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    Curatorial Vision
This collection assembles the full imaginative, documentary, and reflective range of Charles Dickens alongside the responses of critics and biographers who measured his achievement. By bringing together the novels from OLIVER TWIST to THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD, the Christmas novellas, short story collections, children’s books, plays, poetry, travel writing, speeches and letters, and companion studies by G. K. Chesterton, Henry James, George Gissing, Virginia Woolf, and others, the volume presents Dickens as both artist and cultural phenomenon. The through-line is a humane attention to character, community, and conscience, sustained by narrative energy and satire, and illuminated by commentary that clarifies enduring questions of form, ethics, and society.
As an organizing principle, the sequence traces Dickens’s development from the urban vignettes of SKETCHES BY BOZ and the genial exuberance of THE PICKWICK PAPERS through the maturity of BLEAK HOUSE, LITTLE DORRIT, and OUR MUTUAL FRIEND. The Christmas books—A CHRISTMAS CAROL through THE HAUNTED MAN—distill his moral imagination; the children’s works suggest tenderness toward wonder and grief; the plays and THE LOVING BALLAD OF LORD BATEMAN reveal theatrical and musical instincts; AMERICAN NOTES, PICTURES FROM ITALY, and THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER sharpen observational method. Speeches and letters disclose public commitments, while biographies and criticism frame the reception that shaped his legacy.
What distinguishes this gathering from stand-alone presentations is the deliberate juxtaposition of invention, testimony, and reflection. MASTER HUMPHREY’S CLOCK converses with THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP and BARNABY RUDGE; REPRINTED PIECES and THE MUDFOG PAPERS echo satirical tactics refined in the novels; SUNDAY UNDER THREE HEADS and A CHILD’S HISTORY OF ENGLAND expose moral and historical narration that complements fiction. The inclusion of DAVID COPPERFIELD alongside Virginia Woolf’s DAVID COPPERFIELD invites a dialogue about memory and form, while Andrew Lang’s THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT turns attention to the open questions surrounding narrative design at the end of Dickens’s career.
Our aim is to highlight patterns of sympathy and critique—poverty and philanthropy, law and bureaucracy, education and imagination, home and homelessness—while tracking Dickens’s craft across modes. By situating GREAT EXPECTATIONS near earlier tales of apprenticeship, pairing HARD TIMES with essays like FRAUDS ON THE FAIRIES and A COAL MINER’S EVIDENCE, and setting the Christmas novellas against CHRISTMAS STORIES and OTHER STORIES, the collection emphasizes continuity and variation. The travel books and THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER broaden the social canvas, while speeches and letters register the author’s civic voice. Together, these materials reveal an integrated practice of storytelling and public reflection.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
Across the novels, a constellation of motifs recurs: orphanhood and elective families; debt, prisons, and the theatre of law; ledgers, factories, and the arithmetic of feeling; domestic hearths shadowed by public streets. OLIVER TWIST and NICHOLAS NICKLEBY contemplate vulnerability and guardianship; DAVID COPPERFIELD and GREAT EXPECTATIONS refine the self-portrait of growth. DOMBEY AND SON, BLEAK HOUSE, HARD TIMES, and LITTLE DORRIT interrogate institutions whose inertia shapes private lives. THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP, BARNABY RUDGE, and A TALE OF TWO CITIES test the pressures of history upon the heart. OUR MUTUAL FRIEND returns to money’s undertow with renewed symbolic density.
Shorter forms intensify and refract these concerns. A CHRISTMAS CAROL proposes redemption as a social emotion; THE CHIMES and THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH dramatize time and household tenderness; THE BATTLE OF LIFE and THE HAUNTED MAN examine memory’s burdens. CHRISTMAS STORIES and OTHER STORIES echo, vary, and sometimes parody novelistic structures in miniature. In poetry, THE LOVING BALLAD OF LORD BATEMAN playfully exploits refrain and voice. The plays—THE VILLAGE COQUETTES, THE STRANGE GENTLEMAN, THE LAMPLIGHTER, IS SHE HIS WIFE?, MR. NIGHTINGALE’S DIARY, NO THOROUGHFARE, THE FROZEN DEEP—explore farce, sentiment, and suspense, demonstrating how theatrical instinct animates even the most sober prose.
Nonfiction supplies both mirror and lens. AMERICAN NOTES and PICTURES FROM ITALY cultivate techniques of noticing—faces, crowds, conveyances—that suffuse later cityscapes; THE LAZY TOUR OF TWO IDLE APPRENTICES and THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER refine the flâneur’s curiosity into moral scrutiny. THE MUDFOG PAPERS satirize institutional bombast; REPRINTED PIECES gathers portraits of toil and kindness; SUNDAY UNDER THREE HEADS weighs social discipline against lived experience; A CHILD’S HISTORY OF ENGLAND narrates the past with storyteller’s economy. Children’s books like A CHILD’S DREAM OF A STAR and HOLIDAY ROMANCE transpose ethical inquiry into fable, while DICKENS'S CHILDREN and STORIES ABOUT CHILDREN EVERY CHILD CAN READ celebrate imaginative resilience.
The criticism and biographies create an internal chorus that tests, praises, and repositions the fiction. G. K. Chesterton’s APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS and CHARLES DICKENS stress comedy and mythic scale; Henry James’s THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS voices reservations about psychology and form; George Gissing’s CHARLES DICKENS: A CRITICAL STUDY pursues revaluation. Andrew Lang probes design in THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT and returns in ESSAYS IN LITTLE and LETTERS TO DEAD AUTHORS. Virginia Woolf’s DAVID COPPERFIELD reconsiders memory’s architecture. Perspectives by William Dean Howells, Alice Meynell, James L. Hughes, W. E. Henley, Frederic Harrison, and David Christie Murray broaden the debate.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
The collection remains vital because it demonstrates how a single imagination reshaped narrative expectations across domains: the panoramic novel, the tale of conscience, the travel sketch, the social essay, and the public address. Read in concert, these works disclose continuities of method—serial portraiture, caricature brought to moral pitch, metaphor naturalized as environment—and a persistent argument that storytelling can refine sympathy. The inclusion of speeches and letters places literary artistry alongside civic address, while biographies and criticism record how contemporaries and successors assessed that artistry. The result is a composite portrait of authorship as an enduring social practice, not merely a private vocation.
Critical reception, as sampled here, shows both celebration and contestation. John Forster’s THE LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS established a foundational narrative of the career. Chesterton’s appreciations champion imaginative largeness; Henry James’s essay presses for stricter psychological economy; George Gissing pursues analytic balance; Andrew Lang interrogates narrative enigmas; Virginia Woolf offers a modernist vantage upon DAVID COPPERFIELD. William Dean Howells, Alice Meynell, James L. Hughes, W. E. Henley, Frederic Harrison, David Christie Murray, and Sir Adolphus William Ward contribute portraits that sometimes converge, sometimes diverge, yet together sustain a long conversation about character, structure, sentiment, and social vision.
Dickens’s afterlives extend through theatre, cinema, radio, and the classroom, but also through citation and argument in public discourse. The Christmas novellas have shaped seasonal rituals of reflection; the major novels inform debates about bureaucracy, philanthropy, and the ethics of wealth; the travel books and THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER model an ethics of looking. SPEECHES OF CHARLES DICKENS: Literary and Social and COLLECTED LETTERS OF CHARLES DICKENS reveal a practiced orator and correspondent whose public voice resonates with the fiction’s ideals. Essays like A COAL MINER’S EVIDENCE and THE LOST ARCTIC VOYAGERS demonstrate engagement with contemporary questions that continue to preoccupy readers.
Gathered in this way, the materials encourage readings that move laterally across forms and historically across a career. They invite reconsideration of recurring patterns—names as destiny, houses as memory, streets as moral crossroads—and renewed attention to narrative experiments, including the tantalizing problems explored in THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD and addressed by Andrew Lang. By uniting novels with novellas, sketches, plays, poems, travelogues, essays, and the reflective corpus of speeches, letters, criticism, and biography, the collection foregrounds dialogue over doctrine. It proposes Dickens as both citizen and creator, whose imaginative commons remains a resource for thinking and feeling now.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Socio-Political Landscape
Charles Dickens wrote amid Britain’s transformation from a mercantile to an urban-industrial power, under a constitutional monarchy tempered by a reformed Parliament. The aftermath of the 1832 Reform Act and the expansion of the press opened a contentious public sphere that his early Sketches by Boz and The Pickwick Papers mined for material. London’s proliferating institutions—debtor prisons, courts, charities, police offices—became both setting and subject. Master Humphrey’s Clock experimented with narrating this civic machinery in serial form, while speeches later gathered in Speeches of Charles Dickens: Literary and Social show him intervening in debates about municipal governance, civic virtue, and the responsibilities of middle-class readers and voters.
Questions of poverty, relief, and domestic policy shaped his fiction and journalism. The 1834 New Poor Law, with its workhouses and deterrent logic, undergirds Oliver Twist and reverberates through the Christmas Novellas, where A Christmas Carol dramatizes philanthropy as social duty. Little Dorrit scrutinizes debt imprisonment and the moral economy of credit. Sunday Under Three Heads contests Sabbatarian restrictions as an issue of working-class leisure and urban life. A Child’s History of England offers a civic primer that naturalized constitutional ideals for young readers, linking household piety, national memory, and the pedagogies implied by Stories About Children Every Child Can Read.
Dickens’s critique of law and bureaucracy is anchored in Bleak House, a panoramic reckoning with chancery delays and administrative fog. The novel’s preoccupations echo real reforms of the legal system and debates about equity versus statute. Hard Times places utilitarian political economy under pressure, asking how education and labor policy reduce persons to units. Dombey and Son reads the rise of corporate capitalism and railway speculation as a drama of paternal authority, contract, and loss. Across these works, policy is never abstract; legislation meets lived experience at the level of the street, the ledger, and the hearth, shaping conduct and fate.
Collective action and popular unrest were not distant to Dickens’s imagination. Barnaby Rudge revisits the Gordon Riots to probe how grievance, manipulation, and rumor ignite urban violence and test the legitimacy of authority. A Tale of Two Cities returns to revolutionary upheaval to interrogate justice, vengeance, and the fragile social compact, contrasting metropolitan stability with continental trauma. These historical fictions serve as laboratories for thinking about mass politics in an age of petition, Chartist pressure, and press agitation. They neither sanctify nor demonize the crowd, but stage the uneasy traffic between private virtue and public crisis.
Industrial conflict and the condition-of-England question animate Dickens’s essays and tales. Hard Times maps a fictional Coketown onto the politics of factory regulation and union organization. A Coal Miner’s Evidence provides documentary counterpoint, convening testimony from labor’s front line. The Uncommercial Traveller and Reprinted Pieces survey hospitals, slums, and charity schools, revealing how philanthropic reform and civic surveillance interlock. Even the theatre of commerce—staged in No Thoroughfare—connects insolvency law to transnational trade and migration. Across genres, the anthology tracks a shift from laissez-faire certainties toward a tentative ethos of social stewardship and institutional accountability.
Although never a systematic imperial commentator, Dickens wrote in an imperial nation conscious of its far-flung responsibilities and shocks. American Notes and Martin Chuzzlewit weigh the promises and perils of republican democracy and market boosterism, staging a transatlantic mirror for British reform. Pictures from Italy records civic rituals and papal governance as counterpoint to English liberal Protestantism. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices surveys industrial landscapes and leisure, capturing a Britain knitted by rail. Travel becomes political optics: passports, customs, and newspapers mediate identity and authority, while debates over citizenship, slavery’s afterlives, and consular protection haunt the margins.
Policing, crime, and punishment—core infrastructures of the modern state—structure several narratives. Great Expectations turns on the reach of penal transportation and the stigma of criminality within a society of status and property. The Mystery of Edwin Drood registers new anxieties about surveillance, metropolitan vice, and imperial corridors of escape. The Mudfog Papers satirize British institutions, including quasi-scientific policing and municipal pomp. The Lost Arctic Voyagers addresses inquiry, national honor, and the politics of exploration, revealing how commissions, testimony, and print publicity adjudicate truth. In these works, investigation itself becomes a drama of power, legitimacy, and the uses of fear.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Dickens’s art emerged from, and reshaped, the culture of serial publication. Monthly and weekly numbers cultivated suspense, invited public debate, and synchronized fiction with the news cycle. Master Humphrey’s Clock housed The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge in a single narrative experiment, testing community as both theme and publication model. The Christmas Novellas institutionalized a festive reading season that fused moral reflection with conviviality. Collections such as Christmas Stories and the Pearl-Fishing series consolidated tales from the periodical press into keepsake volumes. Illustration—integral to these formats—helped fix character and scene in a visual memory shared by a broad, cross-class audience.
The theatre provided Dickens with technique, training, and themes. His plays—The Village Coquettes, The Strange Gentleman, The Lamplighter, Is She His Wife?, Mr. Nightingale’s Diary, No Thoroughfare, and The Frozen Deep—reveal his command of farce, melodrama, and sensational plotting. Memoirs of Joseph Grimaldi preserves the lore of popular performance that informed his comic timing and physical imagination. Public readings, documented in Speeches of Charles Dickens: Literary and Social, converted prose into performance and refined the reciprocal energy between narrator and crowd. This theatricality permeates the novels’ entrances, exits, tableaux, and climaxes, shaping an aesthetics of immediacy and empathy.
Journalism structured Dickens’s methods of observation and argument. Contributions to The Examiner situate him within a reformist press culture, while Contributions to All the Year Round, Reprinted Pieces, and The Uncommercial Traveller display a hybrid prose—part sketch, part investigation—capable of moving from courtroom to docks to sickroom. Miscellaneous Papers and essays like Frauds on the Fairies and Sunday Under Three Heads debate the ethics of storytelling, Sabbath leisure, and the uses of wonder. A Child’s Dream of a Star shows how parable and fantasy could coexist with reportage, keeping moral instruction and imaginative freedom in productive tension for both adult and child readers.
Scientific and technological change furnished metaphors and materials. Railways—central to Dombey and Son—accelerated time, collapsed distance, and spawned new forms of risk and speculation. Sanitary science and the rhetoric of miasma shaped Bleak House’s visions of fog, fever, and systemic neglect. Our Mutual Friend reworks the waste economy—dust heaps, scavenging, riverine commerce—into a critique of inheritance and value. Telegraphy and bureaucratic record-keeping alter how messages travel and how lives are cataloged. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices observes industrial process with a tourist’s eye, while The Mudfog Papers lampoons pseudo-science. The Lost Arctic Voyagers tests the boundary between exploration’s heroism and forensic reasoning.
Dickens’s literary position is framed within the anthology’s criticism. In Memoriam W. M. Thackeray, by Dickens, situates him amid rivalries and elegies of mid-century fiction. The Loving Ballad of Lord Bateman and The Poems and Verses of Charles Dickens reveal a taste for balladry and pastiche alongside prose. Essays gathered here—Henry James’s The Limitations of Dickens, G. K. Chesterton’s Appreciations and Criticisms of the Works of Charles Dickens, George Gissing’s Critical Study, W. E. Henley’s Views and Reviews: Dickens, and Frederic Harrison’s Studies in Early Victorian Literature: Dickens—map terms of debate: realism and romance, caricature and character, sentiment and satire, moral fable and social novel, popular art and high style.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Contemporary audiences embraced Dickens as moral entertainer and reformist witness. The Christmas Novellas, especially A Christmas Carol, influenced charitable practices and seasonal ritual, making philanthropy a narrative act. Public readings—traced in Speeches of Charles Dickens: Literary and Social—confirmed his stature as a civic orator. Early collections like Reprinted Pieces kept journalism in view, ensuring his reportage informed his celebrity. John Forster’s The Life of Charles Dickens quickly shaped the standard life, aligning the novels with episodes from youth and professional ascent. Early reception thus fused biography and text, encouraging readers to treat social criticism as an extension of personal experience.
Late Victorian and Edwardian appraisal consolidated, complicated, and sometimes contested this image. Sir Adolphus William Ward’s Dickens and John Forster’s biography provided institutional frames; Mamie Dickens’s My Father As I Recall Him added familial intimacy. The Collected Letters of Charles Dickens and editorial gathering of Miscellaneous Papers furnished scholars with a working life in documents. Alice Meynell’s Dickens as a Man of Letters emphasized stylistic craft and journalistic range. Together, these works negotiated the balance between genial myth and laboring professional, between spontaneous genius and methodical reviser, establishing an archive against which later criticism and textual scholarship could measure claims.
Aesthetic reassessment sharpened with criticism included here. Henry James’s The Limitations of Dickens objected to loose architecture and moral simplification, proposing a more controlled novelistic art. G. K. Chesterton’s Appreciations and Criticisms of the Works of Charles Dickens and Charles Dickens countered with a defense of imaginative largesse, symbolic cityscapes, and comic democracy. George Gissing’s Critical Study restored gravity by charting development across phases. W. E. Henley’s Views and Reviews: Dickens and Frederic Harrison’s Studies in Early Victorian Literature: Dickens clarified context. David Christie Murray’s A Word on Dickens weighed contemporaries’ judgments, situating popular taste within a more professionalized literary field.
Modernist and transatlantic responses, also represented here, diversified the conversation. Virginia Woolf’s David Copperfield anatomized memory, form, and the growth of the artist within a Victorian envelope, suggesting how modern technique could re-read serial architecture. William Dean Howells’s My Literary Passions: Dickens registered American affinities with humor, democracy, and sympathy. James L. Hughes’s Dickens as an Educator reframed the oeuvre through pedagogy and childhood, aligning it with debates climaxing in national education policy. The Life of Our Lord, circulating privately before publication, contributed to discussions of Dickens’s faith and ethics, complicating the relation between public reformer and private devotional writer.
Historical upheavals recalibrated Dickens’s meanings. Economic depression, world wars, decolonization, and the rise of welfare states taught readers to see in Hard Times, Little Dorrit, and Our Mutual Friend anticipations of managed economies, bureaucratic entanglement, and social safety nets. The Puzzle of Dickens’s Last Plot by Andrew Lang kept The Mystery of Edwin Drood alive as an emblem of interpretive openness, while Essays in Little: Dickens and Letters to Dead Authors: To Charles Dickens by the same critic modeled affectionate, game-like criticism. Stage, cinema, and broadcast adaptations renewed public intimacy; illustrated editions and the Collected Letters anchored scholarship, ensuring debate endures between sentiment, satire, and structural critique.
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    OLIVER TWIST
An orphan is thrust from workhouse to city streets and into the orbit of thieves, benefactors, and institutions meant to help but often harm. The plot contrasts criminal tutelage with the possibility of compassion, exposing how poverty and hypocrisy warp childhood. The tone is melodramatic yet humane, mixing satire with social indictment.
THE PICKWICK PAPERS
A genial club of travelers roams England collecting curious scenes and embroiling themselves in comic scrapes, from misunderstandings to a notorious legal imbroglio. Episodic adventures gradually sketch a community bound by loyalty and good humor while skewering puffery and petty abuses. The tone is exuberant, farcical, and warmly observational.
NICHOLAS NICKLEBY
A spirited young man seeks fortune to support his family and confronts cruelty at a provincial school before finding allies in theatrical circles. The story pits predation and exploitation against resourcefulness and communal care. The tone is energetic, indignant in its social critique, and buoyed by comedy.
THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP
A devoted granddaughter and her aging guardian flee through England, pursued by debt and obsession. Their picaresque journey reveals eccentric communities and a remorseless antagonist, balancing whimsy with pathos. The tone is sentimental and gothic-tinged, exploring innocence under siege.
BARNABY RUDGE
Set against the turmoil of the Gordon Riots, private mysteries intersect with public violence in a tale of innocence caught in fanaticism. Domestic loyalties are tested as mob energy overtakes reason. The tone is historical, brooding, and morally probing.
MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT
A satire of selfishness follows intertwined fortunes at home and abroad, including a transatlantic detour that lampoons swagger and credulity. Hypocrisy and charlatanry meet their foils in perseverance and self-knowledge. The tone is caustic yet ultimately conciliatory, exposing sham while allowing for reform.
DOMBEY AND SON
A proud merchant treats family as an extension of commerce, and his household becomes a ledger of emotional debts and credits. Reversals expose the costs of pride and the quiet heroism of overlooked figures. The tone is stately, ironical, and tender toward the vulnerable.
DAVID COPPERFIELD
A life is told from childhood hardship to professional calling, mapping betrayals, mentorships, and the discovery of vocation. Memory itself shapes the narrative, turning struggle into craft. The tone is confiding, humorous, and deeply empathetic.
BLEAK HOUSE
An interminable lawsuit in Chancery entangles a vast cast, from aristocrats to street children, as secrets, disease, and scandal spread like fog. Dual narration—intimate and panoramic—tracks moral and institutional decay. The tone is atmospheric, satirical, and relentless in its critique of legal paralysis.
HARD TIMES
In an industrial town, a doctrine of facts and utility governs classroom and factory alike, until lived experience challenges its arithmetic. Characters confront what education cannot measure: imagination, empathy, and choice. The tone is compressed, didactic, and ironical.
LITTLE DORRIT
A woman raised in a debtor’s prison threads quietly through a labyrinth of bureaucracy and finance, where fortunes turn on paperwork and pride. The story links emotional captivity to institutional inertia. The tone is melancholic, intricate, and compassionate.
A TALE OF TWO CITIES
Lives in London and Paris converge as revolution exposes old injustices and awakens new furies. Doubles, disguises, and narrow escapes explore the costs of vengeance and the possibility of renewal. The tone is swift, grave, and theatrically charged.
GREAT EXPECTATIONS
An orphan’s sudden rise to gentility tests his loyalties and his understanding of worth, love, and class. Unexpected patronage and tangled histories force a reckoning with illusion and gratitude. The tone is intimate, ironic, and ultimately restorative.
OUR MUTUAL FRIEND
An inheritance bound to a body in the Thames triggers masquerades, courtships, and commerce in dust and status. The city’s refuse becomes metaphor and marketplace, where value and identity are remade. The tone is darkly comic, intricate, and reflective.
THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD
In a cathedral town, a young man’s disappearance casts suspicion on a tormented choirmaster and the jealousies surrounding him. Opium dreams, colonial traces, and uneasy alliances complicate every clue in this unfinished design. The tone is enigmatic, suspenseful, and suggestive, inviting ongoing conjecture.
A CHRISTMAS CAROL
A miser faces guided visions of past, present, and possible future that confront him with the human costs of his creed. The tale argues that personal change can ripple outward as social mercy. The tone is ghostly, festive, and redemptive.
THE CHIMES
A despondent messenger hears the bells ring out a vision that reorders choices and fates for his community. The story rebukes contempt for the poor and insists on second chances. The tone is visionary, urgent, and moral.
THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH
A household spirit watches as misunderstandings threaten a modest family’s happiness. Small revelations mend trust and restore warmth by the fire. The tone is domestic, whimsical, and tender.
THE BATTLE OF LIFE
Two sisters on an old battlefield navigate love and self-effacing devotion without recourse to the supernatural. Generosity quietly rearranges relationships. The tone is pastoral, sentimental, and conciliatory.
THE HAUNTED MAN
A scholar offered the power to forget sorrow learns how pain and memory underwrite compassion. The fable turns on the unforeseen harm of erasing grief. The tone is gothic, reflective, and finally hopeful.
SKETCHES BY BOZ
Vignettes and character studies map London’s streets, courts, and parlors with brisk, affectionate scrutiny. Caricature and sympathy sit side by side, anticipating later social concerns. The tone is bustling, comic, and curious.
SKETCHES OF YOUNG GENTLEMEN
A playful taxonomy of fashionable types pokes fun at vanity, courtship, and social posing. The portraits lampoon without malice, capturing momentary manners. The tone is airy, witty, and lightly barbed.
SKETCHES OF YOUNG COUPLES
Companion pieces anatomize engagements and marriages through satiric profiles. Beneath the fun lies a knowing look at negotiation and expectation in domestic life. The tone is sprightly, arch, and affectionate.
MASTER HUMPHREY’S CLOCK
A storytelling club frames short tales and reflections that blur boundaries between episodic sketches and extended narrative. The device explores community, continuity, and the appetite for serial storytelling. The tone is genial, experimental, and occasionally eerie.
REPRINTED PIECES
A miscellany of sketches, reportage, and travel impressions revisits institutions, holidays, and everyday oddities. Brief forms distill Dickens’s curiosity and civic impulse. The tone is varied—brisk, humane, and observant.
THE MUDFOG PAPERS
Mock proceedings of a learned society send up quack science, municipal vanity, and red-tape. Public puffery meets precise ridicule. The tone is farcical, satirical, and pointed.
PEARL-FISHING (First and Second Series)
These selections gather brief tales and curiosities, angling for ‘pearls’ of incident, character, and oddity. The range runs from light comic sketches to reflective miniatures. The tone is assorted yet unified by a collector’s eye and conversational ease.
CHRISTMAS STORIES
Seasonal tales—often collaborative—mix hearthside sentiment with uncanny twists, where confessions, coincidences, and community restore equilibrium. Winter settings frame moral reckonings and reconciliations. The tone is convivial, occasionally eerie, and purposefully uplifting.
OTHER STORIES
A catch-all of shorter fiction showcases Dickens’s versatility from burlesque to gothic. Familiar concerns—charity, masquerade, sudden reversals—unfold in compressed form. The tone ranges widely within a recognizable Dickensian register.
Children’s Books
A Child’s Dream of a Star offers a gentle allegory of loss and abiding connection, while Holiday Romance lets children narrate fantastical adventures that parody adult storytelling. Dickens’s Children and Stories About Children Every Child Can Read spotlight young protagonists across his fiction, emphasizing resilience, imagination, and moral growth. The mood moves from tender and consoling to puckish and inventive, opening Dickens’s world to younger readers.
Plays
From domestic farce and light comic opera (The Village Coquettes, The Strange Gentleman, The Lamplighter, Is She His Wife?, Mr. Nightingale’s Diary) to melodramas and collaborations that test loyalty under pressure (No Thoroughfare, The Frozen Deep), Dickens’s stage works translate his caricatural energy to live performance. Swift plots, mistaken identities, and earnest sentiment dominate. The tone is lively and crowd-pleasing, with flashes of sincere pathos.
Poetry
The Loving Ballad of Lord Bateman and other verses blend balladry, burlesque, and occasional pieces, often riffing on popular forms. Narratives and comic rhymes showcase Dickens’s ear for cadence and character speech. The tone is playful and performative, with moments of tenderness.
Travel Books
American Notes recounts a U.S. tour with sharp-eyed commentary on institutions, manners, and the moral crisis of slavery, while Pictures from Italy offers impressionistic scenes from roads, theaters, and churches. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, part travelogue and part fiction, follows two companions’ mishaps with humor and suspense. The perspective is mobile, curious, and sometimes admonitory, measuring cultures against humane standards.
Other Works
This group spans topical and didactic prose: Sunday Under Three Heads debates Sabbath restrictions; A Child’s History of England retells national history for general readers; Memoirs of Joseph Grimaldi and The Life of Our Lord present, respectively, a theatrical life and a plain retelling of the Gospel story. The Uncommercial Traveller collects an alter-ego’s urban and travel essays, while Contributions to All the Year Round, Contributions to The Examiner, and Miscellaneous Papers reflect ongoing journalism and editorial curiosity. Tones shift from polemical and pedagogic to reflective and anecdotal, united by a civic-minded impulse.
Essays & Articles
These pieces range from investigative and polemical (A Coal Miner’s Evidence; The Lost Arctic Voyagers) to literary controversy and memorial (Frauds on the Fairies; Adelaide Anne Procter; In Memoriam W. M. Thackeray). They show Dickens as public moralist and fellow craftsman, weighing evidence, defending taste, and honoring peers. The voice is urgent yet personable, balancing advocacy with sentiment.
Speeches & Letters
Public addresses on literature, reading, philanthropy, and reform reveal Dickens’s theatrical timing and civic focus. The collected letters trace his creative process, partnerships, and daily concerns, offering backstage context to the fiction. Together they form a candid counterpoint—energetic, practical, and often witty.
Criticism
A chorus of critics debates Dickens’s art and influence: Chesterton celebrates exuberance; James tests structural and psychological limits; Gissing and Harrison balance social observation against romance; Lang puzzles over plots and pays nimble homage. Voices from Woolf to Howells, Meynell, Hughes, Henley, Harrison, and Murray revisit character, memory, education, and style, often using David Copperfield as a touchstone. Across disagreements, the conversation fixes Dickens as both popular entertainer and serious moral artist.
Biographies
From Forster’s foundational life to Ward’s survey and Chesterton’s portrait, these studies chart Dickens’s rise, methods, and milieu. Mamie Dickens’s My Father as I Recall Him adds an intimate domestic vantage that complicates the public image. Read together, they balance documentation with affection, sketching the man behind the momentum.
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  Among other public buildings in a certain town, which for many reasons it will be prudent to refrain from mentioning, and to which I will assign no fictitious name, there is one anciently common to most towns, great or small: to wit, a workhouse; and in this workhouse was born; on a day and date which I need not trouble myself to repeat, inasmuch as it can be of no possible consequence to the reader, in this stage of the business at all events; the item of mortality whose name is prefixed to the head of this chapter.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Mr. Bumble coughed.


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


  ‘What is it?’ inquired the beadle.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘You, Mr. Bumble!’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Please, sir, I want some more.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘He did, sir,’ replied Bumble.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Decidedly not,’ added the other members.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The old gentleman with the spectacles gradually dozed off, over the little bit of parchment; and there was a short pause
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