapter; Which Deserted a Lady, Most Unceremoniously



Chapter XXVIII. Looks after Oliver, and Proceeds with His Adventures



Chapter XXIX. Has an Introductory Account of the Inmates of the House, to which Oliver Resorted



Chapter XXX. Relates what Oliver’s New Visitors Thought of Him



Chapter XXXI. Involves a Critical Position



Chapter XXXII. Of the Happy Life Oliver Began to Lead with His Kind Friends



Chapter XXXIII. Wherein the Happiness of Oliver and His Friends, Experiences a Sudden Check



Chapter XXXIV. Contains Some Introductory Particulars Relative to a Young Gentleman who Now Arrives Upon THE Scene; And a New Adventure which Happened to Oliver



Chapter XXXV. Containing the Unsatisfactory Result of Oliver’s Adventure; And a Conversation of Some Importance Between Harry Maylie and Rose
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  Among other public buildings in a certain town, which for many reasons it will be prudent to refrain from mentioning, and to which I will assign no fictitious name, there is one anciently common to most towns, great or small: to wit, a workhouse; and in this workhouse was born; on a day and date which I need not trouble myself to repeat, inasmuch as it can be of no possible consequence to the reader, in this stage of the business at all events; the item of mortality whose name is prefixed to the head of this chapter.


  For a long time after it was ushered into this world of sorrow and trouble, by the parish surgeon, it remained a matter of considerable doubt whether the child would survive to bear any name at all; in which case it is somewhat more than probable that these memoirs would never have appeared; or, if they had, that being comprised within a couple of pages, they would have possessed the inestimable merit of being the most concise and faithful specimen of biography, extant in the literature of any age or country.


  Although I am not disposed to maintain that the being born in a workhouse, is in itself the most fortunate and enviable circumstance that can possibly befall a human being, I do mean to say that in this particular instance, it was the best thing for Oliver Twist that could by possibility have occurred. The fact is, that there was considerable difficulty in inducing Oliver to take upon himself the office of respiration, — a troublesome practice, but one which custom has rendered necessary to our easy existence; and for some time he lay gasping on a little flock mattress, rather unequally poised between this world and the next: the balance being decidedly in favour of the latter. Now, if, during this brief period, Oliver had been surrounded by careful grandmothers, anxious aunts, experienced nurses, and doctors of profound wisdom, he would most inevitably and indubitably have been killed in no time. There being nobody by, however, but a pauper old woman, who was rendered rather misty by an unwonted allowance of beer; and a parish surgeon who did such matters by contract; Oliver and Nature fought out the point between them. The result was, that, after a few struggles, Oliver breathed, sneezed, and proceeded to advertise to the inmates of the workhouse the fact of a new burden having been imposed upon the parish, by setting up as loud a cry as could reasonably have been expected from a male infant who had not been possessed of that very useful appendage, a voice, for a much longer space of time than three minutes and a quarter.


  As Oliver gave this first proof of the free and proper action of his lungs, the patchwork coverlet which was carelessly flung over the iron bedstead, rustled; the pale face of a young woman was raised feebly from the pillow; and a faint voice imperfectly articulated the words, ‘Let me see the child, and die.’


  The surgeon had been sitting with his face turned towards the fire: giving the palms of his hands a warm and a rub alternately. As the young woman spoke, he rose, and advancing to the bed’s head, said, with more kindness than might have been expected of him:


  ‘Oh, you must not talk about dying yet.’


  ‘Lor bless her dear heart, no!’ interposed the nurse, hastily depositing in her pocket a green glass bottle, the contents of which she had been tasting in a corner with evident satisfaction.


  ‘Lor bless her dear heart, when she has lived as long as I have, sir, and had thirteen children of her own, and all on ‘em dead except two, and them in the wurkus with me, she’ll know better than to take on in that way, bless her dear heart! Think what it is to be a mother, there’s a dear young lamb do.’


  Apparently this consolatory perspective of a mother’s prospects failed in producing its due effect. The patient shook her head, and stretched out her hand towards the child.


  The surgeon deposited it in her arms. She imprinted her cold white lips passionately on its forehead; passed her hands over her face; gazed wildly round; shuddered; fell back — and died. They chafed her breast, hands, and temples; but the blood had stopped forever. They talked of hope and comfort. They had been strangers too long.


  ‘It’s all over, Mrs. Thingummy!’ said the surgeon at last.


  ‘Ah, poor dear, so it is!’ said the nurse, picking up the cork of the green bottle, which had fallen out on the pillow, as she stooped to take up the child. ‘Poor dear!’


  ‘You needn’t mind sending up to me, if the child cries, nurse,’ said the surgeon, putting on his gloves with great deliberation. ‘It’s very likely it will be troublesome. Give it a little gruel if it is.’ He put on his hat, and, pausing by the bedside on his way to the door, added, ‘She was a good-looking girl, too; where did she come from?’


  ‘She was brought here last night,’ replied the old woman, ‘by the overseer’s order. She was found lying in the street. She had walked some distance, for her shoes were worn to pieces; but where she came from, or where she was going to, nobody knows.’


  The surgeon leaned over the body, and raised the left hand. ‘The old story,’ he said, shaking his head: ‘no wedding-ring, I see. Ah! Goodnight!’


  The medical gentleman walked away to dinner; and the nurse, having once more applied herself to the green bottle, sat down on a low chair before the fire, and proceeded to dress the infant.


  What an excellent example of the power of dress, young Oliver Twist was! Wrapped in the blanket which had hitherto formed his only covering, he might have been the child of a nobleman or a beggar; it would have been hard for the haughtiest stranger to have assigned him his proper station in society. But now that he was enveloped in the old calico robes which had grown yellow in the same service, he was badged and ticketed, and fell into his place at once — a parish child — the orphan of a workhouse — the humble, half-starved drudge — to be cuffed and buffeted through the world — despised by all, and pitied by none.


  Oliver cried lustily. If he could have known that he was an orphan, left to the tender mercies of churchwardens and overseers, perhaps he would have cried the louder.
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  For the next eight or ten months,, sir.’


  Although this invitation was accompanied with a curtsey that might have softened the heart of a churchwarden, it by no means mollified the beadle.


  ‘Do you think this respectful or proper conduct, Mrs. Mann,’ inquired Mr. Bumble, grasping his cane, ‘to keep the parish officers a waiting at your garden-gate, when they come here upon porochial business with the porochial orphans? Are you aweer, Mrs. Mann, that you are, as I may say, a porochial delegate, and a stipendiary?’


  ‘I’m sure Mr. Bumble, that I was only a telling one or two of the dear children as is so fond of you, that it was you a coming,’ replied Mrs. Mann with great humility.


  Mr. Bumble had a great idea of his oratorical powers and his importance. He had displayed the one, and vindicated the other. He relaxed.


  ‘Well, well, Mrs. Mann,’ he replied in a calmer tone; ‘it may be as you say; it may be. Lead the way in, Mrs. Mann, for I come on business, and have something to say.’


  Mrs. Mann ushered the beadle into a small parlour with a brick floor; placed a seat for him; and officiously deposited his cocked hat and cane on the table before him. Mr. Bumble wiped from his forehead the perspiration which his walk had engendered, glanced complacently at the cocked hat, and smiled. Yes, he smiled. Beadles are but men: and Mr. Bumble smiled.


  ‘Now don’t you be offended at what I’m a going to say,’ observed Mrs. Mann, with captivating sweetness. ‘You’ve had a long walk, you know, or I wouldn’t mention it. Now, will you take a little drop of somethink, Mr. Bumble?’


  ‘Not a drop. Nor a drop,’ said Mr. Bumble, waving his right hand in a dignified, but placid manner.


  ‘I think you will,’ said Mrs. Mann, who had noticed the tone of the refusal, and the gesture that had accompanied it. ‘Just a leetle drop, with a little cold water, and a lump of sugar.’


  Mr. Bumble coughed.


  ‘Now, just a leetle drop,’ said Mrs. Mann persuasively.


  ‘What is it?’ inquired the beadle.


  ‘Why, it’s what I’m obliged to keep a little of in the house, to put into the blessed infants’ Daffy, when they ain’t well, Mr. Bumble,’ replied Mrs. Mann as she opened a corner cupboard, and took down a bottle and glass. ‘It’s gin. I’ll not deceive you, Mr. B. It’s gin.’


  ‘Do you give the children Daffy, Mrs. Mann?’ inquired Bumble, following with his eyes the interesting process of mixing.


  ‘Ah, bless ‘em, that I do, dear as it is,’ replied the nurse. ‘I couldn’t see ‘em suffer before my very eyes, you know sir.’


  ‘No’; said Mr. Bumble approvingly; ‘no, you could not. You are a humane woman, Mrs. Mann.’ (Here she set down the glass.) ‘I shall take a early opportunity of mentioning it to the board, Mrs. Mann.’ (He drew it towards him.) ‘You feel as a mother, Mrs. Mann.’ (He stirred the gin-and-water.) ‘I — I drink your health with cheerfulness, Mrs. Mann’; and he swallowed half of it.


  ‘And now about business,’ said the beadle, taking out a leathern pocketbook. ‘The child that was half-baptized Oliver Twist, is nine year old to-day.’


  ‘Bless him!’ interposed Mrs. Mann, inflaming her left eye with the corner of her apron.


  ‘And notwithstanding a offered reward of ten pound, which was afterwards increased to twenty pound. Notwithstanding the most superlative, and, I may say, supernat’ral exertions on the part of this parish,’ said Bumble, ‘we have never been able to discover who is his father, or what was his mother’s settlement, name, or condition.’


  Mrs. Mann raised her hands in astonishment; but added, after a moment’s reflection, ‘How comes he to have any name at all, then?’


  The beadle drew himself up with great pride, and said, ‘I inwented it.’


  ‘You, Mr. Bumble!’


  ‘I, Mrs. Mann. We name our fondlings in alphabetical order. The last was a S, — Swubble, I named him. This was a T, — Twist, I named him. The next one comes will be Unwin, and the next Vilkins. I have got names ready made to the end of the alphabet, and all the way through it again, when we come to Z.’


  ‘Why, you’re quite a literary character, sir!’ said Mrs. Mann.


  ‘Well, well,’ said the beadle, evidently gratified with the compliment; ‘perhaps I may be. Perhaps I may be, Mrs. Mann.’ He finished the gin-and-water, and added, ‘Oliver being now too old to remain here, the board have determined to have him back into the house. I have come out myself to take him there. So let me see him at once.’


  ‘I’ll fetch him directly,’ said Mrs. Mann, leaving the room for that purpose. Oliver, having had by this time as much of the outer coat of dirt which encrusted his face and hands, removed, as could be scrubbed off in one washing, was led into the room by his benevolent protectress.


  ‘Make a bow to the gentleman, Oliver,’ said Mrs. Mann.


  Oliver made a bow, which was divided between the beadle on the chair, and the cocked hat on the table.


  ‘Will you go along with me, Oliver?’ said Mr. Bumble, in a majestic voice.


  Oliver was about to say that he would go along with anybody with great readiness, when, glancing upward, he caught sight of Mrs. Mann, who had got behind the beadle’s chair, and was shaking her fist at him with a furious countenance. He took the hint at once, for the fist had been too often impressed upon his body not to be deeply impressed upon his recollection.


  ‘Will she go with me?’ inquired poor Oliver.


  ‘No, she can’t,’ replied Mr. Bumble. ‘But she’ll come and see you sometimes.’


  This was no very great consolation to the child. Young as he was, however, he had sense enough to make a feint of feeling great regret at going away. It was no very difficult matter for the boy to call tears into his eyes. Hunger and recent ill-usage are great assistants if you want to cry; and Oliver cried very naturally indeed. Mrs. Mann gave him a thousand embraces, and what Oliver wanted a great deal more, a piece of bread and butter, less he should seem too hungry when he got to the workhouse. With the slice of bread in his hand, and the little brown-cloth parish cap on his head, Oliver was then led away by Mr. Bumble from the wretched home where one kind word or look had never lighted the gloom of his infant years. And yet he burst into an agony of childish grief, as the cottage-gate closed after him. Wretched as were the little companions in misery he was leaving behind, they were the only friends he had ever known; and a sense of his loneliness in the great wide world, sank into the child’s heart for the first time.


  Mr. Bumble walked on with long strides; little Oliver, firmly grasping his gold-laced cuff, trotted beside him, inquiring at the end of every quarter of a mile whether they were ‘nearly there.’ To these interrogations Mr. Bumble returned very brief and snappish replies; for the temporary blandness which gin-and-water awakens in some bosoms had by this time evaporated; and he was once again a beadle.


  Oliver had not been within the walls of the workhouse a quarter of an hour, and had scarcely completed the demolition of a second slice of bread, when Mr. Bumble, who had handed him over to the care of an old woman, returned; and, telling him it was a board night, informed him that the board had said he was to appear before it forthwith.


  Not having a very clearly defined notion of what a live board was, Oliver was rather astounded by this intelligence, and was not quite certain whether he ought to laugh or cry. He had no time to think about the matter, however; for Mr. Bumble gave him a tap on the head, with his cane, to wake him up: and another on the back to make him lively: and bidding him to follow, conducted him into a large whitewashed room, where eight or ten fat gentlemen were sitting round a table. At the top of the table, seated in an armchair rather higher than the rest, was a particularly fat gentleman with a very round, red face.


  ‘Bow to the board,’ said Bumble. Oliver brushed away two or three tears that were lingering in his eyes; and seeing no board but the table, fortunately bowed to that.


  ‘What’s your name, boy?’ said the gentleman in the high chair.


  Oliver was frightened at the sight of so many gentlemen, which made him tremble: and the beadle gave him another tap behind, which made him cry. These two causes made him answer in a very low and hesitating voice; whereupon a gentleman in a white waistcoat said he was a fool. Which was a capital way of raising his spirits, and putting him quite at his ease.


  ‘Boy,’ said the gentleman in the high chair, ‘listen to me. You know you’re an orphan, I suppose?’


  ‘What’s that, sir?’ inquired poor Oliver.


  ‘The boy is a fool — I thought he was,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat.


  ‘Hush!’ said the gentleman who had spoken first. ‘You know you’ve got no father or mother, and that you were brought up by the parish, don’t you?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ replied Oliver, weeping bitterly.


  ‘What are you crying for?’ inquired the gentleman in the white waistcoat. And to be sure it was very extraordinary. What could the boy be crying for?


  ‘I hope you say your prayers every night,’ said another gentleman in a gruff voice; ‘and pray for the people who feed you, and take care of you — like a Christian.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ stammered the boy. The gentleman who spoke last was unconsciously right. It would have been very like a Christian, and a marvellously good Christian too, if Oliver had prayed for the people who fed and took care of him. But he hadn’t, because nobody had taught him.


  ‘Well! You have come here to be educated, and taught a useful trade,’ said the redfaced gentleman in the high chair.


  ‘So you’ll begin to pick oakum tomorrow morning at six o’clock,’ added the surly one in the white waistcoat.


  For the combination of both these blessings in the one simple process of picking oakum, Oliver bowed low by the direction of the beadle, and was then hurried away to a large ward; where, on a rough, hard bed, he sobbed himself to sleep. What a novel illustration of the tender laws of England! They let the paupers go to sleep!


  Poor Oliver! He little thought, as he lay sleeping in happy unconsciousness of all around him, that the board had that very day arrived at a decision which would exercise the most material influence over all his future fortunes. But they had. And this was it:


  The members of this board were very sage, deep, philosophical men; and when they came to turn their attention to the workhouse, they found out at once, what ordinary folks would never have discovered — the poor people liked it! It was a regular place of public entertainment for the poorer classes; a tavern where there was nothing to pay; a public breakfast, dinner, tea, and supper all the year round; a brick and mortar elysium, where it was all play and no work. ‘Oho!’ said the board, looking very knowing; ‘we are the fellows to set this to rights; we’ll stop it all, in no time.’ So, they established the rule, that all poor people should have the alternative (for they would compel nobody, not they), of being starved by a gradual process in the house, or by a quick one out of it. With this view, they contracted with the water-works to lay on an unlimited supply of water; and with a cornfactor to supply periodically small quantities of oatmeal; and issued three meals of thin gruel a day, with an onion twice a week, and half a roll of Sundays. They made a great many other wise and humane regulations, having reference to the ladies, which it is not necessary to repeat; kindly undertook to divorce poor married people, in consequence of the great expense of a suit in Doctors’ Commons; and, instead of compelling a man to support his family, as they had theretofore done, took his family away from him, and made him a bachelor! There is no saying how many applicants for relief, under these last two heads, might have started up in all classes of society, if it had not been coupled with the workhouse; but the board were long-headed men, and had provided for this difficulty. The relief was inseparable from the workhouse and the gruel; and that frightened people.


  For the first six months after Oliver Twist was removed, the system was in full operation. It was rather expensive at first, in consequence of the increase in the undertaker’s bill, and the necessity of taking in the clothes of all the paupers, which fluttered loosely on their wasted, shrunken forms, after a week or two’s gruel. But the number of workhouse inmates got thin as well as the paupers; and the board were in ecstasies.


  The room in which the boys were fed, was a large stone hall, with a copper at one end: out of which the master, dressed in an apron for the purpose, and assisted by one or two women, ladled the gruel at mealtimes. Of this festive composition each boy had one porringer, and no more — except on occasions of great public rejoicing, when he had two ounces and a quarter of bread besides.


  The bowls never wanted washing. The boys polished them with their spoons till they shone again; and when they had performed this operation (which never took very long, the spoons being nearly as large as the bowls), they would sit staring at the copper, with such eager eyes, as if they could have devoured the very bricks of which it was composed; employing themselves, meanwhile, in sucking their fingers most assiduously, with the view of catching up any stray splashes of gruel that might have been cast thereon. Boys have generally excellent appetites. Oliver Twist and his companions suffered the tortures of slow starvation for three months: at last they got so voracious and wild with hunger, that one boy, who was tall for his age, and hadn’t been used to that sort of thing (for his father had kept a small cookshop), hinted darkly to his companions, that unless he had another basin of gruel per diem, he was afraid he might some night happen to eat the boy who slept next him, who happened to be a weakly youth of tender age. He had a wild, hungry eye; and they implicitly believed him. A council was held; lots were cast who should walk up to the master after supper that evening, and ask for more; and it fell to Oliver Twist.


  The evening arrived; the boys took their places. The master, in his cook’s uniform, stationed himself at the copper; his pauper assistants ranged themselves behind him; the gruel was served out; and a long grace was said over the short commons. The gruel disappeared; the boys whispered each other, and winked at Oliver; while his next neighbors nudged him. Child as he was, he was desperate with hunger, and reckless with misery. He rose from the table; and advancing to the master, basin and spoon in hand, said: somewhat alarmed at his own temerity:


  ‘Please, sir, I want some more.’


  The master was a fat, healthy man; but he turned very pale. He gazed in stupefied astonishment on the small rebel for some seconds, and then clung for support to the copper. The assistants were paralysed with wonder; the boys with fear.


  ‘What!’ said the master at length, in a faint voice.


  ‘Please, sir,’ replied Oliver, ‘I want some more.’
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  The master aimed a blow at Oliver’s head with the ladle; pinioned him in his arm; and shrieked aloud for the beadle.


  The board were sitting in solemn conclave, when Mr. Bumble rushed into the room in great excitement, and addressing the gentleman in the high chair, said,


  ‘Mr. Limbkins, I beg your pardon, sir! Oliver Twist has asked for more!’


  There was a general start. Horror was depicted on every countenance.


  ‘For more!’ said Mr. Limbkins. ‘Compose yourself, Bumble, and answer me distinctly. Do I understand that he asked for more, after he had eaten the supper allotted by the dietary?’


  ‘He did, sir,’ replied Bumble.


  ‘That boy will be hung,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat. ‘I know that boy will be hung.’


  Nobody controverted the prophetic gentleman’s opinion. An animated discussion took place. Oliver was ordered into instant confinement; and a bill was next morning pasted on the outside of the gate, offering a reward of five pounds to anybody who would take Oliver Twist off the hands of the parish. In other words, five pounds and Oliver Twist were offered to any man or woman who wanted an apprentice to any trade, business, or calling.


  ‘I never was more convinced of anything in my life,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat, as he knocked at the gate and read the bill next morning: ‘I never was more convinced of anything in my life, than I am that that boy will come to be hung.’


  As I purpose to show in the sequel whether the white waistcoated gentleman was right or not, I should perhaps mar the interest of this narrative (supposing it to possess any at all), if I ventured to hint just yet, whether the life of Oliver Twist had this violent termination or no.
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  For a week after the commission of the impious and profane offence of asking for more, Oliver remained a close prisoner in the dark and solitary room to which he had been consigned by the wisdom and mercy of the board. It appears, at first sight not unreasonable to suppose, that, if he had entertained a becoming feeling of respect for the prediction of the gentleman in the white waistcoat, he would have established that sage individual’s prophetic character, once and for ever, by tying one end of his pockethandkerchief to a hook in the wall, and attaching himself to the other. To the performance of this feat, however, there was one obstacle: namely, that pockethandkerchiefs being decided articles of luxury, had been, for all future times and ages, removed from the noses of paupers by the express order of the board, in council assembled: solemnly given and pronounced under their hands and seals. There was a still greater obstacle in Oliver’s youth and childishness. He only cried bitterly all day; and, when the long, dismal night came on, spread his little hands before his eyes to shut out the darkness, and crouching in the corner, tried to sleep: ever and anon waking with a start and tremble, and drawing himself closer and closer to the wall, as if to feel even its cold hard surface were a protection in the gloom and loneliness which surrounded him.


  Let it not be supposed by the enemies of ‘the system,’ that, during the period of his solitary incarceration, Oliver was denied the benefit of exercise, the pleasure of society, or the advantages of religious consolation. As for exercise, it was nice cold weather, and he was allowed to perform his ablutions every morning under the pump, in a stone yard, in the presence of Mr. Bumble, who prevented his catching cold, and caused a tingling sensation to pervade his frame, by repeated applications of the cane. As for society, he was carried every other day into the hall where the boys dined, and there sociably flogged as a public warning and example. And so far from being denied the advantages of religious consolation, he was kicked into the same apartment every evening at prayer-time, and there permitted to listen to, and console his mind with, a general supplication of the boys, containing a special clause, therein inserted by authority of the board, in which they entreated to be made good, virtuous, contented, and obedient, and to be guarded from the sins and vices of Oliver Twist: whom the supplication distinctly set forth to be under the exclusive patronage and protection of the powers of wickedness, and an article direct from the manufactory of the very Devil himself.


  It chanced one morning, while Oliver’s affairs were in this auspicious and comfortable state, that Mr. Gamfield, chimneysweep, went his way down the High Street, deeply cogitating in his mind his ways and means of paying certain arrears of rent, for which his landlord had become rather pressing. Mr. Gamfield’s most sanguine estimate of his finances could not raise them within full five pounds of the desired amount; and, in a species of arithmetical desperation, he was alternately cudgelling his brains and his donkey, when passing the workhouse, his eyes encountered the bill on the gate.


  ‘Wo — o!’ said Mr. Gamfield to the donkey.


  The donkey was in a state of profound abstraction: wondering, probably, whether he was destined to be regaled with a cabbage-stalk or two when he had disposed of the two sacks of soot with which the little cart was laden; so, without noticing the word of command, he jogged onward.


  Mr. Gamfield growled a fierce imprecation on the donkey generally, but more particularly on his eyes; and, running after him, bestowed a blow on his head, which would inevitably have beaten in any skull but a donkey’s. Then, catching hold of the bridle, he gave his jaw a sharp wrench, by way of gentle reminder that he was not his own master; and by these means turned him round. He then gave him another blow on the head, just to stun him till he came back again. Having completed these arrangements, he walked up to the gate, to read the bill.


  The gentleman with the white waistcoat was standing at the gate with his hands behind him, after having delivered himself of some profound sentiments in the boardroom. Having witnessed the little dispute between Mr. Gamfield and the donkey, he smiled joyously when that person came up to read the bill, for he saw at once that Mr. Gamfield was exactly the sort of master Oliver Twist wanted. Mr. Gamfield smiled, too, as he perused the document; for five pounds was just the sum he had been wishing for; and, as to the boy with which it was encumbered, Mr. Gamfield, knowing what the dietary of the workhouse was, well knew he would be a nice small pattern, just the very thing for register stoves. So, he spelt the bill through again, from beginning to end; and then, touching his fur cap in token of humility, accosted the gentleman in the white waistcoat.


  ‘This here boy, sir, wot the parish wants to ‘prentis,’ said Mr. Gamfield.


  ‘Ay, my man,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat, with a condescending smile. ‘What of him?’


  ‘If the parish vould like him to learn a right pleasant trade, in a good ‘spectable chimbley-sweepin’ bisness,’ said Mr. Gamfield, ‘I wants a ‘prentis, and I am ready to take him.’


  ‘Walk in,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat. Mr. Gamfield having lingered behind, to give the donkey another blow on the head, and another wrench of the jaw, as a caution not to run away in his absence, followed the gentleman with the white waistcoat into the room where Oliver had first seen him.


  ‘It’s a nasty trade,’ said Mr. Limbkins, when Gamfield had again stated his wish.


  ‘Young boys have been smothered in chimneys before now,’ said another gentleman.


  ‘That’s acause they damped the straw afore they lit it in the chimbley to make ‘em come down again,’ said Gamfield; ‘that’s all smoke, and no blaze; vereas smoke ain’t o’ no use at all in making a boy come down, for it only sinds him to sleep, and that’s wot he likes. Boys is wery obstinit, and wery lazy, Gen’l’men, and there’s nothink like a good hot blaze to make ‘em come down vith a run. It’s humane too, gen’l’men, acause, even if they’ve stuck in the chimbley, roasting their feet makes ‘em struggle to hextricate theirselves.’


  The gentleman in the white waistcoat appeared very much amused by this explanation; but his mirth was speedily checked by a look from Mr. Limbkins. The board then proceeded to converse among themselves for a few minutes, but in so low a tone, that the words ‘saving of expenditure,’ ‘looked well in the accounts,’ ‘have a printed report published,’ were alone audible. These only chanced to be heard, indeed, or account of their being very frequently repeated with great emphasis.


  At length the whispering ceased; and the members of the board, having resumed their seats and their solemnity, Mr. Limbkins said:


  ‘We have considered your proposition, and we don’t approve of it.’


  ‘Not at all,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat.


  ‘Decidedly not,’ added the other members.


  As Mr. Gamfield did happen to labour under the slight imputation of having bruised three or four boys to death already, it occurred to him that the board had, perhaps, in some unaccountable freak, taken it into their heads that this extraneous circumstance ought to influence their proceedings. It was very unlike their general mode of doing business, if they had; but still, as he had no particular wish to revive the rumour, he twisted his cap in his hands, and walked slowly from the table.


  ‘So you won’t let me have him, gen’l’men?’ said Mr. Gamfield, pausing near the door.


  ‘No,’ replied Mr. Limbkins; ‘at least, as it’s a nasty business, we think you ought to take something less than the premium we offered.’


  Mr. Gamfield’s countenance brightened, as, with a quick step, he returned to the table, and said,


  ‘What’ll you give, gen’l’men? Come! Don’t be too hard on a poor man. What’ll you give?’


  ‘I should say, three pound ten was plenty,’ said Mr. Limbkins.


  ‘Ten shillings too much,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat.


  ‘Come!’ said Gamfield; ‘say four pound, gen’l’men. Say four pound, and you’ve got rid of him for good and all. There!’


  ‘Three pound ten,’ repeated Mr. Limbkins, firmly.


  ‘Come! I’ll split the diff’erence, gen’l’men,’ urged Gamfield. ‘Three pound fifteen.’


  ‘Not a farthing more,’ was the firm reply of Mr. Limbkins.


  ‘You’re desperate hard upon me, gen’l’men,’ said Gamfield, wavering.


  ‘Pooh! pooh! nonsense!’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat. ‘He’d be cheap with nothing at all, as a premium. Take him, you silly fellow! He’s just the boy for you. He wants the stick, now and then: it’ll do him good; and his board needn’t come very expensive, for he hasn’t been overfed since he was born. Ha! ha! ha!’


  Mr. Gamfield gave an arch look at the faces round the table, and, observing a smile on all of them, gradually broke into a smile himself. The bargain was made. Mr. Bumble, was at once instructed that Oliver Twist and his indentures were to be conveyed before the magistrate, for signature and approval, that very afternoon.


  In pursuance of this determination, little Oliver, to his excessive astonishment, was released from bondage, and ordered to put himself into a clean shirt. He had hardly achieved this very unusual gymnastic performance, when Mr. Bumble brought him, with his own hands, a basin of gruel, and the holiday allowance of two ounces and a quarter of bread. At this tremendous sight, Oliver began to cry very piteously: thinking, not unnaturally, that the board must have determined to kill him for some useful purpose, or they never would have begun to fatten him up in that way.


  ‘Don’t make your eyes red, Oliver, but eat your food and be thankful,’ said Mr. Bumble, in a tone of impressive pomposity. ‘You’re a going to be made a ‘prentice of, Oliver.’


  ‘A prentice, sir!’ said the child, trembling.


  ‘Yes, Oliver,’ said Mr. Bumble. ‘The kind and blessed gentleman which is so many parents to you, Oliver, when you have none of your own: are a going to ‘prentice’ you: and to set you up in life, and make a man of you: although the expense to the parish is three pound ten! — three pound ten, Oliver! — seventy shillins — one hundred and forty sixpences! — and all for a naughty orphan which nobody can’t love.’


  As Mr. Bumble paused to take breath, after delivering this address in an awful voice, the tears rolled down the poor child’s face, and he sobbed bitterly.


  ‘Come,’ said Mr. Bumble, somewhat less pompously, for it was gratifying to his feelings to observe the effect his eloquence had produced; ‘Come, Oliver! Wipe your eyes with the cuffs of your jacket, and don’t cry into your gruel; that’s a very foolish action, Oliver.’ It certainly was, for there was quite enough water in it already.


  On their way to the magistrate, Mr. Bumble instructed Oliver that all he would have to do, would be to look very happy, and say, when the gentleman asked him if he wanted to be apprenticed, that he should like it very much indeed; both of which injunctions Oliver promised to obey: the rather as Mr. Bumble threw in a gentle hint, that if he failed in either particular, there was no telling what would be done to him. When they arrived at the office, he was shut up in a little room by himself, and admonished by Mr. Bumble to stay there, until he came back to fetch him.


  There the boy remained, with a palpitating heart, for half an hour. At the expiration of which time Mr. Bumble thrust in his head, unadorned with the cocked hat, and said aloud:


  ‘Now, Oliver, my dear, come to the gentleman.’ As Mr. Bumble said this, he put on a grim and threatening look, and added, in a low voice, ‘Mind what I told you, you young rascal!’


  Oliver stared innocently in Mr. Bumble’s face at this somewhat contradictory style of address; but that gentleman prevented his offering any remark thereupon, by leading him at once into an adjoining room: the door of which was open. It was a large room, with a great window. Behind a desk, sat two old gentleman with powdered heads: one of whom was reading the newspaper; while the other was perusing, with the aid of a pair of tortoiseshell spectacles, a small piece of parchment which lay before him. Mr. Limbkins was standing in front of the desk on one side; and Mr. Gamfield, with a partially washed face, on the other; while two or three bluff-looking men, in topboots, were lounging about.


  The old gentleman with the spectacles gradually dozed off, over the little bit of parchment; and there was a short pause, after Oliver had been stationed by Mr. Bumble in front of the desk.


  ‘This is the boy, your worship,’ said Mr. Bumble.


  The old gentleman who was reading the newspaper raised his head for a moment, and pulled the other old gentleman by the sleeve; whereupon, the last-mentioned old gentleman woke up.


  ‘Oh, is this the boy?’ said the old gentleman.


  ‘This is him, sir,’ replied Mr. Bumble. ‘Bow to the magistrate, my dear.’


  Oliver roused himself, and made his best obeisance. He had been wondering, with his eyes fixed on the magistrates’ powder, whether all boards were born with that white stuff on their heads, and were boards from thenceforth on that account.


  ‘Well,’ said the old gentleman, ‘I suppose he’s fond of chimneysweeping?’


  ‘He doats on it, your worship,’ replied Bumble; giving Oliver a sly pinch, to intimate that he had better not say he didn’t.


  ‘And he will be a sweep, will he?’ inquired the old gentleman.


  ‘If we was to bind him to any other trade tomorrow, he’d run away simultaneous, your worship,’ replied Bumble.


  ‘And this man that’s to be his master — you, sir — you’ll treat him well, and feed him, and do all that sort of thing, will you?’ said the old gentleman.


  ‘When I says I will, I means I will,’ replied Mr. Gamfield doggedly.


  ‘You’re a rough speaker, my friend, but you look an honest, open-hearted man,’ said the old gentleman: turning his spectacles in the direction of the candidate for Oliver’s premium, whose villainous countenance was a regular stamped receipt for cruelty. But the magistrate was half blind and half childish, so he couldn’t reasonably be expected to discern what other people did.


  ‘I hope I am, sir,’ said Mr. Gamfield, with an ugly leer.


  ‘I have no doubt you are, my friend,’ replied the old gentleman: fixing his spectacles more firmly on his nose, and looking about him for the inkstand.


  It was the critical moment of Oliver’s fate. If the inkstand had been where the old gentleman thought it was, he would have dipped his pen into it, and signed the indentures, and Oliver would have been straightway hurried off. But, as it chanced to be immediately under his nose, it followed, as a matter of course, that he looked all over his desk for it, without finding it; and happening in the course of his search to look straight before him, his gaze encountered the pale and terrified face of Oliver Twist: who, despite all the admonitory looks and pinches of Bumble, was regarding the repulsive countenance of his future master, with a mingled expression of horror and fear, too palpable to be mistaken, even by a half-blind magistrate.


  The old gentleman stopped, laid down his pen, and looked from Oliver to Mr. Limbkins; who attempted to take snuff with a cheerful and unconcerned aspect.


  ‘My boy!’ said the old gentleman, ‘you look pale and alarmed. What is the matter?’


  ‘Stand a little away from him, Beadle,’ said the other magistrate: laying aside the paper, and leaning forward with an expression of interest. ‘Now, boy, tell us what’s the matter: don’t be afraid.’


  Oliver fell on his knees, and clasping his hands together, prayed that they would order him back to the dark room — that they would starve him — beat him — kill him if they pleased — rather than send him away with that dreadful man.


  [image: ]


  ‘Well!’ said Mr. Bumble, raising his hands and eyes with most impressive solemnity. ‘Well! of all the artful and designing orphans that ever I see, Oliver, you are one of the most bare-facedest.’


  ‘Hold your tongue, Beadle,’ said the second old gentleman, when Mr. Bumble had given vent to this compound adjective.


  ‘I beg your worship’s pardon,’ said Mr. Bumble, incredulous of having heard aright. ‘Did your worship speak to me?’


  ‘Yes. Hold your tongue.’


  Mr. Bumble was stupefied with astonishment. A beadle ordered to hold his tongue! A moral revolution!


  The old gentleman in the tortoiseshell spectacles looked at his companion, he nodded significantly.


  ‘We refuse to sanction these indentures,’ said the old gentleman: tossing aside the piece of parchment as he spoke.


  ‘I hope,’ stammered Mr. Limbkins: ‘I hope the magistrates will not form the opinion that the authorities have been guilty of any improper conduct, on the unsupported testimony of a child.’


  ‘The magistrates are not called upon to pronounce any opinion on the matter,’ said the second old gentleman sharply. ‘Take the boy back to the workhouse, and treat him kindly. He seems to want it.’


  That same evening, the gentleman in the white waistcoat most positively and decidedly affirmed, not only that Oliver would be hung, but that he would be drawn and quartered into the bargain. Mr. Bumble shook his head with gloomy mystery, and said he wished he might come to good; whereunto Mr. Gamfield replied, that he wished he might come to him; which, although he agreed with the beadle in most matters, would seem to be a wish of a totally opposite description.


  The next morning, the public were once informed that Oliver Twist was again To Let, and that five pounds would be paid to anybody who would take possession of him.
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