
Charles Dickens


Writers’ Lives

Concise, accessible introductions to major writers focusing equally on their life and works. Written in a lively style to appeal to both students and readers, books in the series are ideal guides to authors and their writers.

Other titles in the series:

George Eliot: A Critic’s Biography Barbara Hardy


Charles Dickens

DONALD HAWES

[image: image]




	Continuum



	The Tower Building    
	                   80 Maiden Lane



	11 York Road    
	                   Suite 704



	London SE1 7NX    
	                   New York, NY 10038




© Donald Hawes 2007

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers. Donald Hawes has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication-Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.



	ISBN-10: 
	HB: 0-8264-8963-X

PB: 0-8264-8964-8



	ISBN-13: 
	HB: 978-08264-8963-0

PB: 978-08264-8964-7




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress.

 


Contents

Abbreviations and References

Introduction

1.   Why We Read Dickens

2.   Life of Dickens

3.   Sketches by Boz, Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist

4.   Dickens’s London

5.   Social Class in Victorian England

6.   Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity Shop, Barnaby Rudge

7.   Prison and Crime

8.   Dickens and Education

9.   Medicine, Doctors, Nurses and Hospitals

10.  Martin Chuzzlewit, A Christmas Carol, Dombey and Son

11.  Women and Children

12.  Dickens and Animals

13.  David Copperfield, Bleak House

14.  Dickens’s Comic Characters and Villains

15.  Hard Times, Little Dorrit, A Tale of Two Cities

16.  Theatre and Entertainment

17.  Dickens and Christmas

18.  Dickens’s Public Readings

19.  Dickens’s Friends and Contemporaries

20.  Great Expectations, Our Mutual Friend, The Mystery of Edwin Drood

21.  Adaptations and Versions of Dickens’s Writings

Further Reading

Bibliography

Index


Abbreviations and References



	ACC
	A Christmas Carol



	ATTC  
	A Tale of Two Cities



	BH
	Bleak House



	BR
	Barnaby Rudge



	DC
	David Copperfield



	DS
	Dombey and Son



	GE
	Great Expectations



	HT
	Hard Times



	LD
	Little Dorrit



	Letters  
	Pilgrim edition of Dickens’s letters in 12 volumes. See

under House, Storey, Tillotson et al. in the Bibliography.



	MC
	Martin Chuzzlewit



	MED
	The Mystery of Edwin Drood



	NN
	Nicholas Nickleby



	OCS
	The Old Curiosity Shop



	OMF
	Our Mutual Friend



	PP
	Pickwick Papers




The references in parentheses in the text of this book to Dickens’s

novels and to John Forster’s Life of Dickens are to Parts and Chapters

since different editions exist with different page numbers.


Introduction

This book is a guide and companion to Dickens’s work, with the emphasis on his fiction. It opens with an account of the reasons for his perennial appeal. The first part of the guide consists of a brief biography outlining the main events of Dickens’s personal and public life and highlighting aspects of his striking personality. The second component of the guide is a series of summaries of the novels in chronological order, with indications of critical opinion, dispersed in groups throughout the main text. The companion is wide-ranging, beginning with an account of London in reality and in Dickens’s writing, since London was the urban setting that Dickens knew intimately and that was present throughout his work. After that, we turn to social class, a topic that consciously and unconsciously affected the lives of every Victorian in actuality and in fiction and that frequently excited comment and controversy. We consider crime, education and medicine and questions of their administration, which were sometimes associated with London and the class system and which were present in Dickens’s mind all his life, whether he was writing fiction or non-fiction, making speeches or expressing his opinions in letters.

Narrowing the focus, we look at his presentation of women, children and animals, whether realistic, imaginative or both. The degree of personal influence and involvement is a vexed question, but we can surely suggest that this presentation is sometimes based, at various removes, on his own experience of his fellow human beings and of the animals that fascinated him. The section that deals with fictional comic characters and villains can be profitably considered in conjunction with the section that follows it: the world of entertainment. That world can incorporate Christmas celebrations, so central to what we can vaguely call Dickens’s philosophy of life: Dickens and Christmas is an inescapable topic in an account of his life and work. Still on the subject of entertainment, we have to remember that public readings were popular in Victorian times, with Dickens as their most famous performer, and so these are described in another section. Performance was an integral part of Dickens’s life and writings.

A concise companion like this cannot fully place Dickens in the context of Victorian literature but it is possible to describe, under the heading of ‘Friends and Contemporaries’, some of the contributions made to his life and work by the contemporaries he knew best. Dickens’s books, more than those of any other English novelist, have inspired adaptations and versions in every medium, and accounts of some of these testimonies to his creative genius complete this book.

I hope that this selective guide and companion will justify the reasons given at the outset for reading Dickens, but nothing you will read here approaches the real thing: the inexhaustible riches that are ours to explore in his writings.


Chapter One

Why We Read Dickens

Dickens ranks with Shakespeare as the most widely read English author. Try Google on a computer and you will find 18 million references. Preferences among his novels have varied over the years, and critical opinion of them has fluctuated. But his fiction has seldom or never been out of print. Thousands of biographies and studies have been published. Adaptations on the stage, screen, radio and television continue to proliferate. Societies devoted to Dickens flourish in many parts of the world. Gamp, Micawberish, Podsnappery and Scrooge are words to be found in standard dictionaries. The ‘common reader’ (in Dr Johnson’s phrase) and the literary scholar find him endlessly rewarding, though in different ways.

Dickens’s contemporaries had no doubts why they read him. To begin with, he made them laugh as no other writer had done. The 1830s and 1840s, when Dickens first took the world by storm, were full of comic writers – Thomas Hood, R.H. Barham, Surtees, Thackeray, Theodore Hook and the contributors to Punch – but he reigned supreme. Readers had never before encountered in fiction such inventive and imaginative comic episodes and characters as appeared in the Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby and Martin Chuzzlewit. Pickwick Papers bowled everybody over. An army officer, Edward Bruce Hamley, in an article that appeared in Blackwood’s Magazine in April 1857 recalled that before Pickwick the world seemed a serious place until Dickens’s humour ‘burst forth in a genial irresistible flood, sweeping down all restraints of primness and Puritanism.’ He remembered as a boy unsuccessfully trying to repress his laughter in a cathedral when he thought of Tony Weller and having to be escorted outside, where he sat on a tombstone and gave ‘full vent’ to his mirth (Hamley, 1857, p. 491). Thomas Arnold, the Headmaster of Rugby, in a letter of 6 July 1839 to the Reverend G. Cornish, attributed the increasing ‘childishness’ of boys to the ‘great number of exciting books of amusement’ that included Pickwick Papers and Nicholas Nickleby (Stanley, 1893, p. 355). Mary Russell Mitford, the author of Our Village, wrote to a Miss Jephson on 30 June 1837 that it wasn’t only the boys and girls who ‘talk his [Boz’s] fun’ but distinguished public figures as well: ‘Lord Denman studies Pickwick on the bench while the jury are deliberating’ (Collins, 1971, pp. 35–36).

But Dickens also made them weep. The deaths of Little Nell, Paul Dombey and Dora Copperfield, the pathetic plight of Dick (the pauper child in Oliver Twist) and Tiny Tim moved many to tears. Thackeray threw down a copy of the latest instalment of Dombey and Son in front of Mark Lemon, the editor of Punch: ‘There’s no writing against such power as this – One has no chance! Read that chapter describing young Paul’s death: it is unsurpassed – it is stupendous!’ (Johnson, 1952, p. 611). Terror could accompany the laughter and tears, as readers discovered early on with Bill Sikes’s murder of Nancy and the grotesque antics of Quilp. Underlying the fascinations of Dickens’s narrative was his concern for social and human improvement, sometimes expressed in the form of exposure of hypocrisy and corruption, and at other times embodied in moving portrayals of wretchedly deprived people. Dean Stanley, in his funeral sermon in Westminster Abbey on 19 June 1870 spoke of the compassion that Dickens evoked: ‘He laboured to tell us all, in new, very new, words, the old, old story, that there is, even in the worst, a capacity for goodness, a soul worth redeeming, worth reclaiming, worth regenerating’ (Collins, 1971, p. 525).

We read Dickens today for virtually the same basic reasons but look at them from different viewpoints because (to make an obvious statement) we are living in a different cultural world. We have experienced the fiction of Henry James, Proust and Lawrence and the artistic movements we vaguely call modernist. Brevity, cynicism and a distrust of large gestures and confident generalizations prevail. Returning to the topic of comedy, we can still appreciate, but perhaps to a less extent, Dickens’s geniality and warm-heartedness in the Christmas scenes at Dingley Dell and in his portrayal of Joe Gargery and R.W. Wilfer. But we have no reservations about his comedy when it is cruel or sardonic, as in some of Sam Weller’s similes or in the scene in Nicholas Nickleby where Mrs Squeers is dosing the boys with brimstone and treacle, ‘choking the last boy in her hurry, and tapping the crown of his head with the wooden spoon to restore him’ and then calling up ‘a little boy with a curly head’ so that she can wipe her hands on it (NN, ch. 8). Mrs Skewton, a woman of artifice through and through assures Mr Dombey that Nature intended her for an Arcadian: ‘I am thrown away in society. Cows are my passion. What I have sighed for, has been to retreat to a Swiss farm, and live entirely surrounded by cows – and china’ (DS, ch. 21). Mr Podsnap corrects the French guest’s pronunciation of English and dismisses the outside world of foreigners: ‘with his favourite right-arm flourish, he put the rest of Europe and the whole of Asia, Africa, and America nowhere’ (OMF, ch. 11). The unexpected details are comically apt: the curly head Mrs Squeers wipes her hands on, the cows and china in surrealistic juxtaposition, the right-arm gesture. All told, Dickens’s comedy is as wide-ranging and as varied in mood as Shakespeare’s.

Dickens’s presentation of pathos is controversial. We are suspicious of sweet or noble expressions of melancholy or of elevating deathbed scenes, though such feelings and such scenes were grounded in fact. Common causes of complaint are that children like Oliver Twist or Tiny Tim are impossibly virtuous and precocious and that Dickens’s language becomes inflated and falsely rhythmical and figurative in scenes like his description of Little Nell’s death, written practically as blank verse. Even so, it is fair to assume that more people today are moved by such characters and events than are prepared to admit it. Sometimes the pathos has the ring of sincerity. The death of Mr Dombey’s first wife in childbirth in the first chapter of Dombey and Son gains its poignancy from the complex of emotions of which it is a part; it is one strand of a chapter that subtly introduces us to themes of pride, heartlessness and filial love. Its last sentence is echoed in variations of sea imagery later in the novel: ‘Thus, clinging fast to that slight spar within her arms, the mother drifted out upon the dark and unknown sea that rolls round all the world.’ Then there are Mrs Gradgrind’s dying words in Hard Times: ‘I think there’s a pain somewhere in the room … but I couldn’t possibly say that I have got it’ (HT, II, ch. 9). Or consider Bella’s visit in Our Mutual Friend to her father’s office, where she sees that his desk is the shabbiest in the room and indignantly learns from him that it’s called ‘Rumty’s Perch’: ‘You see, being rather high and up two steps, they call it a Perch. And they call me Rumty.’ The poor, affectionate clerk typically excuses them, despite her anger at their behaviour: ‘They’re playful, Bella, my dear; they’re playful’ (OMF, III, ch. 16). It’s the same kind of sadness that earlier marked Dickens’s picture of the Cratchits, made all the more touching by the smile that accompanies it.

We can still agree without reservation that Dickens
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