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About the Authors

CHARLES DICKENS was born in 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 was 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 he adopted; thereafter, all Dickens’s novels were first published in serial form. 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). A Christmas Carol, the first of the hugely popular Christmas Books, appeared in 1843, while Martin Chuzzlewit, which included a fictionalized account of his American travels, was first published over the period 1843–4. 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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A Dickens Chronology

1812  7 February Charles John Huffam Dickens born at Portsmouth, where his father is a clerk in the Navy Pay Office. The eldest son in a family of eight, two of whom die in childhood.

1817   Family move to Chatham.

1822   Family move to London.

1824   Dickens’s father in Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison for three months. Dickens employed in a blacking warehouse, labelling bottles. Attends Wellington House Academy, a private school, 1824–7.

1827   Becomes a solicitor’s clerk.

1832   Becomes a parliamentary reporter after mastering shorthand. In love with Maria Beadnell, 1830–33.

1833   First published story, ‘A Dinner at Popular Walk’, in the Monthly Magazine. Further stories and sketches in this and other periodicals, 1834–5.

1834   Becomes reporter on the Morning Chronicle.

1835   Engaged to Catherine Hogarth, daughter of editor of the Evening Chronicle.

1836   Sketches by Boz, First and Second Series, published. Marries Catherine Hogarth. Meets John Forster, his literary adviser and future biographer.

1837   The Pickwick Papers published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1836–7). Birth of a son, the first of ten children. Death of Mary Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law. Edits Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9.

1838   Oliver Twist published in three volumes (serialized monthly in Bent-ley’s Miscellany, 1837–9). Visits Yorkshire schools of the Dotheboys type.

1839   Nicholas Nickleby published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1838-9).

1841   Declines invitation to stand for Parliament. The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge published in separate volumes after appearing in weekly numbers in Master Humphrey’s Clock, 1840–41. Public dinner in his honour at Edinburgh.

1842  January–June First visit to North America, described in American Notes, two volumes.

1843   December A Christmas Carol appears.

1844   Martin Chuzzlewit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1843–4). Dickens and family leave for Italy, Switzerland and France. Dickens returns to London briefly to read The Chimes to friends before its publication in December.

1845   Dickens and family return from Italy. The Cricket on the Hearth published at Christmas. Writes autobiographical fragment,?i845–6, not published until included in Forster’s Life (three volumes, 1872-4).

1846   Becomes first editor of the Daily News but resigns after seventeen issues. Pictures from Italy published. Dickens and family in Switzerland and Paris. The Battle of Life published at Christmas.

1847   Returns to London. Helps Miss Burdett Coutts to set up, and later to run, a ‘Home for Homeless Women’.

1848   Dombey and Son published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1846–8). Organizes and acts in charity performances of The Merry Wives of Windsor and Every Man in His Humour in London and elsewhere. The Haunted Man published at Christmas.

1850   Household Words, a weekly journal ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins in March and continues until 1859. Dickens makes a speech at first meeting of Metropolitan Sanitary Association. David Copperfield published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1849–50).

1851   Death of Dickens’s father. Further theatrical activities in aid of the Guild of Literature and Art, including a performance before Queen Victoria. A Child’s History of England appears at intervals in Household Words, published in three volumes (1852, 1853, 1854).

1853   Bleak House published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1852–3). Dickens gives first public readings (from A Christmas Carol).

1854   Visits Preston, Lancashire, to observe industrial unrest. Hard Times appears weekly in Household Words and is published in book form.

1855   Speech in support of the Administrative Reform Association.

1856   Dickens buys Gad’s Hill Place, near Rochester.

1857   Little Dorrit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1855–7). Dickens acts in Wilkie Collins’s melodrama The Frozen Deep and falls in love with the young actress Ellen Ternan. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, written jointly with Wilkie Collins about a holiday in Cumberland, appears in Household Words.

1858  Publishes Reprinted Pieces (articles from Household Words). Separation from his wife followed by statement in Household Words. Dickens’s household now largely run by his sister-in-law Georgina.

1859   All the Year Round, a weekly journal again ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins. A Tale of Two Cities, serialized both in All the Year Round and in monthly parts, appears in one volume.

1860   Dickens sells London house and moves family to Gad’s Hill.

1861   Great Expectations published in three volumes after appearing weekly in All the Year Round (1860–61). The Uncommercial Traveller (papers from All the Year Round) appears; expanded edition, 1868. Further public readings, 1861–3.

1863   Death of Dickens’s mother, and of his son Walter (in India). Reconciled with Thackeray, with whom he had quarrelled, shortly before the latter’s death. Publishes ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings’ in Christmas number of All the Year Round.

1865   Our Mutual Friend published in two volumes (issued in monthly parts, 1864–5). Dickens severely shocked after a train accident when returning from France with Ellen Ternan and her mother.

1866   Begins another series of readings. Takes a house for Ellen at Slough. ‘Mugby Junction’ appears in Christmas number of All the Year Round.

1867   Moves Ellen to Peckham. Second journey to America. Gives readings in Boston, New York, Washington and elsewhere, despite increasing ill-health. ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’ appears in Atlantic Monthly (then in All the Year Round, 1868).

1868   Returns to England. Readings now include the sensational ‘Sikes and Nancy’ from Oliver Twist; Dickens’s health further undermined.

1870   Farewell readings in London. The Mystery of Edwin Drood issued in six monthly parts, intended to be completed in twelve. 9 June Dies, after collapse at Gad’s Hill, aged fifty-eight. Buried in Westminster Abbey.
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A Note on the Text and Its History

Shortly before the publication of the last few instalments of Barnaby Rudge Dickens signed an agreement on 7 September 1841 to write a new novel. The contract was made with the publishers Chapman and Hall; no title or subject matter was mentioned. Evidently Dickens’s first thoughts were that it would be about ‘English life and manners’ when he began writing the novel in the autumn of 1842. It was still being advertised under this description up to a few days before the publication of the first of nineteen monthly numbers on 1 January 1843.

But in the period between the signing of the agreement and the writing of the novel Dickens decided to visit America and spent six months (from January to June 1842) there. During that time he wrote copious letters to John Forster and others as well as keeping his own notes. From these he compiled his American Notes which was published by Chapman and Hall on 19 October 1842. Out of these experiences and materials presumably grew the idea of setting his proposed novel partly in America. But it was not until 12 November 1842 that he wrote to Forster:


Behold finally the title of the new book[;] don’t lose it, for I have no copy. ‘The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewig, his family, friends, and enemies. Comprising all his wills and his ways. With an historical record of what he did and what he didn’t. The whole forming a complete key to the house of Chuzzlewig.’1



The work was completed in mid June 1844 just before the publication of the final number or instalment on 1 July 1844. In the first number the title was as above, except that it now referred to Martin Chuzzlewit. The serialization had 38 illustrations, frontispiece and vignette provided by ‘Phiz’ alias Hablot K. Browne. The first volume edition was now entitled The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit. Printers’ copy was the autograph manuscript, now in the Dexter Collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum. Some additions were made to the manuscript in proof, such as an extension of the badinage between Jonas and Mercy in Chapter 11 (p. 176); or a striking addition to the American Bevan’s comment on the courage needed to criticize American follies (16, p. 270). A group of additions relate to Montague Tigg / Tigg Montague (27) and some to the younger Jonas Chuzzlewit (46 and 47) and Mrs Gamp (49 and 51). These are indicated in the relevant Notes.

At the same time much that was in manuscript never made it into print. Some omissions are minor ones and evidently caused by prudery such as hearts replacing breasts (p. 443); Heaven replacing God (p.437); and wiry-faced old damsel replacing grim old virgin (p. 267). There are some cuts in Tigg’s hypocritical speeches in Chapter 7 (p. 101) and Pecksniff’s in Chapter 8 (p. 125), and a narratorial exposition in Chapter 11 (p. 175). These are presumably the result of a need to cut the copy to the right length. Such cutting will also account for the many lengthy omissions in the American section of the narrative where Dickens seemed unable to resist elaborating on the ‘corrupt’ speech and deplorable habits and manners (Chapters 33–35 and 39). In addition it omits an elaborate opening to Chapter 6, several pages in length, in which Mercy and Charity Pecksniff quarrel over young Martin Chuzzlewit and then allow their father to blame Tom Pinch.2

Shortly after the final instalment, the text of the serialized version and its illustrations were published in volume form on 14 July 1844 by Chapman and Hall. The text was not revised before printing but a list of errata was included, some of which were corrected in later impressions of the first volume edition. It is the 1844 volume text which is used for the current edition with the errata corrected, but without further changes other than the correction of obvious typographical errors. Some minor house styling has been incorporated: single quotation marks; titles such as as Dr, Mr, Mrs, St have no full stops; M-dashes become N-dashes, and 2-M dashes become M-dashes; punctuation follows closing quotation marks (e.g. ‘The Match Maker’,), unless it is part of the quoted material or dialogue; contractions are closed up (‘You ‘re’ and ‘that ’ll’ become ‘You’re’ and ‘that’ll’); misplaced and omitted apostrophes are corrected (‘did’nt’ and ‘wont’); and no full stops after chapter numbers, chapter titles and running heads in the text. Dickens used both ‘-is-’ and ‘-iz-’ spellings (e.g. sympathise, realized); ‘-or’ and ‘-our’ (rumour, favor and favour); variant spellings (inquired/enquired, gray/grey); and variant hyphenations (alehouse-door/ale-house door, board-room/boardroom); these have been retained. A collation has been made with the readings of the manuscript and later editions to provide the basis for a summary of changes to the text which follows. The frontispiece is reproduced from the first impression of the 1844 volume edition, and the other illustrations from a later impression. According to Margaret Cardwell, editor of the Clarendon edition (1982), ‘Each illustration was etched in duplicate or triplicate, with differences in detail. No distinction between different states was made when binding up parts or volume’ (p. lxi). Possibly the two or three etchings were made to speed up the process of printing a popular work – so variations in detail were potentially present in all volumes.

In December 1849 Martin Chuzzlewit was included in the first collected edition, The Cheap Edition, published by Bradbury and Evans with a new Preface. It was dated 1850. It shows signs of tidying-up by the printers, some additions of substandard markers in dialogue and very occasionally distinctive changes the ingenuity of which suggests that they were authorial. The most striking is an alteration to Chapter 18 where in 1844 a slave who has been brutally cut and beaten is said to be ‘scored in his live limbs, like pork’ (p. 277). The last phrase is changed in 1850 to ‘like crimped fish’ which was kept in subsequent editions. Not all the errata were corrected in the Cheap Edition.

In 1858, as part of the collected Library Edition from Bradbury and Evans, the novel was published in two volumes using the 1850 Cheap Edition text. There were very few changes apart from a few reintroductions of substandard forms missing from 1844 but found in the manuscript. The novel was again republished in 1867 as part of the collected Charles Dickens edition. This used the text of the Cheap edition again but introduced some minor errors and some substandard forms.

It is noteworthy that Margaret Cardwell is inclined to work towards consistency in the treatment of substandard forms in dialogue. This is on the assumption that though Dickens ‘is not always consistent in other instances of the introduction of sub-standard forms … the probability is that he intended to be, once the individual’s characteristic speech had crystallized in his mind’.3 This assumption, however, is questionable. The conventions for representing non-standard speech in nineteenth-century novels did not involve consistent use of non-standard markers. It is true that examples of alteration back to standard forms in a particular edition may have been made by the printers but not necessarily. There is evidence elsewhere of authorial involvement in such changes which were made in the interests of making non-standard forms less obtrusive. Charlotte Brontë reduced the dialect forms in Emily’s Wuthering Heights (1847) and G. H. Lewes did the same for George Eliot’s Adam Bede (1859). Certainly later in the century it was Thomas Hardy’s practice to adjust the frequency of dialect markers, sometimes by increasing them, sometimes by decreasing them. This was done, he said, because the aim was to ‘show mainly the character of the speakers, and only to give a general idea of their linguistic peculiarities’.4 Dickens is evidently following the usual practice of adjusting the numbers of such forms rather than having a fixed idea of an individual’s ideolect.


NOTES

1. M. House, G. Storey and K. Tillotson, eds., The Letters of Charles Dickens, 1842–3 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), III, 368.

2. Martin Chuzzlewit, ed. Margaret Cardwell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), pp. 837–42, gives the chapter in full.

3. Ibid., p. li.

4. Athenœeum, 30 November 1878, p. 688. For a more elaborate account of Mrs Gamp’s eccentric speech see Appendix C.
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Preface

I attach a few preliminary words to the LIFE AND ADVENTURES OF MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT:more because I am unwilling to depart from any custom which has become endeared to me by having prevailed between myself and my readers on former occasions of the same kind, than because I have anything particular to say.

Like a troublesome guest who lingers in the Hall after he has taken leave, I cannot help loitering on the threshold of my book, though those two words, THE END: anticipated through twenty months, yet sorrowfully penned at last: stare at me, in capitals, from the printed page.

I set out, on this journey which is now concluded; with the design of exhibiting, in various aspects, the commonest of all the vices. It is almost needless to add, that the commoner the folly or the crime which an author endeavours to illustrate, the greater is the risk he runs of being charged with exaggeration; for, as no man ever yet recognised an imitation of himself, no man will admit the correctness of a sketch in which his own character is delineated, however faithfully.

But, although Mr Pecksniff will by no means concede to me, that Mr Pecksniff is natural; I am consoled by finding him keenly susceptible of the truthfulness of Mrs Gamp. And though Mrs Gamp considers her own portrait to be quite unlike, and altogether out of drawing; she recompenses me for the severity of her criticism on that failure, by awarding unbounded praise to








Introduction


(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the detail of the plot explicit.)



While writing Martin Chuzzlewit, his sixth novel, Charles Dickens wrote to his friend and editor, John Forster: ‘You know, as well as I, that I think Chuzzlewit in a hundred points immeasurably the best of my stories. That I feel my power now more than I ever did.’1 To his disappointment the public evidently did not share this view. The monthly parts in which the work appeared from January 1843 to July 1844 did not sell well. In Dickens’s Preface, to the first volume edition, written in June 1844 he gives the reason for his high opinion of the novel. He believes that its structure transcends the piecemeal production of the serial parts: ‘I have endeavoured in the progress of this Tale, to resist the temptation of the current Monthly Number, and to keep a steadier eye upon the general purpose and design.’ This design was, he says, to exhibit ‘in various aspects, the commonest of all the vices’ (Preface). Forster in his Life of Charles Dickens expands on this as ‘being to show, more or less by every person introduced, the number and variety of humours and vices that have their root in selfishness’.2 Dickens in his Preface is claiming that the design or unifying structure of the text is simple and powerful. It is a consistent and sustained scrutiny of the relative value of those whose lives are self-directed, as contrasted with those (Tom Pinch, Mary Graham, Mark Tapley) whose existence is other-directed or altruistic.

The title of any work is a direction how to read it, even if the direction itself is ambiguous, as in Samuel Beckett’s Endgame. Dickens’s original title for the serial parts suggested that the work was a kind of miscellany or lucky dip:


The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit His relatives, friends, and enemies. Comprising all His Wills and His Ways, With an Historical record of what he did and what he didn’t; Shewing moreover who inherited the Family Plate, who came in for the Silver spoons, and who for the Wooden Ladles. The whole forming a complete key to the House of Chuzzlewit.



The heavily revised first volume edition (used here) is called simply The Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit. The final form of Martin’s name was the successor to a long series of alternatives which suggest a more satirically comic reading of him: Chuzzletoe, Chuzzlebog, Chuzzlewig, Sweezleback, Sweezleden and Sweezlewag.3

The shift to the short title and the less comic name for Martin are both significant. The name itself, as is evident from the first chapter, is an allusion to the verb chisel – ‘to cheat’. Like the other calculated misreading of puns (e.g. on uncle ‘pawnbroker’) in Chapter 1, this is ironically misinterpreted by the narrator as referring to chiselled features. The final selection of a slightly more dignified surname plus the change in the title suggests that the text should be read not as a miscellaneous ramble but as a narrative belonging to a particular genre. It echoes the titles of earlier, picaresque novels that Dickens admired such as Tobias Smollett’s The Life and Adventures of Lancelot Greaves (1762) or Henry Fielding’s The History of Tom Jones (1749). In the latter, Fielding, like Dickens, claims an overriding moral structure: his endeavour has been ‘to recommend goodness and innocence’. The overall pattern of the picaresque novel is a satirical, episodic and comic story loosely organized around the eponymous young ‘hero’. He is represented as undergoing a series of relatively random adventures until finally in some sense rescued or redeemed from vice, rogues, disloyal women, penury, madness and/or other forms of misfortune. This therefore seems to be how Dickens’s title directs readers to interpret the text: as a simple moral structure centred around young Martin.

What we have, however, is a text at odds with itself, with conflicting structures which serve to destabilize the promised morality. In a mechanical sense the picaresque structure focusing on young Martin is evident. He is the thread on which the beads of the plot are strung, and it is his career that is followed in this satirical Pilgrim’s Progress. Like other picaresque heroes, he journeys through many locations: from Pecksniff’s house in Wiltshire and London, via a transatlantic packet-boat, to New York. This is followed by a long section in America: first, a railroad trip with towns on the route, then a river steam-boat journey to the swamp and desolate pioneer settlement ‘Eden’, where he has been tricked by land-jobbers/speculators into buying land. In all these places he undergoes adventures and misfortunes: rejection by his wealthy grandfather, old Martin (through Pecksniff’s trickery); separation from his sweetheart, Mary Graham; absolute poverty; emigration (steerage class) with all its discomforts; loss of his new-found financial resources through the land-jobbers who send him to Eden; and a near-fatal fever there. Then the pattern goes into reverse geographically, financially, emotionally and morally. He is nursed back to health by his servant, Mark Tapley; finds an American benefactor in Mr Bevan who helps him return to England; is reunited with his sweetheart, reconciled with rich, old Chuzzlewit and revealed as a gifted architect. So he may be said to have been well-adventured and rescued from misfortunes.

In addition he is allegedly redeemed morally from the selfishness which figures large in the design of the text. The instrument of his regeneration here is Tapley who, like Martin, is a mechanism – consisting of the single feature: a consuming and perverse desire to endure as much privation and suffering as possible in order to ‘come out strong’ (or emerge smiling). His function is to process misery into virtuous contentment, while Martin’s is to process every event (such as separation from Mary) into self-pity and/or self-indulgence. By nursing Martin through a swamp-induced fever, Tapley ‘redeems’ him from his crippling selfishness. The change occurs automatically and in abstract terms:


It was long before he fixed the knowledge of himself so firmly in his mind that he could thoroughly discern the truth; but in the hideous solitude of that most hideous place, with Hope so far removed, Ambition quenched, and Death beside him rattling at the very door, reflection came, as in a plague-beleaguered town; and so he felt and knew the failing of his life, and saw distinctly what an ugly spot it was. (Chapter 33)



Martin is not so much a changed man as a reversed man: his single characteristic is translated into its opposite. Consequently the significance of the change is minimal, especially as, by magic or poetic justice, virtue becomes its own reward. He achieves effortlessly marriage to Mary Graham and the assured expectation of his grandfather’s money. Unlike Pecksniff and Jonas, he seldom initiates events. Even his desired journey to America is made possible by Tapley’s money. Instead of being a dynamic agent controlling events, he is acted upon by them as they fall upon him like rain. This effect of powerlessness is enhanced by the fact that in emerging as a new person from a desperate illness he is mimicking the frequent fate of helpless heroines in Victorian novels generally. It is usually they who are transformed by their sick-bed.

Martin’s sudden rejection of a selfish life-style is no moral epiphany. Instead it creates a crucial asymmetry in the structure of a text whose headline title declares him to be its central focus. As the description of his reversal shows, he is given no interiority and the earlier manifestations of his selfishness are trivial. They consist in making use of those willing to serve him to ensure his own physical comfort and ignoring the discomfort or suffering of others like the steerage passengers among whom he spends his transatlantic voyage. He is simply not bad on a large enough scale to be redeemed into a hero. And since his fortunes change at the same time as his nature, the transition does not create a need for much tolerance of discomfort. It is never put to the test. The narrative asymmetry referred to develops because this ‘hero’ of the picaresque plot is further scaled down by the presence of Pecksniff in the first part of the text and Jonas Chuzzlewit later.

Both are interesting monsters of self-regard, virtuosi in the practice of selfish greed. It is they – not Martin – who sustain the narrative. Pecksniff exercises his skilful hypocrisy in every aspect of his life with energy and initiative: in his profession as an architect; his management of his daughters whom he is anxious to get off his hands; his machinations to procure a share of old Martin’s fortune; his involvement with the fraudulent Anglo-Bengalee Company; and in his designs on every woman he meets from the buxom landlady of the Blue Dragon, Mrs Lupin, to Mary Graham. His manipulation of others at the same time as putting himself in the right shows a dazzling inventiveness and imagination. He devises roles for himself with the adroitness of a skilful scriptwriter. When John Westlock, a dissatisfied ‘pupil’, accuses him of taking five hundred pounds as a premium under false pretences, he instantly puts him in the wrong: ‘Money, John … is the root of all evil. I grieve to see that it is already bearing evil fruit in you. But I will not remember its existence’ (Chapter 2). To calm Mrs Lupin and so acquire information about her mysterious guests (old Martin and Mary) he merely repeats what she has said in a ‘manner … so bland’ and nods his head so soothingly that she is ‘comforted by the mere voice and presence of such a man’ (Chapter 3). At a loss for words when confronted with old Martin’s accusation of greed, he fills the gap with ‘an elaborate demonstration of intending to deliver something very oracular indeed: trusting to the certainty of the old man interrupting him’. He feigns tears of distress at the accusation but cleverly evades the obvious interpretation that they are crocodile tears: ‘I almost wish, indeed, that I had a different nature, that I might repress even this slight confession of weakness’ (Chapter 3). On learning that his favoured pupil Martin is not to be old Martin’s heir he promptly devises a virtuous reason to evict him: ‘This lowly roof, sir, must not be contaminated by the presence of one, who has deceived, and cruelly deceived, an honourable, beloved, venerated, and venerable gentleman; and who wisely suppressed that deceit from me’ (Chapter 12). Knowing that Jonas Chuzzlewit will inherit his father Anthony’s money, he colludes with Jonas’s plea to provide him with an appearance of innocence over Anthony’s sudden death. Bringing Jonas to his house after the death, he claims to be surprising his daughters by an unexpected arrival. In fact he has organized a pretty domestic scene with Charity (assumed to be Jonas’s favourite) ‘found’ checking accounts in a spotless and inviting kitchen.

Pecksniff is skilled in devising ad hoc responses when events take an unexpected turn. When Jonas, after deliberately leading Charity on, proposes to everyone’s surprise to Mercy, Pecksniff cries on learning the news from his disappointed daughter, ‘Oh, fie! For shame! … Can the triumph of a sister move you to this terrible display, my child? Oh, really this is very sad! I am sorry; I am surprised and hurt to see you so … Ah, envy, envy, what a passion you are!’ (Chapter 20). As Forster says, it is ‘The exuberance of comic invention’ that ‘gives his distinction to Mr Pecksniff’.4 His histrionic talent is supported by that of Mrs Gamp, the drunken, greedy and corrupt private nurse. She will collude with any malpractice for a price and plenty of spirits on the mantelpiece. Like Pecksniff, she is presented as a world-class performer in self-justification of her practices, even inventing the authoritative figure of Mrs Harris to authenticate her claims. At an ill-assorted gathering at Jonas’s house she orates in such a way as ‘to invest every member of her audience with an individual share and immediate personal interest in her address’ (Chapter 46).

As Pecksniff and later Mrs Gamp outshine Martin in the practice and masking of corruption, so too later Jonas outshines all three in selfishness of a more sinister kind. Strikingly Jonas is stupid where Pecksniff and Gamp are cleverly ingenious. He is a brutish lout who goes in for self-interest on a large scale and seems impervious to human feeling. He plans to murder his old father who, he complains, has lived beyond the ‘allotted span’. He marries Mercy Pecksniff in order to beat and terrorize her in revenge for her contempt. He moves into the Anglo-Bengalee Company in order to make money once he is convinced of the founder Tigg Montague’s total cynicism. Jonas, unlike young Martin, roughly shapes his own destiny. His avarice is unconcealed and bold. It determines his actions. His difficulties are the result of deliberate choices he has made in pursuit of his aims: Tigg’s discovery of his plan to murder his father leads to the blackmail to which Jonas responds by a carefully planned murder of the blackmailer. It is at this point that, like a cruder Macbeth, he embraces evil and finds an unexpected capacity for self-torture. It is of a kind to give him an interiority lacking in any other individual in the text.

It is significantly the ultimate crime of murder which brings him this new dimension and stature. For it is clear that Dickens himself was strangely impressed by such acts as he describes in Oliver Twist (1838) and Our Mutual Friend (1865) as well as in this novel. He wrote gleefully of his dramatized version of the murder of Nancy in Oliver Twist: ‘I have no doubt that I could perfectly petrify an audience.’5 This piece, ‘Sikes and Nancy’, became his prominent subject in his public readings. So much so that it is sometimes suggested that it finally killed him. The evidence is provided by his friend John Forster. He reports that early in 1870, before his death on 9 June of that year, at a reading in Birmingham Dickens’s pulse which was ordinarily 72 went up to 112 when he read ‘Sikes and Nancy’. Yet he persisted in reading it and wrote with relish ‘by far the best Murder yet done’ and ‘four Murders in one week’.6 By taking this single episode out of the early novel, Dickens can be seen to elevate Sikes and the crime itself to a level of importance it does not have in the original. Similarly the significance of Jonas burgeons like a cancer as he plans and carries out the murder. He begins to develop a moral and emotional sensibility, translating into delusions of which he would previously have seemed incapable.

The means of revealing this is a powerful one familiar from other Victorian novels: the kind of displacement that is found in Lucy Snowe in Charlotte Bronte’s Villette (1853). Already in anticipation of the act, as he leaves London with a storm imminent, Jonas reads something worrying into a perception that everywhere ‘people were disposed to bear each other company’ rather than sit alone: ‘It may appear strange that this should have disturbed Jonas, or rendered him uneasy: but it did’ (Chapter 42). He appears to be connecting the storm and its effect with what is in his mind in relation to his companion, now Tigg Montague. He becomes excited by the storm and even sings wildly: ‘But it can’t hurt the dead,/And it won’t save the head/That is doom’d to be rifled and riven.’ This manic behaviour affects Tigg who finds it ‘savage and extraordinary’ and himself becomes apprehensive. He imagines or perhaps sees Jonas raise a bottle like a hammer as if to strike him on the head. Jonas’s agitation reflected in the storm communicates itself to Tigg who experiences a fearful dream when they spend the night at an inn. It concerns an interior door in his room which the dream represents as the hiding place of ‘an enemy, a shadow, a phantom’ which makes it ‘the business of his life to keep the terrible creature closed up, and prevent it from forcing its way in upon him’.

Once Jonas has carried out the murder by battering Tigg to death, his new power of imagination comes into play as he displaces his horror and guilt at the deed on to the locked room at home in London where he is supposed by his wife to be sleeping:


And he was not sorry for what he had done. He was frightened when he thought of it – when did he not think of it! … [but] his fears were now diverted, strangely, to the dark room he had left shut up at home … Now that he was on his return to it, it seemed beyond comparison more dismal and more dreadful than the wood. His hideous secret was shut up in the room, and all its terrors were there; to his thinking it was not in the wood at all. (Chapter 47)



Everything he sees or encounters becomes a mirror reflecting back his crime. He is made uneasy at the absence of his wife through ‘a misgiving that she might have been waylaid, and tempted into saying something that would criminate him when the news came’ (Chapter 51). Watching out of a window, he sees by chance three men reading ‘some printed bill’ in a shop opposite. He reads the scene as a re-enactment:


… one of the three, who had been glancing over the shoulder of another, stepped back to explain or illustrate some action by his gestures.

Horror! How like the blow he had struck in the wood!

It beat him from the window as if it had lighted on himself.



He imagines a change in Mrs Gamp’s manner and wonders ‘was that because it was found? – because she knew of it?’ (Chapter 51). He never again refers to Tigg by name, only as ‘it’ and other euphemisms, as if afraid to name him directly in case he should return.

And he begins to see the crime returning like Banquo’s ghost rising up to haunt him. When Martin arrives to charge him with ‘wrong-doing’ he mistakenly assumes that this refers to the murder:


He had done murder for this! He had girdled himself about with perils, agonies of mind, innumerable fears, for this! He had hidden his secret in the wood; pressed and stamped it down into the bloody ground; and here it started up … miles upon miles away …



Jonas had not seemed to be a man capable of ‘agonies of mind’, but once a murderer he becomes one. The fear of haunting is recurrent and takes many shapes. One of these is the figure of Nadgett, an apparently nondescript landlord who turns out to be the detective who spied on his movements on the night of the murder and who publicly reveals Jonas’s guilt:


Another of the phantom forms of this terrific Truth! Another of the many shapes in which it started up about him, out of vacancy. This man, of all men in the world, a spy upon him; this man, changing his identity: casting off his shrinking, purblind, unobservant character, and springing up into a watchful enemy! The dead man might have come out of his grave, and not confounded and appalled him so. (Chapter 51)



Again like a lesser Macbeth, Jonas finally chooses to die; by taking the poison which, surprisingly, he has concealed in his neckerchief for the purpose.

A capacity for moral horror reveals a full understanding in Jonas of what a monstrous thing it is to kill a human being in cold blood. It makes him unique in this would-be moralizing text. Appropriately a shift in his speech after the murder, first noticed by W. J. B. Owen,7 demonstrates that he is moving closer to the ‘language fit for heroes’ that was the convention in novels of the period for virtuous individuals of all classes, even those like Oliver Twist or Lizzie Hexam in Our Mutual Friend. His use of substandard markers to indicate loutish coarseness (not a very low social class) become much less frequent. He never again after the murder uses gal ‘girl’, ye ‘you’, ain’t; and only twice utters his familiar expletive ecod. At the same time his sentence structure becomes more controlled as does that of characters like Nancy in Oliver Twist when they take on a serious status. Nancy does this when urged to reform by Rose Maylie. Similarly Jonas when he speaks of Chuffey to Mrs Gamp uses language that might come from young Martin:


We shall not quarrel about terms. Let them be the same as they were before. Keep him close, and keep him quiet … He has got it in his head to-night that my wife’s dead, and has been attacking me as if I had killed her. (Chapter 51)



As he begins to drop the ‘substandard’ markers in the way he speaks, Jonas acquires a new dignity with his crime. He moves into focus as the hero of the narrative, its dominant and ultimately unifying force. He emerges as a new person from the depths of his misery, a true metamorphosis unequalled by that of the eponymous hero. It is not that he becomes virtuous – he is incapable of that. But he becomes morally literate.

This has a sequential effect on the rest of the novel and particularly on the relative significance of the critique of America. Following the direction of the volume title, this is explicitly linked to Martin’s redemption from selfishness. He sets off to America with all the hopefulness of a pilgrim or an eager pioneer heading west to find a personal fortune. Like other English travellers in the first half of the century, Frances Trollope, Harriet Martineau, Frederick Marryat8 and Charles Dickens, he is disillusioned. All of these writers except Martineau are preoccupied with social mores which jar upon them: the acceptance of spitting in public (not always into the spittoons provided), voracious eating habits, impertinent questioning of strangers, the use of dubious military tides, pompous oratory and general misuse of the English language. Martineau alone tries seriously to assess whether the country lives up to its explicit ideal of democracy. Marryat is prepared to complain about social habits but virtually to ignore slavery – though he has some objections to the alleged treatment of indigenous Indians. Martin too expects a New Jerusalem, but the ‘Eden’ he finds is rotten to the core. America is as hypocritical as Pecksniff but the greed and hypocrisy there are systemic rather than individual. Presumably all Americans were thought by many Victorian travellers to be identical. Certainly in Martin Chuzzlewit they are seen generically as a tribe, not individually. Their motivation is always and everywhere the same: ‘All their cares, hopes, joys, affections, virtues, and associations, seemed to be melted down into dollars … Do anything for dollars! What is a flag to them!’ (Chapter 16). The flag is a reference to the hypocritical masks adopted which allow the Americans in the novel to represent themselves as the guardians of liberty and democracy. In practice they tolerate slavery, are universally venal, even snobbishly addicted to titles – as well as being everywhere identical in their vices:


… wherever half a dozen people were collected together, there, in their looks, dress, morals, manners, habits, intellect and conversation, were Mr Jefferson Brick, Colonel Diver, Major Pawkins, General Choke, and Mr La Fayette Kettle, over, and over, and over again. They did the same things; said the same things; judged all subjects by, and reduced all subjects to, the same standard. (Chapter 21)



The women too are ‘strangely devoid of individual traits of character’.

True, in a slight improvement on Sodom and Gomorrah, America can produce a single virtuous and unselfish man in Mr Bevan, Martin’s benefactor. For the rest their uniformity consists essentially of greed for money or status. The pursuit of these takes many generalized forms from providing scurrilous newspapers run by blackmailing editors to the fraudulent sale of worthless land to guileless immigrants. These are effected without any of the histrionic ingenuity and imagination of a Pecksniff. The critique as well as being generic in form is trivialized by its frequently comic examples of selfishness. They include Americans fighting to be first at table in order to eat quickly as much as possible before other diners have a chance; or the insistence on shaking hands in droves with someone like Martin who, because he is thought destined to die in a swamp, is briefly a celebrity. Further, such practices as spitting freely in public, overheating their houses and trains, or failing to wash frequently enough are the subject of as much disgust as blackmail, bribery and even slavery. In many instances, as the Notes indicate, these comments are based on what Dickens says in his American Notes (1842). The account has however much in common with music-hall parodies of Americans by the contemporary English comedian Charles Mathews, who visited America in 1822–3. Mathews in his ‘Trip to America’ invents a scene describing his arrival at a hotel there. He is greeted with: ‘You can’t be accommodated here, I guess; your bill is five dollars, I reckon, and the helps will take three more, I calculate.’ On asking for food he is told ‘that it is very unreasonable to think of having dinner at that hour … that he [the host] is a genu-ine cha-rac-ter, and very ac-tive, and is con-siderably kind in letting them have anything at all’.9

Dickens’s novel deals only in passing with slavery, in transient references to the suffering of a ‘grinning’ individual who waits to carry Chuzzlewit’s portmanteau. Martin, in rejecting his own previously selfish behaviour, simultaneously rejects America. As he tells Tapley: ‘The only hope left us: the only one end for which we have now to try, is to quit this settlement for ever, and get back to England’ (Chapter 33). This implies that England will be better. For the very structure of travellers’ tales of the United States in this period implies a comparison between the Old World and the New. Everything there is up for judgement and the assumed standard of comparison is how things match up to those at home. The assumption is made without argument since England is both the familiar ‘mother’ country and the physical point of departure. What is seen in America is never found to be material for a critique on what goes on in the home country. This is particularly so in this narrative because scenes in the two societies alternate in the central section of the text. And at every transition heavy irony, at American expense, marks the change. The move from Pecksniff’s house to a scene in the Atlantic is one such passage: ‘Mr Pecksniff’s house is more than a thousand leagues away; and again this happy chronicle has Liberty and Moral Sensibility for its high companions’ (Chapter 21). The wretched Mr Moddle, unhappily engaged to the predatory Charity, is another starting point: ‘From Mr Moddle to Eden is an easy and natural transition. Mr Moddle, living in the atmosphere of Miss Pecksniff’s love, dwelt … in a terrestrial Paradise. The thriving city of Eden was also a terrestrial Paradise, upon the showing of its proprietors’ (Chapter 31).

The most explicit form the comparison takes, however, in a text where how you speak is what you are, is that of American versus English speech. The superiority of the latter is not argued for, merely asserted. This was usual: Marryat’s Diary in America (1839) comments, ‘It is remarkable how very debased the language has become in a short period in America.’ Even so, ‘The Americans boldly assert that they speak better English than we do.’10 Dickens’s detailed display of American English in Martin Chuzzlewit naturally focuses on what he perceives as differences from British English, ‘our’ English. And difference is seen as deviation wherever it occurs. The very sound of American voices is represented as painful. Martin listening to the ‘horrible’ Mrs Hominy’s ‘melodious snuffle’ is so ‘bruised’ that he falls asleep and awakes feeling murder has been done and he cannot ‘get rid of the body’ (Chapter 22). Hannibal Chollop’s droning voice drives Martin to feverish irritation of an insupportable kind.

The characteristics which cause this pain extend far beyond mere voice quality. One feature is the use of abbreviated forms such as cap ’en, p ’raps, nat ’rally, ’cute, Settin. Another is the alternative stressing of words—indicated by a hyphen – exemplified by re-tard, po-session, do-minion, a-mazing. The fact that these features occurred in non-standard British English, then thought of as ‘substandard’, lends a spurious logic to the view of them as debased. This is also true of pronunciations like partick’ler and nat’rally. But whereas at home these ‘deviations’ were a class marker, in America they are found in all ranks of society. ‘Deviation’ or ‘corruption’ is thus displayed as a widespread disease. Added to these forms are semantic and lexical differences. English travellers generally were irked by the all-purpose use of fix (see note 2 to Chapter 22), or the use of smart for ‘clever’ (usually at some dubious activity). Other unfamiliar terms are seen as foreign monsters: tongue-y ‘talkative’, dander ‘temper’, catawampous ‘fierce’. The current attitudes to standard English allowed all these features to be seen as corrupt and consequently as an outward sign of inward forms of corruption and vice, as can be seen in Oliver Twist where they characterize the thieves but not the workhouse boy Oliver who represents ‘goodness’.

The other evidence of ‘corruption’ in American speech and mores is one that Dickens frequently used to characterize sanctimonious preachers such as Mr Chadband in Bleak House: a rhetorical style of speech which is at once pompously inflated and manifestly insincere. In this novel, Americans are seen to have a tendency to inflated speech generally but most particularly when speaking of the political and moral ideals of their society. It is used even by the brutal Hannibal Chollop, always ready with his knife and gun: ‘We are the intellect and virtue of the airth, the cream Of human natur’, and the flower Of moral force. Our backs is easy ris’ (Chapter 33). In its more extreme forms it comes from the likes of La Fayette Kettle, sympathizing with the Irish uprising:


I might venture to con-clude with a sentiment, glancing – however slantin’ dicularly – at the subject in hand, I would say, sir, May the British Lion have his talons eradicated by the noble bill of the American Eagle, and be taught to play upon the Irish Harp and the Scotch Fiddle that music which is breathed in every empty shell that lies upon the shores of green Co-lumbia! (Chapter 21).



Such language has already been established as Mr Pecksniff’s linguistic form of hypocrisy. In the second chapter he is described as a ‘moral man’ full of virtuous sentiments. ‘In this particular he was like the girl in the fairy-tale, except that if they were not actual diamonds which fell from his lips, they were the very brightest paste, and shone prodigiously.’ Similar paste diamonds drop freely from American lips.

When Martin and Mark Tapley flee from an America which is Pecksniff writ large, they return to what they perceive as a real paradise. Everything is transformed to a scene that is ‘airy, free, and sparkling’; even the canopy of smoke in the port at which they arrived is like the ‘richest silks of Persia … waving in the air’. Everywhere they encounter warmth and comfort, ‘steak, and strong, stout, stand-up English beer’ on which they feast like two ‘grateful-tempered giants’. Every street is ‘a fairy street’. This idyllic picture fits the invidious comparison made between America the hypocritical and avaricious, and England, the good and true, the home of sincerity and generosity of spirit (Chapter 35). But at this point the comparison implodes and shatters the narrative. Chuzzlewit and Tapley, like the reader, did not leave such an England behind. Instead they left a place far more sinister and threatening than the crudely fraudulent American scene. True, the Pecksniff family travelling to London at first see the dense fog which enwraps it as transforming it into ‘a city in the clouds, which they had been travelling to all night up a magic beanstalk’ (Chapter 8). But the magic, like that of so many fairy-tales, turns out to be black magic. This first becomes apparent in a limited way as even the wily Pecksniff is led unnervingly astray as though by a will-o’-the-wisp. He is driven to panic as he tries to find the familiar route to Todgers’s boarding-house. He rushes – though there is no haste –


up the queerest courts, and down the strangest alleys and under the blindest archways, in a kind of frenzy: now skipping over a kennel [gutter], now running for his life from a coach and horses; now thinking he had lost his way, now thinking he had found it; now in a state of the highest confidence, now despondent to the last degree, but always in a great perspiration and flurry … (Chapter 8)



It is by no means only vicious individuals who find themselves tormented in this way by a city able to shape-shift. Even Tom Pinch with his ‘guileless distrust of London’, which makes him unwilling to trust a stranger to direct him to Furnivals Inn, goes to and fro in wrong directions until arriving at the Monument where he has neither ‘the least desire or reason to go’ (Chapter 37). This too deceives him. He takes its guardian to be the old hermit in fairy-tales who can direct him to the right path. He finds instead a bored and avaricious cynic who delights to take money from innocent people who will soon regret the bargain when they discover the many steps leading to the top. Good and bad are blurred and confused in the same way when searching for Todgers. No one escapes:


You couldn’t walk about in Todgers’s neighbourhood, as you could in any other neighbourhood. You groped your way for an hour through lanes and bye-ways, and court-yards and passages; and never once emerged upon anything that might be reasonably called a street. A kind of resigned distraction came over the stranger as he trod those devious mazes, and, giving himself up for lost, went in and out and round about, and quietly turned back again when he came to a dead wall or was stopped by an iron railing, and felt that the means of escape might possibly present themselves in their own good time, but that to anticipate them was hopeless. (Chapter 9)



But there is more to the city, that hub around which the English section of the narrative revolves, than that: it is ‘a labyrinth, whereof the mystery was known but to a chosen few’. It is also a place of menace, all the more threatening because its nature is unknown.11 The threat of the unknown is characterized most strongly in the description of Todgers’s and its environs. Like the extension of the threat to good, bad and everybody who enters the place, the threat itself grows geographically larger. First it takes in just the foggy areas of London, then the route to Todgers’s and the neighbourhood of the boarding-house, and then all the area of the city visible from the lofty roof. And presumably beyond that too.

Around Todgers’s decay and death are paramount. Warehouses are silent, deserted and grim; churchyards are ‘overgrown with such straggling vegetation as springs up spontaneously from damp, and graves, and rubbish’. Taverns are inhabited solely by the old, asdimatical and wheezy. Watch is kept by paralysed watchmen soon to be underground. Discarded carts fill the streets; and cart-horses ‘troubled by rats, might be heard … rattling their halters, as disturbed spirits in tales of haunted houses are said to clank their chains’. Todgers’s is in the middle of all this, ‘worthy to stand where it did … begrimed and coated with a century’s mud’. It is symbolic of the city in which it is situated and of which it commands a view from its roof-top: a view of ‘Gables, housetops, garret-windows, wilderness upon wilderness. Smoke and noise enough for all the world at once.’ The account moves on imperceptibly to draw the reader into the nightmare by its shift of pronoun. ‘Whoever climbed to this observatory, was stunned at first from having knocked his head against the little door in coming out’ but there are ‘things to gaze at from the top of Todgers’s, well worth your seeing too’ (Chapter 9). The inclusive your unobtrusively allows the scene to become claustrophobic despite the extent of the view.

As Van Ghent first pointed out, two successive effects enhance the sense of menace.12 First there is the sight stretching far away of ‘a long dark path’. Typically it has to be reinterpreted as something else, ‘the shadow of the Monument’. Nor is this really far away, but on a second look can be seen close at hand ‘with every hair erect upon his golden head, as if the doings of the city frightened him’. The city threatens even itself. At the same time certain objects force themselves upon the spectators as at once bullying and threatening. Revolving chimney stacks appear to turn and whisper to each other. Others ‘of a crook-backed shape’ seem to be ‘maliciously holding themselves askew, that they might shut the prospect out and baffle Todgers’s’. As often elsewhere, such scenes are dynamic and here what increases is the noise. The senses of sound and sight are confused: ‘the tumult swelled into a roar; the host of objects seemed to thicken and expand a hundredfold’ (Chapter 9).

The outcome of this feverish activity is the decay and confusion which characterizes Todgers’s itself as well as, for instance, the premises where Jonas and his father live, half house, half warehouse: ‘a dim, dirty, smoky, tumble-down, rotten old house’ (Chapter 11). Business has driven out domesticity, leaving bedrooms crammed with files of moth-eaten letters and odd ends of linen and spoilt goods. The sitting-room is a chaos of boxes straddled by ‘a great monster of a desk’. Like another weed, Jonas springs out of this matrix of malignity. At first he is a fittingly noxious growth – petty, greedy and malicious. But like the view from Todgers’s roof and the rest of the city, the perspective on Jonas changes disturbingly with his murder of Tigg to the satanic figure described earlier, the king of a hell that is both threatening and threatened, as he is. The effect is heightened by the echo of Genesis as he leaves his ‘blotched, stained, mouldering room, like a vault’ on the night before the murder (Chapter 46). He looks back to ‘see if his quick footsteps still fell dry upon the dusty pavement, or were already moist and clogged with the red mire that stained the naked feet of Cain’ (Chapter 47). His crime and its consequences seem to figure the nature of the threat that has lurked in the unstable city. It grows into a premonition of an Armageddon that Jonas dreams of before the murder.

In the dream he sees himself summoned to an unknown city where the threat visible from Todgers’s roof takes a specific physical form. It is a place so precipitous that to get from one street to another ‘it was necessary to descend great heights by ladders that were too short, and ropes that … swung and swayed as they were clung to’. His own anxiety is increased by a telling feeling that his dress is ‘unfitting’. Crowds gather and cry out that it is ‘the Last Day for all the world’. Out of the crowd emerges a ‘struggling head … livid and deadly, but the same as he had known it’ to denounce him ‘as having appointed that direful day to happen’ (Chapter 47). Though the description of a dies irae gives a shape to the latent threat present for so long in the text, part of its horror is that like everything else it changes as the dream fades. Who or what lies behind it is still unclear.

But its unnameable menace reappears at the point where the police come to arrest Jonas. He by this time has developed a split identity. He is ‘not only fearful for himself but of himself; he had become ‘in a manner his own ghost and phantom, and was at once the haunting spirit and the haunted man’ (Chapter 47). He looks at the door through which his accusers enter and sees it as though it were that of another man ‘cursed by the crossing of his murderer’s feet’. They come ‘Nadgett, foremost’ and then in a passage reminiscent of the ‘tumult that swelled to a roar’ on Todgers’s rooftop:


Hark! It came on, roaring like a sea! Hawkers burst into the street, crying it up and down; windows were thrown open that the inhabitants might hear it; people stopped to listen in the road … (my emphasis; Chapter 51)



What they cry is later revealed as ‘Barbarous and dreadful Murder; Murder, Murder, Murder. Rolling on from house to house, and echoing from stone to stone, until the voices died away into the distant hum, which seemed to mutter the same word.’ Though Jonas is arrested and dies, the outcome is the sense of earthquaking chaos previously predicted by the narrator in oracular statements triggered by minor events such as Martin’s uneventful departure for America:


Change begets change. Nothing propagates so fast. If a man habituated to a narrow circle of cares and pleasures, out of which he seldom travels … his departure from the monotonous scene on which he has been an actor of importance, would seem to be the signal for instant confusion. As if, in the gap he had left, the wedge of change were driven to the head, rending what was a solid mass to fragments; things cemented and held together by the usages of years burst asunder in as many weeks. (Chapter 18)



It is true that the selfless survive in the persons of Tom and Ruth Pinch, Mary Graham and Mark Tapley. But all are neutered as forces for good. Their passivity and mild stoicism leave them no capacity to exert an influence on others let alone on events. Everywhere their own selflessness blinds them to the truth so that it appears as a form of stupidity. This is particularly true of Tom Pinch, a supposed moral balance in the overall picture. His gullibility has a Uriah-Heep-like quality. His elderly appearance is against him. Even his musicianship looks like the occasion for a series of obscene puns suggesting sexual impotence. It stirs the narrator to a patronizing apostrophe on one of his markedly ‘feminine’ characteristics, which begins ‘God’s love upon thy patience, Tom!’ (Chapter 24). Such men remain ciphers in a tumultuous and chaotic world. Similarly the ‘good’ women in the text are praised for the passivity and compliance usually bestowed patronizingly on such women in Dickens’s novels for their skill in awaiting their ‘fate’ in the shape of Martin Chuzzlewit (or Mark Tapley) while making excellent beefsteak pudding (for which Dickens carefully checked the recipe).13 For the rest there is none of the passionate rebellious women like Edith Dombey, Miss Wade or Lady Deadlock who are occasionally the object of real admiration and desire. The unnatural women, like Mrs Gamp with her combination of cruelty and sycophancy, are satirized with savage effectiveness, one instrument of which is discussed in Appendix C. But she, like Jonas, is a figure of authority and significance which overrides her brutality and ignorance – or perhaps depends on these latter qualities.

Overall the country to which Chuzzlewit and Tapley return retrospectively casts a better light on America where at least victims know what they are up against. The novel has a moral dimension and ‘design’ but it is the opposite of that laid out in Dickens’s Preface, where he claims to have castigated vice and thereby recommended goodness as in Oliver Twist. What he appears inadvertently to have done is explore the intertwining of moral sensibility and brutality, and an incompatibility between virtue and power that creates a nightmare not in America but in England.
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