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DAVID COPPERFIELD


Charles Dickens was born at Portsmouth on 7 February 1812, the second of eight children. Dickens’s childhood experiences were similar to those depicted in David Copperfield. His father, who was a government clerk, was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was briefly sent to work in a blacking warehouse at the age of twelve. He received little formal education, but taught himself shorthand and became a reporter of parliamentary debates for the Morning Chronicle. He began to publish sketches in various periodicals, which were subsequently republished as Sketches by Boz. The Pickwick Papers were published in 1836–7 and after a slow start became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication which Dickens used for all his novels. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4) did not repeat its predecessors’ success but this was quickly redressed by the huge popularity of the ‘Christmas Books’, of which the first, A Christmas Carol, appeared in 1843. During 1844–6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son while in Switzerland. This and David Copperfield (1849–50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In later works, such as Bleak House (1853) and Little Dorrit (1857), Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. In 1850 Dickens started the weekly periodical Household Words, succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round; in these he published Hard Times (1854), A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and Great Expectations (1860–61). Dickens’s health was failing during the 1860s and the physical strain of the public readings which he began in 1858 hastened his decline, although Our Mutual Friend (1865) retained some of his best comedy. His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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Introduction


Critics used to – still do – argue over which Dickens they prefer: his early work, from the first newspaper pieces he wrote which were reprinted as Sketches by Boz in 1836, and his first novel, Pickwick Papers, through to Dombey and Son;1 or the later novels. It is an argument which begins from the differences – perceptible, if hard to define – between the early and the late Dickens. It also includes the history of Dickens’s relations with his illustrators, and the comparative tailing off of their importance to his art. His first seven novels (Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, Barnaby Rudge, The Old Curiosity Shop, Martin Chuzzlewit and Dombey and Son) have been alternatively praised or criticized for being episodic, and for working with a hero whose adventures are picaresque – that is, dotting about from place to place, with no necessary connection between those separate episodes. Readers who value Dickens’s creation of characters have usually found more to choose from in this group; so too have those who have stressed Dickens’s achievements as a comic writer.

His last seven novels – Bleak House, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, Our Mutual Friend and Edwin Drood – have been seen as more concentrated; connected, less comic and more angry or melancholic in tone, and at present their reputation is higher than the earlier novels. Readers have been influenced, too, by other writers who came into existence partly influenced by Dickens’s own outstanding achievement in his earlier work – Thackeray, the Bronte sisters, Mrs Gaskell, for example.2

Of course this division is too schematic, and it leaves out Dickens’s short stories and journalism, and, more dangerously, it puts the changes into a vacuum. But having made it, it is fascinating to see that Dickens’s preference amongst his novels, and what he called his ‘favourite child’, was the one in the middle, the one in between these two groups: David Copperfield (the ‘favourite child’ being the novel, not the character David). So the author said in the Preface to the Charles Dickens edition of his works, in 1867, at a time when his writing career was nearly at an end, and in many other places before that. David Copperfield, or to give it its full title, The Personal History, Adventures, Experience and Observation of David Copperfield the Younger of Blunderstone Rookery (Which He Never Meant to be Published On Any Account) – a title whose multifariousness implies the proliferation of the early novels – succeeded Dombey and Son and preceded Bleak House. It appeared first in monthly serial form between 1849 and 1850, then as a book.

In choosing the novel in the middle, we have a wonderful example of how Dickens, who seldom said anything of theoretical interest concerning his novels, either in his letters, to his biographer, John Forster, in the novels themselves, or in their Prefaces, evaded any critical demand for an either/or choice to be made between the novels and their various periods. That this was not accidental may be confirmed when we note how carefully David Copperfield too refrains from talking about the novels he has written. Dickens disallowed any decision to be made on which part of his work is the stronger, most energetic, the most Dickensian. But the fact that he reread David Copperfield before starting that much later novel, Great Expectations (1860–61), and, as he told Forster, ‘was affected by it to a degree you would hardly believe’, proves that it was at some level crucial to him and the way he wanted to think about his work. David Copperfield feeds the later text. Perhaps it helps to make it Dickensian. The point certainly complicates the distinction between the early and the late Dickens.


David Copperfield: Reading the Novel


It has often been noted that David Copperfield is a text which critics find hard to discuss, or have refrained from discussing, for reasons which are worth exploring. The problems associated with it relate to the depth of interest the book holds. Is it simple, or primarily comic, a book for children almost, a book which displays the simplicities or complacencies of feeling of the English middle class? Or is it a sceptical or suspicious text, unmasking Victorian ideology, especially in such areas as class, or sexuality, or in the ideology of work? Does it look back nostalgically to a past moment, as autobiography tends to do? Or is the novel modern, a text looking forward to Freud, and of the same moment as Marx? (From chapter LIX onwards, its references seem more contemporary than before.) What is the dominant note in it? Is it the melodrama and the melodramatic dialogue which is derived from the theatre, as with several of the scenes relating to Emily and Mr Peggotty – for example, the confrontations between Dr and Mrs Strong in chapter XLV, or between Rosa Dartle and Emily in chapter L. Or is it the sentimentality which hovers round several figures – though perhaps there is not much agreement over which figures? Or is the text far more knowing and sly, with insights which come from an awareness of people’s unconscious states of mind and of what Freud was to call ‘the psychopathology of everyday life’? The attention to unconscious states, to dreams – David Copperfield’s recorded dreams have been estimated to number around twenty – and to the workings of memory and the power of association have attracted several readings of the text which identify Dickens as proto-Freudian.3

Readers who prefer to see David Copperfield as an early work might note that a son born to the Dickenses on 15 January 1849 was named Henry Fielding in recognition of the style of the novel that Dickens had just begun writing. That would make the text eighteenth-century, picaresque and masculine in tone – a point I shall return to. The books that David Copperfield says he reads in chapter IV, by Fielding and Smollett for instance, further bear out the idealization of the eighteenth century and its novelists as a feature within the text. We might also note the number of distinctive ‘characters’ in the novel: Micawber, Uriah Heep, Mr Creakle, the Murdstones, Miss Trotwood, Julia Mills, Dora Spenlow and her father, Steerforth, Rosa Dartle… a list nearly as long as the list of names in the book. They relate to an early interest in individual physiognomies, in grotesquerie and characterization derived from the popular stage. The creation of Mr Wickfield, for example, is a reminder of a style of characterization which reads character solely in terms of one attribute: a mode often associated with Dickens’s earlier style. Writing to Forster in late January 1849, Dickens asked him his opinion about including a character in the book (i.e. Mr Wickfield) who replied to everything, ‘Yes, that is very true: but now, What’s his motive?’…. ‘Well now, yes – no doubt that was a fine thing to do! But now, stop a moment, let us see – What’s his motive?’ This, indeed, is how Mr Wickfield is presented in the novel, just as Uriah Heep is known always by his professions of humility, or Mr Micawber by his circumlocutionary form of utterance. How many characters in this book are known by statements they repeat so often! ‘Barkis is willin’ (Barkis); ‘waiting for something to turn up’ (Micawber); ‘I will never desert Mr Micawber’ (Mrs Micawber); ‘be ’umble’ (Uriah); ‘King Charles’s head’ (Mr Dick); ‘I’m a mother myself (Mrs Crupp); ‘I’m a lone lorn creetur and everything goes contrairy with me’ (Mrs Gummidge); ‘she’s thinking of the old ’un’ (Peggotty); ‘annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen nineteen six, result happiness’ (Micawber again); ‘somebody’s sharp’ that somebody being ‘Brooks of Sheffield’ (Mr Murdstone); the book is known by such idiosyncratic statements and repetitions, which make the characters who utter them single-minded, sometimes to the point of being maniacal.

Those who link this text with the early Dickens could also note that the novel looks back in time. For example, there are no railways in this novel, as there were in Dombey and Son. This locates the action in the 1820s at the latest. Is the text a step back from Dombey and Son? When Dickens came to his next novel, Bleak House, which is also set in the past, and is largely anti-industrial, but which is also immensely engaged with the public condition of England, and angry about it as David Copperfield seems not to be – though there is a perceptible darkening of mood in the novel’s chapter LIX – he wrote in a letter of 22 July 1852, ‘to let you into a secret, I am not quite sure that I ever did like, or ever shall like, anything quite so well as Copperfield’ – before adding, ‘but I foresee (I think) some very good things in Bleak House… I behold them in the months ahead, and weep.’ Writing Bleak House changed Dickens, moving him away from material which was obviously deeply congenial to him.

David Copperfield is partially picaresque; it is inscribed by David in wanderings as a boy from Suffolk to London, from London to Dover and Canterbury, back to London as a young man, eventually to Switzerland and back again. Characters are met on the way and disappear, many of them reappearing in unexpected contexts. It also works, strikingly, by repetition. David Copperfield is introduced to London twice (chapters XI and XIX); makes a new start so that he goes to two different types of schools; has two different forms of occupation; marries twice. Smaller, but equally odd, forms of repetition appear: he has two fathers, and he is surrounded by two women called Clara (his mother and Peggotty). He is introduced to Micawber in chapter XI and remeets Micawber in just the same circumstances – only the locale has changed – in chapter XXVII. Micawber’s various letters to him, too, could be taken as so much repetition of the same theme. The reappearance of Uriah Heep in chapter LXI, after he had been cleared out of the main plot, is another instance. At the end of the novel Mr Murdstone is doing just what he was doing at the beginning: torturing a young wife. The first question that the young David Copperfield poses is, ‘Peggotty… were you ever married?’ (chapter II), and the ‘subject’ of the novel could be said to be marriage, as examined through Betsey Trotwood and her husband, Clara and Mr Murdstone, Peggotty and Barkis, David and Dora, Dr Strong and Annie Strong, Mr Wickfield and his late wife, giving a proliferation of nearly repeated experiences. Rosa Dartle, who wants to get married, Emily who does not, both seduced by the same Steerforth, also comment on this theme. Since marriages imply families, a related topic is the unsatisfactory mother – Clara Copperfield; Mrs Steerforth; Mrs Markleham (a continuation in some ways of Mrs Skewton in Dombey and Son). Or the unsatisfactory father – and both of these parenting themes have autobiographical implications (to be discussed later). One way of reading this set of rich improvisations and repetitions with variations on related themes would be to take it as evidence of how the twenty monthly parts (in which the novel originally appeared) dictated repetitiousness and superfluity to the writer, making it like a soap opera. Another, however, would take it as evidence of fascination in the text with something else, more modern, something David Copperfield notes at the moment when Uriah Heep tells him he loves Agnes: ‘He seemed to swell and grow before my eyes; the room seemed full of the echoes of his voice; and the strange feeling (to which, perhaps, no one is a stranger) that all this had occurred before, at some indefinite time, and that I knew what he was going to say next, took possession of me’ (chapter XXV, my emphasis). At such a moment, when repetition takes over, the novel form seems revolutionary, the repetitions not coincidental but relating to a new and modern sense of space and time as not singular, and unidirectional. Memory is not necessarily of the past, but is indistinguishable from the imagination.

Those who prefer this second view, who see the text as modern, or even modernist, might note how influential the book has been within modernism in America and Europe: for example, on Henry James, where its impact is felt throughout, but especially with The Princess Casamassima and What Maisie Knew; or with Tolstoy, who was reading it in 1852, and whose Childhood uses it, as does his War and Peace, or with Dostoyevsky, who took the Micawbers and made them the Marmeladov family in Crime and Punishment,4 or with Freud, with Joyce, in The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man; or with Kafka, whose Der Verschollene (translated as The Man Who Disappeared or as America) is an attempt to rewrite Dickens’s novel.5 David Copperfield belongs to a genre of fiction known as the Bildungsroman, which can be defined as the novel describing a person’s all-round development, or growth in self-cultivation, and which is normally seen as starting with Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1794–6) which was translated by Carlyle as Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1824).6 With these European precedents, it has had profound influences: in English literature – with George Eliot throughout; with Trollope’s The Way We Live Now, or Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh, or Edmund Gosse’s Father and Son, or D.H. Lawrence’s example of a Bildungsroman, Sons and Lovers.


The Novel in 1850


David Copperfield charts the triumph of a middle-class hero. The years 1847 and 1848 had seen revolution in Europe, and the publication of The Communist Manifesto. In England, however, there was no revolution, save for the Chartist movement, which collapsed in 1848, and save for what Raymond Williams has seen as a revolution in the novel, which he documents through reference to Dombey and Son, Wuthering Heights, Vanity Fair, Jane Eyre, Mary Barton, Tancred, Town and Country and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall.7 And the Pre-Raphaelite movement founded in 1848 was a protest against middle-class taste. The triumph of the middle classes in England in and after 1848 produces in Copperfield a hero aware of his class position; this shows with the working-class Peggottys of Yarmouth, who seem a contented family, but are not a family at all, and who are, underneath the respect they show, angry and resentful.8 Such discontent seethes in Uriah Heep, too (see below).

In 1851, the year following the work’s publication, the Great Exhibition opened in London’s Hyde Park, an expression of confidence in British manufacture and industry, but it has been argued that this decade saw a reaction against the ethos of work and industrial progress.9 And there do seem to be elements in David Copperfield of a pastoral retreat, evident even in the places where Dickens wrote the novel. Studying the literary events of 1850, Carl Dawson concludes that ‘while one can point to this or that example of social conscience, to Carlyle… or to Kingsley, the writers [of 1850] do not seem… primarily concerned with political and social issues. Nearly all are preoccupied with individual crises of identity or faith, with the autobiographical account of themselves as pilgrims.’10 Dawson names two causes for these crises: religion and the new science, which he saw as making mid-century writers introspective, preoccupied with memory. There is notably little stress on industrialism in David Copperfield; the only person who refers to the industrial classes is Jack Maldon, a Steerforth without the talent or the money.

David Copperfield is a success story of the Victorian bourgeoisie; its praise of the ‘genteel’ and of bourgeois values, such as those of the home and domesticity, leads to a convergence of all the characters around Copperfield’s values. They work for his good, and find their own heterogeneity – their own marks of difference – swallowed up by their allegiance to his interests. Peggotty, Betsy Trotwood, Mr Dick, Agnes, Dora, Traddles, the Micawbers, Mr Peggotty, Miss Mowcher – all suffer that fate. Perhaps Dora is, of these, the least subservient to his progress, and this gives her part of the book, including her death, considerable interest. The others move towards what the novel would take to be the central ground, which is the subordination of their own otherness to the values of David Copperfield. Those who oppose also find themselves treated in a way which brings them all together, either to punishment or to loss of their hopes.

There has been much discussion of David Copperfield through its relation to Dickens’s autobiography and its use of autobiographical detail. In this it is distinctive in comparison to the rest of Dickens’s work. Different possibilities offer themselves: that the novel mattered to Dickens because it was at least in part autobiographical or confessional, perhaps even cathartic; or, on the contrary, that autobiography represented a new tendency or drive in Dickens’s fiction, enabling things to be done that had never been done before. The relationship with autobiography was first raised by Edmund Wilson in 1941, in his famous essay ‘Dickens: The Two Scrooges’, in his book The Wound and the Bow. Wilson took the childhood experience of the twelve-year-old boy (discussed below) as decisively formative and as traumatic, producing heavily conflicting feelings towards the father. He took Dickens’s accounts of this at face value. If Wilson needs supplementing here, remembering Dickens was creating a memory for himself, a memory he at some level of consciousness needed because of certain compulsions felt at the time of writing, nonetheless Wilson drives us towards Dickens’s biography.


Dickens: Biography and Autobiography


It is the early life that is important here. Charles Dickens was the son of John Dickens, who worked as a clerk in the Navy Pay Office in London, then in Portsmouth, where Charles was born in 1812; in London again; then in Chatham in Kent (1817–22); then again in London from the end of 1822 until the time he was arrested for debt (20 February 1824) and sent to the Marshalsea Prison in Southwark, on the south side of the Thames. He was released on 28 May 1824. The twelve-year-old Charles was deprived of schooling when he left Chatham to come to London, to stay at wretched lodgings in Bayham Street, Camden Town, then a village three miles north of the Thames, between 1822 and 1823. He lived in a two-storey house built in the early nineteenth century, with four rooms, basement and garret, rented for £22 a year. Worse followed when he was put to work in Warren’s shoe-blacking factory during the time of his father’s imprisonment and for some time afterwards, perhaps for a year in all. This brings us into David Copperfield territory: the factory experience appears in chapters XI and XII, the father appears as Mr Micawber, and the Bayham Street house is partially recognizable in chapter XXVII as later lodgings of Mr and Mrs Micawber. But the boy David who is sent to work in the blacking factory is dispatched there by Mr Murdstone, his stepfather, who is ‘in straitened circumstances’ at the time, so that there seem to be already two living fathers or father substitutes for David in the book – Murdstone and Micawber – not to mention David’s real father, David Copperfield the elder, who is dead before the hero is born.

The boy Dickens was released from his experience in the blacking factory and sent to school at Wellington House Academy, on the corner of Granby Road and Hampstead Road, which he attended from 1825 to 1827. The Headmaster, William Jones (1786–1836), inspired the character of Mr Creakle, who runs Salem House school (see David Copperfield chapters V–IX). In a speech of 1857, Dickens called Jones ‘by far the most ignorant man I have ever had the pleasure to know, who was one of the worst-tempered men perhaps that ever lived, whose business was to make as much out of us and to put as little into us as possible’.11 On leaving school, Dickens worked as a solicitor’s clerk and as a freelance reporter for Doctors’ Commons, an anachronistic legal institution dealing with marriage and probate, which was not dissolved until 1857. David Copperfield is trained to become a proctor in Doctors’ Commons: Steerforth explains what this means in chapter XXIII. Something of the near-contempt Dickens felt for it is apparent in a sketch called ‘Doctor’s Commons’ which he wrote for the Morning Chronicle in 1836, and formed one of his Sketches By Boz (source material for David Copperfield). Young Dickens, by now a parliamentary reporter, for which he had learned shorthand (see chapter XXXVI), had gone into journalism and his first article appeared in 1833. David Copperfield parallels this in chapter XLIII, and by chapter XLVIII he has become a full-time writer, as Dickens had done by 1836. In addition, in the 1830s Dickens had a romantic disappointment. He was attracted to Maria Beadnell, the daughter of a banker whom he met in 1830. The affair, disapproved of by her parents, ended in 1833, but it supplies material for the portrait of Dora Spenlow who enters the novel in chapter XXVI.

Dickens divulged the episode of the blacking factory to no one, perhaps not even to his wife Catherine Hogarth, whom he married in 1836. It remained a matter of deep personal shame, a trauma. Nonetheless near the end of the 1840s, he had written a fragment of autobiography which, handed to John Forster, was included by him in Part I, chapters I and II, of his Life of Dickens, published after Dickens’s death. The relevant sections of that autobiography are reprinted here as Appendix I, and they correspond very interestingly with sections of David Copperfield, chapters IV, X, XI and XII. Something of the repressed material had also appeared in Dombey and Son (1846–8) in chapter VIII, where the boy Paul Dombey is sent to board with Mrs Pipchin at Brighton. In his number-plans, Dickens called her ‘Mrs Roylance’, this being the name of the woman with whom he had lodged, in April/May 1824, in Little College Street, Camden Town, while his father was in prison and he was working at the blacking factory. He wrote about Mrs Pipchin at the end of 1846, telling Forster that the portrait was ‘from the life’. The following spring, Forster asked him about his childhood, and heard the story, though he did not see the autobiographical fragment until January 1849. What had been repressed was now in the open, in what he called, in a letter to Forster of 10 July 1849, ‘a very complicated interweaving of truth and fiction’. And David Copperfield, then into its fourth monthly serialization, was the first Dickens novel where the narrative is entirely first person – Forster apparently having suggested that he should write the novel after Dombey and Son in that way. One pretend autobiography, David Copperfield’s, masks another autobiography.


Writing David Copperfield


The writing of the early chapters of David Copperfield coincided with the publication of poems by Matthew Arnold, with Charlotte Bronte’s Shirley, the serialization of Thackeray’s autobiographical novel Pendennis (November 1848–December 1850) and Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture, with its interest in memory described as the sixth ‘Lamp of Architecture’. Memory had also been the subject of Dickens’s ‘Christmas Book’ The Haunted Man, which appeared in December 1848. This has autobiographical implications for in it the hero is tempted to allow himself to forget his unhappy past, with the suggestion that this will enable him to live in the present, though at the cost of disallowing any creative relationship to others in the present or future. The tale ends with the decision to retain memories, however bitter, and concludes with the prayer ‘Lord, keep my memory green’. This – a quotation from Hamlet (I.ii.2) – means both ‘let me be remembered after I am dead’ and ‘let me keep my memories of the past fresh’.

In July 1850, just after Wordsworth’s death, The Prelude: Or, The Growth of a Poet’s Mind, a text full of memory, appeared posthumously. Dickens bought it within a month, and quoted from it in the last double number of his novel. That year also saw Kingsley’s Alton Locke, written in autobiographical mode, and Tennyson’s In Memoriam, a long poem on his friend Arthur Hallam’s death, and, like David Copperfield’s reaction to the death of Steerforth, unaffected in the tenderness with which one man writes about his love for another. Between February and August 1850 Carlyle published his Latter-Day Pamphlets, eight long essays directed against English society, and inflected with Carlyle’s own nausea about Britain. Their influence on David Copperfield is plainly discernible.

Tracing the writing of the novel can begin with the Number-Plans (Appendix II) and with 7 January 1849, when Dickens set out with a group of friends to visit Norwich and went on to Lowestoft (Suffolk) and Great Yarmouth (Norfolk), seeing on the way to Lowestoft a sign for a village named Blunderston. Yarmouth, he said in a letter to his wife of 9 January, was ‘the strangest place in the wide world’, divided from London by ‘one hundred and forty-six miles of hill-less marsh’. An imaginary distance, of course, but one which enables Dickens to think of a new community, centred on the village of Blunderstone, able to make excursions to Lowestoft (chapter II) and Yarmouth (chapter III); though it should be recalled that, in a speech made at Chatham much later, Dickens was to say that he associated the ‘East Anglian’ characters of David Copperfield with ‘the very stones of Chatham’.12 On 3 February 1849, Dickens wrote in a letter that he was ‘revolving a new work’, which he began writing by 27 February (‘in the first agonies of a new work’, as he put it). The choices of title, meditated over that month, and settled by 21 March, are given here in Appendix III. Dickens professed himself surprised when Forster pointed out to him that the name of the hero he had chosen had his own initials reversed. The first part of the twenty monthly serializations appeared on 30 April (for 1 May), the last (the double number, containing parts XIX and XX) on 31 October 1850. Dickens wrote in London and also in other places: Broadstairs, where he finished it; at Bonchurch on the Isle of Wight (26 July to 1 October 1849, staying in a cottage adjacent to one inhabited by a Captain Samuel Dick RN – the period when Mr Dick makes his appearance), at Brighton and in Paris.

At the same time he began editing a weekly newspaper, Household Words, the first edition of which appeared on 27 March 1850. This is Dickens at his most confident, and also at his most socially concerned, for social matters were the backbone of Household Words. Letters of this period are concerned with his schemes for encouraging emigration to Australia. In February 1850, he met Caroline Chisholm, one of those campaigning for emigration to Australia, as opposed to transportation, also an element in this novel.13 There are also his views on prisons, especially Pentonville; on public health and even on burial places; and, above all, his work with the heiress Angela Burdett-Coutts (1814–1906). This concerned a home for ‘fallen women’ – prostitutes – who were to be sent abroad for marriage – perhaps to Australia – after being reclaimed. Urania House, as it was called, in Shepherd’s Bush, opened in 1847, and Dickens virtually ran it for Burdett-Coutts until 1858. These issues find their way into the second half of David Copperfield.

Other letters show a deep enthusiasm for the novel he was writing. Around the fourth part, which contained the details of the blacking factory, he wrote to Forster (21 June 1849), ‘Fourteen miles today in the country, revolving number four.’ Towards the end, while writing parts XVI to XX; from chapter XLVII onwards, he wrote to Bulwer, ‘I like it very much, and am deeply interested in it – and… I have kept and am keeping, my mind very steadily upon it’ (26 July 1850). With reference to chapters LI to LIII, he wrote, ‘I feel the story to its minutest point’ (13 August). About chapter LV, ‘Tempest’, with the drownings of Ham and Steerforth, he wrote to Forster, ‘I have been tremendously at work these two days; eight hours at a stretch yesterday, and six hours and a half today, with the Ham and Steerforth chapter, which has completely knocked me over – utterly defeated me!’ (15 September). He frequently describes himself as in ‘a paroxysm of Copperfield’ or ‘rigid with Copperfield’. While writing part XVIII, including ‘Tempest’, he said to Mrs Watson, one of the book’s dedicatees, ‘there are some things in the next Copperfield that I think better than any that have gone before’ (24 September). On 21 October he wrote to Forster, ‘I am within three pages of the shore; and am strangely divided, as usual in such cases, between sorrow and joy. Oh, my dear Forster, if I were to say half of what Copperfield makes me think tonight, how strangely, even to you, I should be turned inside-out! I seem to be sending some part of myself into the Shadowy World.’ The words of the Preface to the first edition of David Copperfield as a book, which appeared immediately after the last part, should be compared with this. So should the last paragraph of the book itself. They, together with the letters, imply the extent of identification with not just the character of David Copperfield, but with everything in the text. Dickens as writer created a text that created Dickens as the reader. An American reader, Kate Douglas Wiggin, said that when she was a child she asked Dickens, on his American tour in 1868, if like her he wept over Steerforth, and got the reply, ‘Yes, I cry when I read about Steerforth.’14 No doubt he was primarily referring to the readings he gave of the novel (starting in 1861), which concentrated on Steerforth and Emily, and on David Copperfield and Dora;15 but it is still a significant marker of identification. We are left wondering what the details in the text are that so especially turned the novelist inside out. For example, what was Dickens mourning in Steerforth?


Autobiography in David Copperfield


Many Dickens novels begin at some point after an event which is gradually revealed to the reader: a secret in the past which has to be discovered. This applies, for example, to Oliver Twist, to Bleak House, to Little Dorrit and to A Tale of Two Cities, but it does not describe David Copperfield. Like Oliver Twist and Dombey and Son, this is a novel where a child is born in the first chapter. But in this case the father is already dead, the hero is posthumous and, as such, deprived of a history. The narrator, the older, adult David Copperfield, who is not quite allowed to escape objective representation since he appears in Phiz’s illustrations which provide another and different narrative of the events, including him, and making his experience relative, not the only important experience in the book, is always trying to recall the past in full presence. Dickens’s interest in writing a veiled autobiography is matched by the text’s interest in the past and retrospect. Four chapters contain this word in the title (XVIII, XLIII, LIII and the last, LXIV), and in them, as in others, notably sections of chapters II, IV, VII, IX, XLII, LV and LVIII. David Copperfield writes in the present tense, as if cancelling the past as past, thus making the past present. Further, he is always trying to find ghosts within the past, as in this: ‘my occupation in my solitary pilgrimages [on his return to Suffolk, in chapter XXII] was to recall every yard of the old road as I went along it, and to haunt the old spots, of which I never tired. I haunted them, as my memory had often done, and lingered among them as my younger thoughts had lingered when I was far away.’ It is as if the repetition in the book functions to deposit layer after layer of sedimentation into the novel, so that memories and the past can be created through a rich context established through different textual levels, which are reinvoked time and time again, rather than the plot simply moving forward.

David Copperfield is haunted by the events of Dickens’s own life, and it is haunted very extensively by literature. Its literary predecessors are wide ranging: Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre: An Autobiography (1847); Wordsworth’s poetry, and not just The Prelude, Burns’s poetry, and both Byron’s poetry and his personality in the character of Steerforth. In Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus (I.ix), a text Dickens certainly knew, an instruction in anti-Romanticism is given ‘Close thy Byron; open thy Goethe’ and David Copperfield is about the cost involved in doing that. Steerforth’s biography also evokes the memory of Shelley drowning in the Bay of Lerici in 1822. There is also Scott (the general romance form of Waverley), and the presence of Hogarth and his sequences of ‘progresses’; as noted already, there is extensive reference to the eighteenth-century novel, and there is above all Shakespeare, whose bust, it seems, appears, though quite out of place, in the illustration to ‘Our Pew at Church’, as if presiding as an inspirational father.16 There is also Chaucer, whom Mr Micawber evokes twice. There is a history of reading and of memories of popular songs and of the theatre in the text, at least as powerful as the remembered experiences from Dickens’s own life.

There is also, for both author and narrator, the memory of places, some casually introduced. David Copperfield and Mr Micawber, in different moments, visit Chatham, where Dickens had spent five years of his childhood. But the most outstanding are memories of London. London has become synonymous with aspects of Dickens; it marks and haunts this text. It appears as a world city, a place of trade and shipping, and a place to be shown off, a tourist venue: Steerforth shows London to David Copperfield; David does the same for Peggotty and his aunt and Peggotty for Mr Dick. That is one London; the city noted as the public spectacle, the place for display, but it is not the London the child uses in chapters XI and XII, when it is his ‘home’. Nor is it the place of its streets – where prostitutes such as Martha are to be found. But it is interesting that often the London described is already no more. Several times it is said that a place mentioned in the novel has disappeared. London is a city moving in time, so that affections and emotional attachments are made in relation to places no longer existing, or replaced by something else. The city becomes an image of the psyche, which continues its attachments to things no longer in place, so that at the heart of everything there is loss – what David Copperfield in chapter XXXV calls ‘a vague unhappy loss or want of something [which] overshadow[ed] me like a cloud’. This comes at the point of intersection of all his feelings; he has lost Steerforth, he is in love with Dora and his aunt has been hinting at Agnes and her emotional life. It is not an adequate reading to say, as some critics have done, that the words show a sense that Dora will not be the ‘right’ wife for him. This recognition of the hollow nature of desire is repeated in the text several times, and it cuts across an orderly temporal progression, much as London has to be seen in multiple time frames, including what is present and what is absent.

These locales acquire resonances from repeated use. Peggotty, a worn-out wanderer, stays at Southwark (on the way to the Dover road) in the area where Mr Micawber went to prison, as if bringing these two moments into association. Micawber’s boat to Australia puts off from Hungerford Stairs, where Dickens worked in the blacking factory. Martha is encountered near Blackfriars where David Copperfield worked in Murdstone and Grinby’s. Covent Garden, the Adelphi, Holborn, all acquire a plural significance from the way they mean different things at different times in the book. Another form of repetition appears when Highgate, a suburb of London, is used and reused in different contexts; its name and hilly locale suggesting how the ‘high’ may still be overwhelmed. As David Copperfield puts it, looking from Highgate towards London, ‘from the greater part of the broad valley… a mist was rising like a sea, which, mingling with the darkness, made it seem as if the gathering waters would encompass them’ (chapter XLVI). Clearly, that anticipates the storm which will drown Steerforth; but it could also be read as a threat of revolution from London’s working classes, as if suggesting that this fear has not gone. David Copper-field, coming to live in Highgate near to the Steerforth home – quite coincidentally, but obviously very revelatory of something within him which is unconscious and unrecognized – implicitly challenges the power of aristocratic old money with bourgeois new money. It is the nineteenth-century ‘history’ of Highgate; but it is also the history of which class was triumphing; and the word ‘history’ is deliberate, following its appearance in the title and in David Copperfield’s writing (for instance, at the opening of chapter XXXII).


Autobiography and Memory


Not only Dickens, but David Copperfield too, consciously draws attention to the nature of autobiographical writing. Before writing David Copperfield the narrator says he has already written one story deriving from his experience (chapter LVIII) – as a way of getting out of a three-year-long emotional crisis, caused by the death of Dora (chapter LIII), the deaths of Ham and of Steerforth (chapter LV) and the emigration of so many friends (chapter LVII). In the novel he comments on the validity of autobiography, as when he says that ‘the memory of most of us can go back farther into such times [infancy] than many of us suppose; just as I believe the power of observation in numbers of very young children to be quite wonderful for its closeness and accuracy’ (chapter II). It suggests that every part of the text is haunted, not by a knowable secret but by a whole history which is equal to that of Dickens himself, but not, however, necessarily accessible even to Dickens. What are we to understand when David Copperfield returns to Blunderstone Rookery to find his childhood home now occupied by a lunatic and his carers? The madman is sitting at the window that Copperfield sat at when a boy. It is a strange form of dispossession, and another form of doubling, for this madman obviously duplicates Mr Dick, and, as he looks at David Copperfield out of his old window, he becomes his mirror.

Many other life stories crowd into these pages becoming part of Dickens’s, not David Copperfield’s, autobiography. Take Mr Dick’s mad attempts to write his Memorial (chapter XIV). They bring to the surface the instability of memory, but they also make Mr Dick an autobiographer. Since he is always disturbed in his writing by King Charles’s head, it will be seen that the name Charles Dickens is reforming itself around him, like a rebus. Betsey Trotwood explains his referring to King Charles I as ‘his allegorical way of expressing’ disturbing recollections which prevent him writing his past. ‘He connects his illness with great disturbance and agitation, naturally, and that’s the figure which… he chooses to use’ (chapter XIV). Memory, which for David Copperfield seems accessible, for Mr Dick is blocked by other memories, historical and traumatic. His memories are constructed by a history which is not his ‘personal history’. It is worth noting that, in The Communist Manifesto (1847), Karl Marx had said that what distinguished the ‘bourgeois epoch’ from earlier ones was ‘constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation’.17 Mr Dick is a casualty from the ‘ordinary’ disturbances and agitations of bourgeois existence, as well as from the influence of past national history. While only Mr Dick suffers from King Charles’s head, Dickens’s name appears in two other characters: Mr Mell, and in the mad old man at Chatham (chapter XIII). The emigration of various souls to Australia (the Micawbers, Peggotty and Emily, Martha and Mrs Gummidge, and Mr Mell in different circumstances) is not only a way of escaping the poverty that class condemned people to in Britain. (An immigrant girl in Australia in 1846 could say ‘I know what England is. Old England is a fine place for the rich but the Lord help the poor.’18) Emigration is also a radical way of freeing the self from the past and memories of the past. Memory works to eradicate the subject; as David Copperfield recollects listening to the flute playing at Mr Mell’s house, he goes into a state half-sleeping and half-waking where ‘he fades, and all fades, and there is no flute, no Master, no Salem House, no David Copperfield, no anything but heavy sleep’ (chapter V). It is a strange, impossible dream of remembering a loss of identity. The only way of escaping being haunted, or formed, by places, is to cut away from old spaces entirely, in this case by going to Australia. The identities of people in Australia are made anew, with the loss of memory of the past, but in Mr Dick there is a suggestion that an overpowering memory, which is not his own, produces madness, so that identity seems both formed by the past and made impossible by the past.


Identity and Trauma


People often talk about searching for an identity, but the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan referred to ‘the armour of an alienating identity’19 – which implies that having an identity, grasping at one, is the problem, not the lack of it. Identity, which means that the individual knows him or herself to be a single subject, with marked characteristics, alienates the subject from himself or herself because it excludes things which are ‘other’ to that single formation. By acting as armour, as a carapace, identity excludes the subject from otherness; in fact, it means that identity is something which has been wrested from the category of ‘otherness’, so that the subject has made, or is making, a fetish of its own separate existence. Dickens used to imagine himself as each one of his characters; this may be the most significant point about the numerous figures who appear in Dickens, especially in David Copperfield. The novelist is not separate from any of them; there is no alienation in the text from ‘otherness’.

David Copperfield cannot be sure of his identity; it actually seems displaced on to Mr Dick. In fact all identities are likely to cross over, as when, in the first chapter, Miss Trotwood stops Mr Chillip’s ears with cotton wool ‘as if she confounded them with her own’. The opening lines of the narrative are cryptic: ‘Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.’ The ‘hero of my life’ is ambiguous, since it could mean ‘the hero of my Life’ – i.e. the text he is writing, in which case the question is who is at the centre of the text, and the question has to be answered by the reader. Or it could ask whether he is the hero of his own life, or, again, whether he is the hero that his life looks up to. The first of these last two possibilities plays on the stress that was laid in the 1840s, not least by Carlyle, on self-reliance and self-help, but it also questions whether anyone can be the hero of their own life. The third possibility asks who is the person that the text has most time for. The word ‘hero’ genders this person, but it does so very complexly. The person that David Copperfield hero-worships is Steerforth, and he is the person about whom the text feels most sense of loss. Steerforth disappears from the book almost entirely at the end of part X with the chapter entitled ‘A greater Loss’. Lest it be thought that the loss is that of Emily, who has, of course, also vanished, the opening of chapter XXXII corrects that illusion, and the opening of chapter LV, which returns Steerforth to the narrative, as a mariner in a storm and then drowned, affirms the difficulty with which Steer-forth’s death is narrated:


I now approach an event in my life, so indelible, so awful, so bound by an infinite variety of ties to all that has preceded it, in these pages, that, from the beginning of my narrative, I have seen it growing larger and larger as I advanced, like a great tower in a plain, and throwing its forecast shadow even on the incidents of my childish days.

For years after it occurred, I dreamed of it often. I have started up so vividly impressed by it, that its fury has yet seemed raging in my quiet room, in the still night. I dream of it sometimes, though at lengthened and uncertain intervals, to this hour. I have an association between it and a stormy wind, or the lightest mention of a sea-shore, as strong as any of which my mind is conscious. As plainly as I behold what happened, I will try to write it down. I do not recall it, but see it done; for it happens again before me.




Readers can compare the language of this, which describes the turning upside-down of Copperfield’s world, including the ruin of Mr Peggotty’s old ark, and the turning upside-down of Yarmouth, naval port and place where Nelson’s victories were honoured with a statue (1819), with Dickens’s sense of being traumatized by the blacking-factory experience. (Two passages in particular are striking: ‘even now… I often forget in my dreams that I have a dear wife and children; even that I am a man; and wander desolately back to that time of my life’ and ‘Until old Hungerford-market was pulled down… I never had the courage to go back to the place…’) It is as if the text memorializes two traumas, one Dickens’s – recorded in the experiences of chapters XI and XII – and one Copperfield’s. Dickens’s trauma is not Copperfield’s; it is one of the picaresque episodes from which the hero extricates himself, and feels no need to return to, though he is disturbed lest Uriah Heep should gain some knowledge of his past in the streets – as indeed he does (see chapter LII). But it could not be said that the text presents it as the unnameable event, especially as many of the heroes with whom the young David Copperfield identifies himself face prison or even worse. What is unnameable is the other trauma which he says casts a shadow on the incidents of his childish days-even perhaps on the factory experience. His loss and humiliation there, his reduction, is overcoded by another loss, which we need to explore.

In the Preface to Pendennis, published at the end of 1850, Thackeray wrote that the ‘foibles and selfishness’ of ‘gentlemen’ could not now be shown in fiction to the reading public. ‘Since the author of Tom Jones [Henry Fielding] was buried, no writer of fiction among us has been permitted to depict to his utmost power a MAN. We must drape him and give him a certain conventional simper. Society will not tolerate the Natural in our Art. Many ladies have remonstrated and subscribers left me because, in the course of the story, I described a young man resisting and affected by temptation.’ Dickens, too, as we have seen, looked back to Fielding, and the drowning of Steerforth may be regarded as a necessary purgation of that earlier moment – eighteenth-century and Romantic – whose construction of masculinity was so different from that of 1850. David Copperfield speaks of his enjoyment of Fielding, but he says that it was ‘a child’s Tom Jones, a harmless creature’ that he identified with (chapter IV). Steerforth has moments of Byronic melancholia, notably when he is lost in his thoughts and interrupted by David in chapter XXII. Steerforth says, ‘You come upon me like a reproachful ghost’ but eventually recalls his lighter mood by quoting Macbeth: ‘Why, so; being gone, I am a man again’ (III.iv.108). The Shakespearian passage comes from the moment of the disappearance of Banquo’s ghost, and has two resonances. Firstly, Steerforth’s status as ‘a man’ is in question, together with the question what makes a man, and the references secondly recall another of David’s school memories when ‘the shade of a young butcher [a rival] rises, like the apparition of an armed head in Macbeth’ (chapter XVIII). Such a figure is deeply ambiguous; both the sign of a more fierce masculinity – the butcher beats David – and also the sign of a beheading, like that of King Charles, whose head, Macbeth-like, intrudes on Mr Dick’s writing, and whose statue is seen outside the window of the Golden Cross Inn when David wakes up (chapter XX), feeling insufficiently masculine knowing that the chambermaid is laughing at him for not yet needing to shave. The king who has been beheaded, like Julius Caesar who has been assassinated (for David has just attended a performance of that play, in chapter XIX), is a figure of rule, and is still there, in spite of his decapitation. (1849 saw the two-hundredth anniversary of his execution, remembered in a ceremony attended by Dickens.) David Copperfield calls Charles the ‘martyr king’ (chapter XVII); but martyrs, especially self-styled ones, are ambiguous figures in Dickens, and it should not be assumed that Dickens approved of Charles I. His pro-Cromwellian views are set out in A Child’s History of England (1853), where he says that ‘I cannot agree… that he died “the martyr of the people, for the people had been martyrs to him and to his ideas of King’s rights, long before”.’20

But the head is also perhaps a castration image, a threat to masculinity that Thackeray felt, and perhaps Dickens too, on the evidence of David Copperfield. Perhaps the fear of the blacking factory is not just one of becoming déclassé, but of losing masculinity, within the drudgery and mechanical work of the factory; perhaps Dickens’s sense that he forgets he is a man when he thinks back to that world bears that meaning as well as the more obvious one of forgetting that he has grown up. It is a fear of being possessed by the machine, of becoming artificial. So the trauma involved in thinking about Steerforth’s death is not just that he represents a masculinity – epitomized by the tower on the plain – which he must himself assist in bringing down by writing about it, but that its destruction fulfils the function of the blacking factory. This would make David Copperfield an alienated text indeed and the writing of it very disturbing. It will be noticed that Mr Micawber, associated with the factory, and unable to assert himself for so long within modern life in England, calls himself a ‘fallen tower’ (chapter XLIX). It is a moment which asks the reader to put Micawber and Steerforth – who never meet – into comparison with each other. And Uriah Heep, too, who also has an office in a round tower in Wickfield’s home. But that image of the tower in chapter LV, which possibly implies something military, links up with several further suggestions. The seamen say that the wind ‘blew great guns’. There is the fall of houses in the town, which implies that the tempest should be connected not just with the psychic implications of ‘great disturbance and agitation’ that make King Charles intrude into Mr Dick’s memorial, but with a civil war of which the historical civil war itself might be an allegory. Whatever, it may be imaged in Copperfield’s dream in the chapter, where he ‘was engaged with two dear friends, but who they were I don’t know, at the siege of some town in a roar of cannonading’. Who are the dear friends? Who is the hero of Copperfield’s life? In a dream, and in a novel where identities are interchangeable, we are not to know.

The dream evokes both a civil war capture (and so the end of Charles I) and, in ‘the two dear friends’, perhaps Ham and Steer-forth, all felt, in David Copperfield’s consciousness, to be responsible in different ways for the rape of Little Em’ly (the town). The dream, then, evokes D C’s guilt – many critics have pointed out how David Copperfield apparently hands over Emily (to whom he was once supposed to be engaged) to Steerforth. It also anticipates Ham’s and Steerforth’s deaths. Part of the horror of the tempest is its displacement of guilt: as though David Copperfield should have drowned.21 Two ‘friends’, Ham and Steerforth, are washed up together at the end of the chapter, but there is no need to identify these with the figures of the dream, since the text makes identities and genders flow into each other. A man and woman, the two Murdstones – the woman highly masculine – assisted in breaking David Copperfield’s mother, for instance. In his childhood David Copperfield imagines himself in masculine form as Captain Somebody, of the Royal British Navy – an image from Smollett’s novels or from the life of Nelson – and perhaps the dream-siege is a naval bombardment. The dream intimates David Copperfield’s destruction of Yarmouth, which still had its medieval walls, and perhaps Yarmouth is a displacement of Dickens’s Chatham; it evokes destruction of a precious memory. Perhaps the town, like the tower, represents Steerforth, whose death is the chapter’s principal tragedy, whereas Ham’s death is in some way self-willed. If it is a revolutionary town that is under siege, that may explain why Steerforth, when last seen, is wearing a red cap. It is revolutionary; it derives from the French Revolution. Steerforth seems so interesting because being such a pivotal figure of energies in process of change in the nineteenth century, both Byronic and revolutionary, and at the same time modern, in being also a figure of ennui, of indifference, unable to sustain any energy, which marks him out as modern, or, indeed, as decadent.

Civil war implies psychic division, like madness. The text shows Dickens’s hatred of ‘firmness’, which is the quality Mr Murdstone displays (chapter IV). Firmness would give, or require, a sure sense of single identity which David Copperfield, in his opening sentence, is reluctant to ascribe to himself. He is called by a variety of names – hardly anyone calls him David or David Copperfield. He is Davy, Trot, Doady, Daisy, and turned into a female by both his aunt – who is described as ‘masculine’ in chapter XLI – and by Steerforth who imagines from his existence a sister (chapter VI) at least as much as his aunt does. Steerforth also calls Traddles a girl (in chapter VII), though the implications are different, since with David Copperfield the attachment seems more akin to homosexuality. Nonetheless repetitions in the text permit crossings of gender and of identity. David Copperfield feels that Steerforth treats him as a ‘plaything’ (chapter XXI); Rosa Dartle, seduced and abandoned by Steerforth, her mouth marred by his throw of the hammer, anticipates the language of the lesbian Miss Wade in Little Dorrit, when saying that Steerforth treated her as ‘a doll, a trifle’ (chapter LVI). Male and female identities have temporally swerved towards each other in relation to Steerforth. Perhaps exploring the state of being made feminine is Dickens’s alternative to Thackeray’s wringing his hands over not being allowed to show a man.


David Copperfield: States of Conflict


In David Copperfield everyone tries to claim the authority of naming. Brooks of Sheffield, Skylark, Rudderford, Mortimer, Mr Dixon, Am, Murderer, Jellips, the Old Soldier, Blackboy are just a few of the misnamings; most of the figures of the text are also marked by different or plural or ambiguous names.22 Naming may be a self-authoring, or form of attempting to fix identity, and in that sense to name is like giving a death sentence. Autobiography, in deconstructive criticism, derived from Derrida and Paul de Man, has often been seen as a form of death, for to write autobiography presupposes a known and fixed past, whose fixedness becomes apparent in the writing; it also presupposes that there will be no future development which might modify that past. David Copperfield seems to presuppose his own deathbed in his last paragraph; as he speaks of ‘the shadows which I now dismiss’, he makes the end of his autobiography an image of the loss of earthly ‘realities’ – obviously much hangs on that difference between reality and shadow. Confession has the same implication of death, for to make a confession mortifies the subject by making him or her the person who is now to be identified with a past deed or a particular set of activities. Appendix III shows how much Dickens had confession in mind for David Copperfield when he planned the novel. Dickens’s narration of his past to Forster must also have had the force of a confession, fixing identity for ever. Though David Copperfield presents every episode as a stage on his life’s way, yet the sense that he can write a text which is a confession or an autobiography also commits him to a belief in a single truth about himself; it declares that he is a single identity.

Yet if a ‘civil war’ is a context for the text, it requires that characters lead consciously self-contradictory lives. One of the fascinations of this novel is how this is shown in the lives of the characters. Two examples can be given here: Uriah Heep and Rosa Dartle. The final part of this Introduction will consider Mr Micawber, who is a different case from either of these two: but all of them, because of their originality, and the surprises that they spring on the reader make the categorization of Dickens into ‘early’ and ‘late’ periods impossible. They are wholly unpredictable; they are, rather, of the Dickens that readers have not yet managed to catch up with.

David Copperfield shows his own conflictual states of mind when he says he ‘has a sort of fascination’ for Uriah Heep (chapter XVI), just as when going through Highgate, after severing connections with Mrs Steerforth, he says that he went ‘in an attraction I could not resist’ to look over her garden wall (chapter XXXVI). In the same way when Uriah is asleep in David Copperfield’s room – Uriah’s psychopathology takes the form of his insinuating himself into sleeping here just as he insinuates his way into sleeping in Copperfield’s bedroom at Canterbury – David cannot sleep and keeps on looking at him, ‘attracted to him in very repulsion’ (chapter XXV). These moments strike at the foundations of identity: they show motivations which are not nameable, not conscious, and not part of the subject’s construction of himself. The dynamics between Uriah Heep and David Copperfield, both in love with the same woman, Agnes, are complex, and they take the novel beyond the imputation of being merely comic. How unacknowledged homoerotic feeling intersects with class hatred, or how far both Uriah and David construct their own identities as two ‘upstarts’ (Heep’s word for Copperfield) in relation to each other, are matters for discussion. It has frequently been noted how in the Bible it is Uriah the Hittite who is the just husband murdered by David in his pursuit of Uriah’s wife Bathsheba (II Samuel 11). So Dickens’s naming of David and Uriah deliberately countermands the reading where David is hero and Uriah the villain. The text speaks for Uriah by showing how he knows that his own formation as a charity schoolboy has been split. He reacts to David’s complacent moralizing that greed and cunning are certain to overreach themselves, by saying that this is as ‘certain as they used to teach at school… from nine o’clock to eleven, that labor was a curse; and from eleven o’clock to one, that it was a blessing and a cheerfulness, and a dignity, and I don’t know what at all, eh?… You preach, about as consistent as they did’ (Chapter LII).

Uriah Heep has grasped the divided nature of Victorian ideology. The Evangelical principle – which often, historically, supported the charity schools – taught that labour was a curse, following Genesis 3.16–19; while the Utilitarian ethos, supported by Carlyle’s ‘gospel of work’, preached in the 1840s in his Past and Present and influenced by the idea of ‘self-help’, made bourgeois happiness and domesticity dependent on hard work and duty. Labour as a curse kept down the working-classes; labour as a blessing made them a disposable labour-force. Uriah Heep sees this hypocrisy at work. The painting Work by the Pre-Raphaelite Ford Madox Brown (1852-65), illustrating navvies digging drains in Hampstead, while the brain-workers who provide intellectual leadership look on – Carlyle and F.D. Maurice – depicts this mid-Victorian ideology,23which finds several endorsements in David Copperfield in David’s devotion to work. Two contradictory messages placed side by side disguised officially the materialism of the middle-class, making their success appear as a result of piety, or humility – what Uriah Heep calls ‘being ‘umble’. To function in this divided world, which cannot recognise its own ideology, requires a clear-sightedness which only Uriah Heep, excluded from the system through his working-class origins, can recognize. It induces a form of splitting, also existing within the text, which is no less hostile to Uriah than David Copperfield is, and such a split attitude may be observed in other figures in David Copperfield.

Rosa Dartle, a poor relation, is also virtually a figure of charity, looked after by Mrs Steerforth whose unpaid companion she is. (Jane Eyre is another poor relation, and for another view of the contortions of piety and hypocrisy the poor relation has to go into, consider Miss Clack in Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone.) In the chapters prior to Steerforth’s seduction of Emily, Rosa Dartle, positioned on the outside of the mother–son group, with its particular class formation, and on the outside as a woman is, sets out to expose the nihilism of those she addresses. She goes further than them in her nihilism, since they stick with certain forms of bourgeois ideology, like talk about duty. She is more modern, and her questions mock such ideology in a manner suggestive of Ibsen’s ‘new women’, such as Hedda Gabler. Her technique, in chapter XX particularly, shows up the inability of the middle-class to read or understand the rural working-class, such as Peggotty and Ham. After Steerforth has gone, when she has lost him completely, she regresses into a sexual envy quite inconsistent with that sophistication. This is another form of splitting where in the end she is alternately consoling and upbraiding Mrs Steerforth: both women, together, anticipating something of Miss Havisham in Great Expectations.

Sexually aware herself, Rosa Dartle nonetheless reacts to Emily as a prostitute when she confronts her in the Soho brothel. That marginalizing treatment is repeated in the text, which insists upon Emily’s repentance; upon tears – the mark of the Magdalen figure – and which does not permit Emily, any more than Rosa, to marry after seduction by Steerforth (not even in Australia). A text which reads the splits in Rosa Dartle repeats them; having shown the dissatisfaction in both Emily and Rosa Dartle, it still accepts a life in death for Rosa and for Emily alike – in Emily’s case it will be recalled how David wonders if it would have been better if she had died in childhood (chapter III). Mid-Victorian London knew all about prostitution: Dickens’s work with Urania House is an example of this. Henry Mayhew estimated that there were 80,000 prostitutes in London – the population of London was over two million – the police estimate was 8,000.24 The ‘kept woman’ theme, arising out of Emily and Steerforth, and marked by the feeling that the Victorian kept woman must welcome a return to childhood and innocence, prompts Peggotty’s search to reclaim her, and in art Holman Hunt’s 1852 painting The Awakening Conscience 25 and perhaps Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Found (1854). Yet this seems part of a splitting whereby women’s desires are not allowed to be expressed but have to be spoken for. Is it a coincidence that ‘Urania’ is close to the name Uriah, perhaps an imaginary feminine form of it? (Uranian meant ‘heavenly’, or belonging to Venus; Uranism by the end of the century meant homosexuality.) If there is some semi-conscious link, between the names, it implies something about Dickens’s complex attitudes to charity, and perhaps suggests something of the official will to hypocrisy, which is evident in the way Rosa Dartle sees through the relationships of sexuality and class and yet still remains as oppressive as any other figure of well-bred respectability.


Dickens and Mr Micawber


Mr Micawber is also, like Uriah Heep and Rosa Dartle, both inside and outside Victorian ideology; inside in his gentility and snobbishness, outside in his complete abandonment of the reality principle. He combines suicidal tendencies and self-pity, expressed in language which refuses even to accept life-death distinctions. As David Copperfield hastens on in his autobiographical writing towards his own death-bed, Micawber tries out the idea of death several times, before deciding in favour of life. In one letter he anticipates suicide, saying that ‘some future traveller’ will visit the prison ‘and… Ponder, as he traces on its wall, inscribed with a rusty nail, The obscure initials, W.M.’ The letter is immediately followed by ‘I re-open this to say that our common friend, Mr Thomas Traddles (who has not yet left us, and is looking extremely well), has paid the debt and costs…; and that myself and family are at the height of earthly bliss’ (chapter LIV). The comedy of the person who contemplates death followed by life appears in his enjoyment of his literary suicide, and playing with the mystery of his initials in his epitaph – he is always composing epitaphs, as miniature forms of autobiography – that the ‘traveller’ cannot read in any one way, or relate to a narrative sequence, as of life followed by death.

Amongst other texts, Micawber is associated with Burns’s Auld Lang Syne which he quotes three times: in chapters XVII, XXVIII and LXIII. The relevant verses, with translations, and slightly different from Dickens’s spellings, run:



We twa’ hae run about the braes

And pu’d the gowans fine; pulled daisies

But we’ve wander’d mony a weary fitt, foot

Sin auld lang syne.

We twa hae paidld in the burn paddled, stream

Frae morning sun till dine;

But seas between us braid hae roared…

And there’s a hand, my trusty fiere!

And gie’s a hand o’ thine!

And we’ll tak a right gude-willie waught… friendship drink




The poem suits this ability of Micawber’s to evade common-sense narrative sequencing. Traddles wonders when David Copperfield and Micawber could have ‘fought their way in the world side by side’ as Micawber quotes the verse about the gowans (chapter XXVIII) in one of the most rich scenes of comic drama in the novel. It makes Micawber younger and David Copperfield older, so it evades chronological ordering, and it makes sense of the repetitions already commented on; that David Copperfield remeets Micawber in chapter XXVII in exactly the same autobiographical circumstances that Dickens experienced, and which he split up into chapters XI and XII and XXVII. Such repetitions in their uncanniness and/or craziness get foregrounded in the context of Burns’s lyric, which also defeats narrative time in that it recalls a past and a separation – which implies death – yet also affirms in the last verse an unbroken presence. The separation is made fact by Micawber’s emigration to Australia which seems, however, death defying; and the contradiction between death and life is exactly what Micawber embodies.

No one else in the text enjoys an equivalent freedom to let language have so complete a reality that it supersedes all others. Micawber cedes the initiative to words, showing his awareness of language as that which constructs the subject. Miss Trotwood says that he ‘dreams in letters’ (chapter LII); and this pun, which means (a) that his life is one of writing, and (b) that his life is made up of the letters of language, implies a truly Derrida-like awareness of the subject being supported and created by language, by writing. When he first appears, in chapter XI, he says to David, ‘under the impression that your peregrinations in this metropolis have not as yet been extensive, and that you might have some difficulty penetrating the arcana of the Modern Babylon in the direction of the City Road – in short… that you might lose yourself – I shall be happy to call this evening, and install you in the knowledge
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