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Introduction

A few weeks before the opening number of Nicholas Nickleby was due to be published on 31 March 1838, Dickens issued a three-page pseudo-legal statement that warned of the dire punishments awaiting any literary pirates who might ‘presume to hoist but one shred of the good ship nickleby’, and advertised the new work to the reading public in the most reassuring of terms: ‘it will be our aim to amuse, by producing a rapid succession of characters and incidents, and describing them as cheerfully and pleasantly as in us lies’.1

Needless to say, Dickens’s lurid threats had no effect on the various hacks who scraped a living by churning out cheap imitations and stage versions of the works of ‘the only true and lawful Boz’, as he described himself in the Nickleby Proclamation. Existing copyright legislation, about which Dickens complains several times in the course of Nicholas Nickleby itself, offered authors almost no protection against plagiarists, who had only slightly to alter the characters’ names to avoid prosecution. A certain ‘Bos’, who had already produced 112 instalments of The Posthumorous Notes of the Pickwick Club and a serial called Oliver Twiss, was soon following Dickens’s new novel under the title of Nickelas Nickelbery,2 while London theatres began presenting adaptations – with invented endings – as early as November 1838, before Dickens was even halfway through his story.3

These rogue publications and productions were, in the main, deeply resented by Dickens, but do serve to illustrate how completely he achieved his ‘aim to amuse’. Nicholas Nickleby is among those novels which reveal with particular clarity his debt to the forms of popular entertainment4 that underlie his art – as he seems to have discovered himself over twenty years later, almost with surprise, when he first incorporated part of the book into the repertoire of his public performances. ‘I think Nickleby tops all the readings,’ he wrote to Georgina Hogarth from Bury St Edmunds on 30 October 1861. ‘Somehow it seems to have got in it, by accident, exactly the qualities best suited to the purpose, and it went last night not only with roars, but with a general hilarity and pleasure that I have never seen surpassed.’5

Although his third full-length work of fiction, Nicholas Nickleby is much more the inaugural prototype of the Dickensian novel than either Pickwick Papers or Oliver Twist, both works so wholly sui generis as to be unrepeatable. Chesterton goes so far as to claim that Nicholas Nickleby represents the crux of Dickens’s career, the ‘supreme moment’ at which he turned away from the fragmentary sketch and committed himself to the all-linking form of the novel. ‘This book,’ Chesterton declares, ‘coincides with his resolution to be a great novelist and his final belief that he could be one.’6

Nicholas Nickleby is made up, nevertheless, of all manner of different kinds of writing – melodrama, political satire, class comedy, social criticism, domestic farce – while its loose, episodic narrative style allows Dickens to push the story at almost any moment in whatever direction happens to appeal. Its open, haphazard progress harks back to the picaresque traditions of the eighteenth century – particularly Smollett and Fielding – and contrasts absolutely with the nightmarish world of Oliver Twist, which was only half written at the time his manic schedule obliged him to begin work on his new serial. It is revealing that Dickens so arranged his contracts that for six months he was producing novels embodying such different visions of the world simultaneously.

The Nickleby Proclamation’s insistence on the cheerful approach Dickens planned to adopt towards his new material would have consoled any readers dismayed by the rapacious atmosphere of Oliver Twist, that at least in the next novel Dickens would return to the comic modes of his first great triumph. Indeed, Dickens’s agreement with Chapman and Hall, signed in November of 1837, stipulated that the work be ‘of a similar character and of the same extent and contents in point of quantity’ as Pickwick itself.7 However, Dickens also intended to continue the assault on flagrant social injustices that he had begun with Oliver Twist’s exposure of the brutalities of the Poor Law. In his 1848 Preface to the first Cheap Edition of the book, he relates how he first heard about the ‘Yorkshire schools’ during his childhood at Rochester:


I know that my first impressions of them were picked up at that time, and that they were, somehow or other, connected with a suppurated abscess that some boy had come home with, in consequence of his Yorkshire guide, philosopher, and friend, having ripped it open with an inky penknife. The impression made upon me, however made, never left me. I was always curious about them – fell, long afterwards, and at sundry times, into the way of hearing more about them – at last, having an audience, resolved to write about them.



Accordingly, Dickens and his illustrator, Hablot K. Browne, set off for Yorkshire on 30 January 1838 to investigate the conditions and educational methods prevalent in these highly profitable establishments. Although the schools’ fulsomely worded newspaper advertisements promised, for only 20 guineas a year, a wide-ranging, liberal education that paid particular attention to the ‘young gentlemen’s’ morals, most seem to have been barbarically cruel places in which the boys were starved, flogged and taught little or nothing. Inadequate sanitation and overcrowded living conditions allowed diseases to spread as rapidly as in the poorest slums. No doubt some boys were enrolled by credulous parents seduced by the high-flown language of the adverts, but the schools appealed also to those looking for a cheap and convenient way of disposing of unwanted or illegitimate offspring. The chilling statement ‘No Vacations’ invariably figured in their promotional literature.8

Dickens was particularly concerned to visit Bowes Academy – situated, like Dotheboys Hall, at Greta Bridge – whose proprietor, William Shaw, had been prosecuted in 1823 after several boys in his care went blind. The testimony of one of these, William Jones, who was 12 years old at the time of the trial, offers the most immediate insight into the schools’ domestic routines:


The boys washed in a long trough, like what horses drink out of: the biggest boys used to take advantage of the little boys, and get the dry part of the towel. There were two towels a day for the whole school. We had no supper; nothing after tea – we had dry bread, brown, and a drop of water and a drop of milk warmed. The flock of the bed was straw; one sheet and one quilt; four or five boys slept in a bed not very large. My brother and three more slept in my bed; about thirty beds in the room, and a great tub in the middle, full of … The tub used to be flowing all over the room. Every other morning we used to flea the beds. The usher used to cut the quills, and give us them to catch the fleas; and if you did not fill the quill, you caught a good beating. The pot-skimmings were called broth, and we used to have it for tea on Sunday; one of the ushers offered a penny a piece for every maggot, and there was a pot-full gathered: he never gave it them.9



Shaw was convicted and ordered to pay damages, but his academy was still thriving when Dickens visited the region 15 years later. The satire of the young author – whose ‘face’, a friend once noted, ‘used to blaze with indignation at any injustice or cruelty’10 – was to prove more lethal to Shaw’s lucrative pedagogic methods than his court case. By the time Dickens came to write his 1848 Preface to the book, he was able to announce, with both pride and satisfaction, that in the decade that had passed since Nicholas Nickleby had alerted the world to their existence, nearly all the Yorkshire boarding schools had been forced to close down.


The early Dickens’s determination to scourge the social ills that most enraged him is reflected throughout Nicholas Nickleby in the character and progress of its hero.11 Nicholas is the first, and least interesting, of Dickens’s self-projections, an almost generic leading man, whose actions and ideals are rarely complicated by the kinds of anxiety that motivate the development of David Copperfield or Pip. Like them, he is principally concerned with the business of establishing his identity as a gentleman, which is how he defines himself during his confrontation outside the coffee house with Sir Mulberry Hawk, the vicious aristocrat who has been attempting to seduce Kate:


‘You are an errand-boy for aught I know,’ said Sir Mulberry Hawk.

‘I am the son of a country gentleman,’ returned Nicholas, ‘your equal in birth and education, and your superior I trust in everything besides.’



Nicholas is one of Dickens’s most active heroes. The blood is for ever starting to his cheeks, as, ‘flushed with anger’, he challenges any who affront his acutely developed sense of his own worth. In his 1848 Preface, Dickens insists that Nicholas was not always meant to seem ‘blameless or agreeable’, but there is no doubting the visceral relish with which Dickens dramatizes his violent interventions and defiances. His stagey rhetoric is only a prelude to his taking thrilling, decisive action:


Nicholas sprang upon him [Squeers], wrested the weapon from his hand, and, pinning him by the throat, beat the ruffian till he roared for mercy.



Such direct methods serve him less well in his struggles with his Uncle Ralph, who represents a more nebulous evil that Dickens finds more difficult to define and confront. As Nicholas is the first of Dickens’s earnest young heroes, Ralph is the first in a long line of unyielding capitalists who sacrifice all family feeling to their obsession with business. At the book’s opening Dickens presents Ralph as a leading player in the world of stock market speculation, a shrewd operator in the febrile atmosphere of boom and bust that Dickens probably based on the financial mania of the years 1825/26.12 In chapter 2 he helps set up the United Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery Company, whose very name, Mr Bonney declares, ‘will get the shares up to a premium in ten days’:


‘And when they are at a premium,’ said Mr Ralph Nickleby, smiling.

‘When they are, you know what to do with them as well as any man alive, and how to back quietly out at the right time,’ said Mr Bonney, slapping the capitalist familiarly on the shoulder.




It was in just one of these speculative ventures that his brother (Nicholas’s father) invested and lost his entire capital, and the suggestion of Ralph’s complicity in the destitution of the Nicklebys, though not developed as it might have been in later Dickens, adds an intriguing dimension to the immediate mutual dislike of uncle and nephew.

After meeting his ruined relations, however, Ralph is figured pretty much in terms derived from the age-old convention of the devious, miserly usurer who fiendishly plots the downfall of any who stand in his way. His wars of words with Nicholas are conducted in exactly the brand of high fustian (‘Away! What brings you here – liar – scoundrel – dastard – thief!’) that Dickens so gleefully parodies when describing the melodramas staged by the Crummleses’ theatre troupe. Although Dickens briefly raises the possibility of Ralph’s softening under the influence of his niece, the plot requires him to pursue the role of Nicholas’s unrepentant antagonist to the bitter end. Just before reaching that end, however, he suddenly becomes a vehicle for the free-floating, uncannily observant Dickensian consciousness that registers the world in a manner at once dreamlike and precise. On the way back from the Cheerybles to his ‘last appointment’, he passes a graveyard in which, he remembers, a man who cut his own throat lies buried. Ralph stops, and ‘clasping the iron railings with his hands, looked eagerly in, wondering which might be his grave’. A group of revellers approach, and one of them, ‘a little, weazen, hump-backed man’, begins to dance. Ralph joins in the merriment, and when they leave he resumes ‘his speculation with a new kind of interest’, conjuring up ‘a strong and vivid idea of the man himself, and how he looked, and what had led him to do it, all of which he recalled with ease’. Though the iconography of the scene is far from original, Ralph’s detached, almost impersonal curiosity is compellingly rendered. His obsession with the suicide reminds him how, when a child, he ‘had frequently before him the figure of some goblin he had once seen chalked upon a door’.

That Ralph should come to life in this way only when the storyline no longer needs him is typical of the imaginative economy of Nicholas Nickleby as a whole. Chesterton once observed that ‘Dickens’s characters are perfect as long as he can keep them out of his stories’.13 Of no novel is this truer than Nicholas Nickleby. The opposition of Nicholas and Ralph is too schematic to develop into anything more than a series of increasingly lurid flytings, though one senses beneath it the violent energies of Oedipal strife. It was perhaps as a means of ducking the more radical implications of this conflict that Dickens suddenly decided to award Nicholas not one but two fairy godfathers, and with the arrival on the scene of the Cheerybles – whom Aldous Huxley memorably likened to a couple of ‘gruesome old Peter Pans’14 – the book’s central struggle between the forces of good and evil becomes more simplistic still.

Yet swarming irresponsibly and indifferently in the margins of this stiffly creaking narrative are many of the early Dickens’s most hilarious and ungovernable creations. Mrs Nickleby, Mr Mantalini and the Crummleses and company inspire some of Dickens’s greatest comic writing, and their reckless imaginative powers continually call into question the values propagated in the main story. In addition, the book throws up an astonishing variety of minor characters whom Dickens hits off with insouciant brilliance: Mortimer Knag, Mrs Grudden, Mrs Blockson, Mr Snittle Timberry, the bailiffs Mr Tix and Mr Scaley, Mr Crummles’s performing pony who ‘ate apple-pie at a circus for upwards of fourteen years, fired pistols, and went to bed in a nightcap’, the Curdles, the Wititterlys, Miss Snevellici’s drunken pa, the page Alphonse who ‘if there was an Alphonse who carried plain Bill in his face and figure, that page was the boy’. Mrs Nickleby’s reminiscences generate yet more supernumeraries – the Miss Dowdleses, Miss Browndock, Miss Biffin, the Peltiroguses, Mr Watkins, Miss Cropley, her suitors Lukin, Mogley, Tipslark, Cabbery, and Smifser, the Hawkinses of Taunton Vale … The book seethes with random, disparate anecdotes that elude its facile moral intentions and constantly disrupt its centripetal impetus.

In a review of Dickens’s last novel, Our Mutual Friend, Henry James declared it to be ‘one of the chief conditions of his genius not to see beneath the surface of things’,15 but characters like Mrs Nickleby, or Mrs Gamp in Martin Chuzzlewit, or Flora Finching in Little Dorrit, body forth in their freeflowing monologues a kind of syntax of the subconscious as striking as that of Joyce’s Molly Bloom. Mrs Nickleby, as she herself often notes with pride, sees far ‘beneath the surface of things’; so far, in fact, that she often leaves her listeners dazed and bemused:


‘Kate, my dear,’ said Mrs Nickleby; ‘I don’t know how it is, but a fine warm summer day like this, with the birds singing in every direction, always puts me in mind of roast pig, with sage and onion sauce and made gravy.’

‘That’s a curious association of ideas, is it not, mama?’

‘Upon my word, my dear, I don’t know,’ replied Mrs Nickleby. ‘Roast pig – let me see. On the day five weeks after you were christened, we had a roast – no that couldn’t have been a pig, either, because I recollect there were a pair of them to carve, and your poor papa and I could never have thought of sitting down to two pigs – they must have been partridges. Roast pig! I hardly think we ever could have had one, now I come to remember, for your papa could never bear the sight of them in the shops, and used to say that they always put him in mind of very little babies, only the pigs had much fairer complexions; and he had a horror of little babies, too, because he couldn’t very well afford any increase to his family, and had a natural dislike to the subject. It’s very odd now, what can put that in my head! I recollect dining once at Mrs Bevan’s, in that broad street, round the corner by the coach-maker’s, where the tipsy man fell through the cellar-flap of an empty house nearly a week before quarter-day, and wasn’t found till the new tenant went in – and we had roast pig there. It must be that, I think, that reminds me of it, especially as there was a little bird in the room that would keep on singing all the time of dinner – at least, not a little bird, for it was a parrot, and he didn’t sing exactly, for he talked and swore dreadfully; but I think it must be that. Indeed, I am sure it must. Shouldn’t you say so, my dear?’



Mrs Nickleby’s seamless, sprawling recollections unfold according to a mysterious but irresistible inner logic that defies all interruptions and contradictions. Although she is presented as a supreme solipsist, it is the world’s arbitrary abundance that galvanizes her compulsive curiosity. ‘The outstanding, unmistakable mark of Dickens’s writing is the unnecessary detail’,16 observed George Orwell, and the wonderfully redundant particulars that characterize Mrs Nickleby’s speech reveal at its least inhibited this talent for excess. Unimpressed by Nicholas’s rescue of Madeline from the clutches of old Arthur Gride, she adduces the example of one Jane Dibabs, who happily married a man much her senior and lived in a thatched cottage ‘with an exquisite little porch with twining honeysuckles and all sorts of things, where the earwigs used to fall into one’s tea on a summer evening, and always fell upon their backs and kicked dreadfully, and where the frogs used to get into the rushlight shades when one stopped all night, and sit up and look through the little holes like Christians’. She leaps into a discussion of Shakespeare at the opera by recalling a trip she made to Stratford in a post-chaise:


‘Was it a post-chaise though!’ said Mrs Nickleby, considering; ‘yes, it must have been a post-chaise, because I recollect remarking at the time that the driver had a green shade over his left eye; – in a post-chaise from Birmingham, and after we had seen Shakespeare’s tomb and birth-place, we went back to the inn there, where we slept that night, and I recollect that all night long I dreamt of nothing but a black gentleman, at full length, in plaster-of-Paris, with a lay down collar tied with two tassels, leaning against a post and thinking; and when I woke in the morning and described him to Mr Nickleby, he said it was Shakespeare just as he had been when he was alive, which was very curious indeed.’




Mrs Nickleby’s streams of anecdote emerge from a teeming inner life incapable of formulating itself in terms of the established hierarchies of experience. Her inconsecutive reasoning fractures each incident into a multitude of arresting details – the drowning earwigs, the driver’s green eye-patch, the dream Shakespeare’s ‘lay down collar tied with two tassels’ – that overwhelm whatever point she may be attempting to make. Yet her greatest speeches seem also charged with a sublimely unselfconscious power to amalgamate the fundamental imperatives of existence that are kept, in other parts of the narrative, so strictly separate from each other: food, sex, birth, death, class and financial insecurities are all inextricably bound up together in her discourse on roast pig inspired by the warm summer day. Her reflections on her haunting dream of Shakespeare’s corpse-like effigy – which occurred while she was pregnant with Nicholas – again oppose life and death in a single involute: ‘In fact, it was quite a mercy, ma’am,’ she tells Mrs Wititterly, ‘that my son didn’t turn out to be a Shakespeare, and what a dreadful thing that would have been!’

Mrs Nickleby’s self-delighting digressions are much resented by Nicholas, and patiently endured by Kate. For both, she is the source of acute social embarrassment. Further, her impervious, consummately adaptive egotism blinds her to the danger posed to her daughter by Sir Mulberry Hawk, and aligns her with the other bad parent figures of the novel: Mr Bray, Mr Snawley, Ralph Nickleby, the Squeerses (‘You will have a father in me, my dear, and a mother in Mrs Squeers,’ the schoolmaster is fond of declaring loudly in public to prospective pupils when on his recruitment drives) and, of course, all the heartless maternal aunts and step-mothers who pack off surplus sons or wards to Dotheboys Hall. In a related manner, Sir Mulberry Hawk and Arthur Gride are both dedicated to defrauding the defenceless young, while Mrs Wititterly and Miss Knag exploit Kate as a mere foil for their own vanity.

Exuberant animosity towards these selfishly scheming members of the older generation drives much of the book’s plot, but Mrs Nickleby is never quite subsumed within this overarching pattern of conflict. Though briefly entangled in Sir Mulberry’s machinations, for the most part she manages to remain outside the book’s narrative, and her brilliantly individualistic responses to her son’s feats of knight-errantry offer a welcome respite from the pathos and sentiment that gush from such episodes. Introduced to Smike, she at once dissolves into tears:


‘What is the matter?’ exclaimed Nicholas, running to support her.

‘It’s so like Pyke,’ cried Mrs Nickleby; ‘so exactly like Pyke, that’s all. Oh!, don’t speak to me – I shall be better presently.’




Dinner over, she rallies and politely asks the ‘unfortunate outcast’, as Nicholas dubs him, whether he happened ‘ever to have dined with the Grimbles of Grimble Hall, somewhere in the North Riding … A very proud man, Sir Thomas Grimble, with six grown-up and most lovely daughters, and the finest park in the county.’

The unruly, dizzying energies of Mrs Nickleby’s imagination find an analogue, moreover, in the novel’s presentation of city life. The London of Nicholas Nickleby is experienced as a bewildering, fragmentary jumble, a chaos of diversely obsessive activity that defies interpretation, or even definition. Certainly this is how it appears to Nicholas and Smike on their arrival from Portsmouth at the beginning of chapter 32:


Streams of people apparently without end poured on and on, jostling each other in the crowd and hurrying forward, scarcely seeming to notice the riches that surrounded them on every side; while vehicles of all shapes and makes, mingled up together in one moving mass like running water, lent their ceaseless roar to swell the noise and tumult.



The city lacks, like Mrs Nickleby’s discourse, a coherent point or centre, but shares her capacity for ceaseless flow and constantly surprising detail. Whereas the London of Dickens’s later novels tends to be given focus by a single institution – such as Chancery or the Marshalsea – whose narrative or symbolic significance connects all strata of society, in Nicholas Nickleby Dickens evokes a more random, atomized vision of urban living; despite the ‘giant currents of life’17 circulating through its major thoroughfares, the book’s principal locations are oddly disjunct and self-contained, observed with the sketchwriter’s eye for peculiarities rather than the novelist’s concern for overall patterns of meaning.

Golden Square, for instance, where Ralph lives, ‘is not exactly in anybody’s way to or from anywhere’. It is haunted by ‘dark-complexioned man who wear large rings, and heavy watch-guards and bushy whiskers’, while musical types inhabit its boarding houses: the notes of their ‘pianos and harps float in the evening time around the head of the mournful statue, the guardian genius of a little wilderness of shrubs, in the centre of the square’. It is suggested that this marginal, inward-looking district, populated by motley transients, is chosen by Ralph because it enables him to disguise the nefarious nature of his business dealings. However, the Cheerybles, the very souls of candour, operate out of an equally remote backwater, ‘a quiet, little-frequented, retired spot, favourable to melancholy and contemplation, and appointments of long waiting’. Dickens even imagines a hypothetical Appointed who saunters round the square ‘idly by the hour together, wakening the echoes with the monotonous sound of his footsteps on the smooth worn stones, and counting first the windows and then the very bricks of the tall silent houses that hem him round about’. On both sides, power is recessed, difficult to approach or even identify. In chapter 16, Nicholas wanders the streets of London in search of some means of entering the worlds of work and authority. However, the only institution that might assist him, the somnolent ‘General Agency Office’, is a parody of the virtues of industry and intelligence he hopes to market, as is the job of secretary offered him by Mr Gregsbury, MP, which involves doing all the Member’s work for a derisory fifteen shillings a week.

Only his chance encounter with Mr Cheeryble allows Nicholas to escape the precarious, hand-to-mouth existence common among Londoners in the book, the poorest of whom Dickens compares at one point to ill-plumed city fowls who ‘hop from stone to stone in search of some hidden eatable in the mud, and can scarcely raise a crow among them’. On his return from Yorkshire, Nicholas rents for himself and Smike a small back room in the Kenwigses’ house, ‘reclaimed from the leads, and overlooking a soot-bespeckled prospect of tiles and chimney-pots’; he hires furniture from a neighbouring broker, and pays the first week’s instalments ‘out of a small fund raised by the conversion of some spare clothes into ready money’. Such ‘conversions’ figure prominently in the vertiginous affairs of those attempting to live by their wits in the city. Mr Mantalini’s original name is Muntle, ‘but it had been converted, by an easy transition, into Mantalini: the lady rightly considering that an English appellation would be of serious injury to the business’. Later, Mantalini visits Ralph in the hope the money-lender will purchase at discount some credit notes purloined from his wife. Asked by Newman Noggs if the matter is urgent, he insists that it is ‘most demnebly particular. It is to melt some scraps of dirty paper into bright, shining, chinking, tinkling, demd mint sauce.’

Mr Mantalini’s startling conceits might be said to perform a similarly magical kind of conversion, deftly transforming his ruinous behaviour into irresistibly exotic figures of speech that bedazzle his doting wife. ‘Why will it vex itself, and twist its little face into bewitching nutcrackers?’ he pleads, the bailiffs on the threshold. ‘Will she call me, “Sir”!’ he exclaims when she surprises him at Ralph’s. ‘She, who coils her fascinations round me like a pure and angelic rattle-snake!’ These paradoxical endearments – both soothing and inimical, outlandish and pertinent – brilliantly disarm the urge towards moral judgement. His ability to survive depends upon this ability to translate all the disagreeables consequent upon his extravagance into the topsy-turvy world of Mantalini-ese. His suicide threats are particularly bewildering feats of imagination, word-paintings so vivid Madame Mantalini’s resolve immediately deserts her:


‘I will fill my pockets with change for a sovereign in half-pence, and drown myself in the Thames; but I will not be angry with her even then, for I will put a note in the twopenny-post as I go along, to tell her where the body is. She will be a lovely widow. I shall be a body. Some handsome women will cry; she will laugh demnebly.’

‘Alfred, you cruel, cruel creature,’ said Madame Mantalini, sobbing at the dreadful picture.

‘She calls me cruel – me – me – who for her sake will become a demd damp, moist, unpleasant body!’ exclaimed Mr Mantalini.



Like Mrs Nickleby’s recollections, such flights of fancy display a self-sustaining, anarchic inventiveness, but also convey with hilarious accuracy the bizarre textures and incongruities of the physical world – that ‘demd damp, moist, unpleasant body’, for instance. Momentarily Mantalini even makes Ralph seem physically present and distinctive: on hearing it was Nicholas who attacked Sir Mulberry, the money-lender flies into a stock villainous rage, snarling and ‘clenching his fists and turning a livid white’. ‘It is but manner,’ he weakly apologizes. ‘It is a demd uncomfortable and private-madhouse-sort of manner,’ retorts the affrighted dandy.

When her husband’s prodigal habits reduce Madame Mantalini to an ‘out-and-out smash’, the bailiff Mr Scaley comforts her with the reflection that ‘a good half of wot’s here isn’t paid for I des-say, and wot a consolation oughtn’t that to be to her feelings’, before taking up temporary ‘possession’ of the millinery. Until the Cheerybles begin loading the Nickleby family down with the all too solid emblems of bourgeois bliss (‘One day it was a grapevine, and another day it was a boiler … and so on through a hundred items’), they too live in a world of temporary ‘possession’, able only to look forward to a shared home in the future, or lament, as Mrs Nickleby does so fondly and accurately to an impatient Ralph, the loss of all they owned – ‘four-and-twenty silver tea spoons, brother-in-law, two gravies, four salts, all the amethysts – necklace, brooch, and ear-rings – all made away with at the same time’.

Yet the book’s intoxicating atmosphere of romance and freedom – ‘a carnival of liberty’,18 as Chesterton called it – derives wholly from the financial and social insecurities attendant upon the family’s impoverishment. The novel communicates – at least until the arrival of the Cheerybles – a gloriously ardent sense of possibility and adventure; its successive episodes unfold almost without reference to each other, hired by the narrative in just the provisional spirit in which Nicholas rents his few common articles of furniture. Dickens once commented on ‘the wayward and unsettled feeling which is part (I suppose) of the tenure on which one holds an imaginative life’,19 and the remark seems particularly relevant to Nicholas Nickleby, in which vitality and instability are so interlinked: once the Nicklebys are respectably settled in their cosy Bow Street cottage, the plot’s trajectory becomes depressingly predictable, and the writing loses much of its zest.

The most sustained alternative that the book offers to the ideals of gentility and domestic harmony enshrined in the cottage is the protean world of the Crummleses’ theatre company, to which Nicholas briefly considers returning just before he runs into Charles Cheeryble. However, the profession’s low status, erratic rewards and peripatetic lifestyle dissuade him:20


How could he carry his sister from town to town, and place to place, and debar her from any other associates than those with whom he would be compelled, almost without distinction, to mingle? ‘It won’t do,’ said Nicholas shaking his head; ‘I must try something else.’



Dickens was obsessed with all things theatrical throughout his life, and in 1832 actually arranged an audition for himself with the manager of Covent Garden theatre, cancelling at the last moment on account of a heavy cold and swollen face. He claims to have attended a show of some sort – anything from pantomime to tragedy – every night for about three years during his early adulthood, and in later life became a fervently enthusiastic amateur performer. Theatrical motifs and methods permeate practically all Dickens’s fiction, but the Crummles episodes constitute one of his most direct and extended treatments of the life of professional artistes. The book is even dedicated to an actor, the tragedian William Charles Macready, to whom Dickens was introduced by Forster in June 1837 in Macready’s dressing room at Covent Garden.

Nicholas and Smike meet Crummles and sons in best picaresque fashion, at a roadside inn 12 miles short of Portsmouth, where the company has repaired ‘not for the regular season, but in the course of a wandering speculation’. Nicholas is preparing – like any number of novelistic heroes before him – to seek his fortunes at sea, but the theatre in fact provides a more thoroughgoing escape from all that is ‘regular’ than the standard journey abroad. Nicholas is not confronted as, say, Swift’s Gulliver or Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe are, by an exoticism that makes him question his own humanity. Rather, he is asked to collude in a childishly simple set of codes, which require, for instance, that the Indian Savage (Mr Folair) indicate his admiration for the Maiden (the Phenomenon), by stroking ‘his face several times with his right thumb and four fingers’ and then giving himself a series of ‘severe thumps in the chest’.

Part of Dickens’s delight in the theatre’s conventions springs from the ease with which they allow an individual to lay aside a given identity and assume another. Looking around backstage just before the Highland drama commences, Nicholas is amazed to discover everyone ‘so much changed that he scarcely knew them. False hair, false colour, false calves, false muscles – they had become different beings.’ Even Smike, presented up to this point wholly through Nicholas’s relentlessly pitying eyes, is able to slough off for a while his poor fool role and expand in unforeseen directions. While Nicholas is busy Englishing a French melodrama, Smike is required to appear on stage ‘with another gentleman as a general rebellion’. As the mysterious Mr Digby, he attracts curious attention rather than stifling compassion, and his oddities equip him perfectly for the ‘starved business’ – roles such as the Apothecary in Romeo and Juliet. ‘He is admirable,’ declares Mrs Crummles solemnly. ‘An acquisition, indeed!’

The acceptance of Smike by the troupe reflects its willingness to tolerate, indeed celebrate, all forms of eccentricity. Mr Crummles recalls how he fell in love at first sight with his gifted partner:


‘She stood upon her head on the butt-end of a spear, surrounded by blazing fire-works.’

‘You astonish me!’ said Nicholas.

‘She astonished me!’ returned Mr Crummles with a very serious countenance. ‘Such grace, coupled with such dignity! I adored her from that moment.’



The actors so enjoy the self-display performing allows them that they continually behave as if in-character even when off-stage. ‘What, ho! within there!’ booms the tragedian Mr Lenville, come to pay a social call on Nicholas and Smike. ‘Farewell, my noble, my lion-hearted boy!’ intones Crummles at Nicholas’s departure, embracing him in the highest style of melodrama, much ‘to that young gentleman’s most profound annoyance’. The actors, however, can switch from role to role without embarrassment. Angered by Nicholas’s meteoric rise to success, Lenville confronts the upstart in the style of a defiant tyrant (‘Object of my scorn and hatred! I hold ye in contempt’), but when the new leading man unimaginatively knocks him down, he at once adopts a different character, movingly yielding to his pregnant wife who threatens to sprawl, ‘a blighted corse’, at his feet: ‘The ties of nature are strong. The weak husband and the father – the father that is yet to be – relents.’


While the performers surf upon the clichés of early nineteenth-century melodrama, Nicholas – sheltering behind the pseudonym of Mr Johnson – attempts to figure his sojourn among them in slightly more noble dramatic terms, lamenting, Prince Hal-style, the time he has spent ‘fooling’ in their frivolous world. Yet, in many ways, the decision to embroil Nicholas directly in the production of populist theatre is one of the most significant moments, not only in the book, but in Dickens’s entire career: the jubilant parody of the Crummles episodes coincides with his developing awareness of how the layered interconnections of melodrama may






















A Note on the Text

Nicholas Nickleby was first published in twenty parts over a period of nineteen months, from 31 March 1838 to 30 September 1839. The last number was a double one costing twice as much (two shillings rather than one shilling), and included parts 19 and 20, the frontispiece, preface, title page and a table of contents. The full title used on the cover of each serial instalment was The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby Containing a Faithful Account of the Fortunes, Misfortunes, Uprisings, Downfallings, and Complete Career of the Nickleby Family.1

The first volume edition of the novel was published in October 1839; this corrected a few printer’s errors, but was otherwise identical with the text of the serial. Dickens revised the novel twice: for the 1848 Cheap Edition of his works – for which he wrote a new Preface; and for the 1867 Charles Dickens Edition.

The vast majority of changes Dickens made in 1848. These revisions consist mainly of cuts of some of the original’s more melodramatic flourishes. ‘“Beaten at every point!” muttered Ralph, gnawing at his fingers’ becomes, in 1848, ‘“Beaten at every point!” muttered Ralph’; ‘“Let me go!” cried Sir Mulberry, gnashing his teeth’ becomes, ‘“Let me go!” cried Sir Mulberry’. In 1839 Ralph regards Nicholas ‘with a scowl of deadly hatred’, whereas in 1848 and 1867, it is merely ‘with a scowl’. ‘“… black and blue,” urged Gride, writhing with pain’ (1839) becomes ‘“… black and blue,” urged Gride’ (1848, 1867). In addition, Dickens removed a number of intensifying adjectives (‘this heartless scheme’ (1839), ‘this scheme’ (1848, 1867); ‘insolence and the coarsest pride’ (1839), ‘insolence and pride’ (1848, 1867)) and adverbs (‘turned contemptuously away’ (1839), ‘turned away’ (1848, 1867); ‘he muttered doggedly’ (1839), ‘he muttered’ (1848, 1867)). He also regularly substituted the less explosive term ‘Heaven’ for ‘God’. Punctuation was generally tightened, and the characters’ use of Yorkshire and Cockney dialect standardized. Dickens also made explicit the identity of the laundress for whom Mr Mantalini works (see note 2, chapter 64), probably in response to letters from puzzled readers.

The 1848 Cheap Edition was hardly revised at all for the Charles Dickens Edition of 1867. Dickens’s most notable alteration here was the substitution from chapter 26 onwards of ‘Lord Frederick’ for ‘Lord Verisopht’: Dickens had obviously come to feel the lord’s satirical second name impeded the reader’s belief in the character change he undergoes. As throughout the Charles Dickens Edition, Dickens added running titles to each right-hand page, and these are reproduced in appendix 2.

The text presented here is that of the 1839 edition, which has been collated with the texts of the two later editions. All significant textual variants are listed in appendix 3. It incorporates the improved punctuation and standardized dialects of the 1848 edition, and spelling has been modernized throughout.

The divisions of the original instalments are indicated by asterisks at the close of the final chapter of each monthly part, and by Roman numerals before the title of each chapter that begins a new instalment.
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Preface to the Original Edition, 1839

It has afforded the Author great amusement and satisfaction, during the progress of this work, to learn from country friends and from a variety of ludicrous statements concerning himself in provincial newspapers, that more than one Yorkshire schoolmaster lays claim to being the original of Mr Squeers. One worthy, he has reason to believe, has actually consulted authorities learned in the law, as to his having good grounds on which to rest an action for libel; another has meditated a journey to London, for the express purpose of committing an assault and battery upon his traducer; a third perfectly remembers being waited on last January twelve-month by two gentlemen, one of whom held him in conversation while the other took his likeness; and, although Mr Squeers has but one eye, and he has two, and the published sketch does not resemble him1 (whoever he may be) in any other respect, still he and all his friends and neighbours know at once for whom it is meant, because – the character is so like him.

While the Author cannot but feel the full force of the compliment thus conveyed to him, he ventures to suggest that these contentions may arise from the fact, that Mr Squeers is the representative of a class, and not of an individual. Where imposture, ignorance, and brutal cupidity, are the stock in trade of a small body of men, and one is described by these characteristics, all his fellows will recognise something belonging to themselves, and each will have a misgiving that the portrait is his own.

To this general description, as to most others, there may be some exceptions; and although the Author neither saw nor heard of any in the course of an excursion which he made into Yorkshire, before he commenced these adventures, or before or since, it affords him much more pleasure to assume their existence than to doubt it. He has dwelt thus long upon this point, because his object in calling public attention to the system would be very imperfectly fulfilled, if he did not state now in his own person, emphatically and earnestly, that Mr Squeers and his school are faint and feeble pictures of an existing reality, purposely subdued and kept down lest they should be deemed impossible – that there are upon record trials at law2 in which damages have been sought as a poor recompense for lasting agonies and disfigurements inflicted upon children by the treatment of the master in these places, involving such offensive and foul details of neglect, cruelty, and disease, as no writer of fiction would have the boldness to imagine – and that, since he has been engaged upon these Adventures, he has received from private quarters far beyond the reach of suspicion or distrust, accounts of atrocities, in the perpetration of which upon neglected or repudiated children these schools have been the main instruments, very far exceeding any that appear in these pages.

To turn to a more pleasant subject, it may be right to say, that there are two characters in this book which are drawn from life. It is remarkable that what we call the world, which is so very credulous in what professes to be true, is most incredulous in what professes to be imaginary; and that while every day in real life it will allow in one man no blemishes, and in another no virtues, it will seldom admit a very strongly-marked character, either good or bad, in a fictitious narrative, to be within the limits of probability. For this reason, they have been very slightly and imperfectly sketched. Those who take an interest in this tale will be glad to learn that the BROTHERS CHEERYBLE live;3 that their liberal charity, their singleness of heart, their noble nature, and their unbounded benevolence, are no creations of the Author’s brain; but are prompting every day (and oftenest by stealth) some munificent and generous deed in that town of which they are the pride and honour.

It only now remains for the writer of these passages, with that feeling of regret with which we leave almost any pursuit that has for a long time occupied us and engaged our thoughts, and which is naturally augmented in such a case as this, when that pursuit has been surrounded by all that could animate and cheer him on, – it only now remains for him, before abandoning his task, to bid his readers farewell.

‘The author of a periodical performance,’ says Mackenzie,4 ‘has indeed a claim to the attention and regard of his readers, more interesting than that of any other writer. Other writers submit their sentiments to their readers, with the reserve and circumspection of him who has had time to prepare for a public appearance. He who has followed Horace’s rule, of keeping his book nine years in his study, must have withdrawn many an idea which in the warmth of composition he had conceived, and altered many an expression which in the hurry of writing he had set down. But the periodical essayist commits to his readers the feelings of the day, in the language which those feelings have prompted. As he has delivered himself with the freedom of intimacy and the cordiality of friendship, he will naturally look for the indulgence which those relations may claim; and when he bids his readers adieu, will hope, as well as feel, the regrets of an acquaintance, and the tenderness of a friend.’


With such feelings and such hopes the periodical essayist, the Author of these pages, now lays them before his readers in a completed form, flattering himself, like the writer just quoted, that on the first of next month5 they may miss his company at the accustomed time as something which used to be expected with pleasure; and think of the papers which on that day of so many past months they have read, as the correspondence of one who wished their happiness, and contributed to their amusement.







Preface to the First Cheap Edition, 1848

This story was begun within a few months after the publication of the completed Pickwick Papers. There were, then, a good many cheap Yorkshire schools in existence. There are very few now.1

Of the monstrous neglect of education in England, and the disregard of it by the State as a means of forming good or bad citizens, and miserable or happy men, this class of schools long afforded a notable example. Although any man who had proved his unfitness for any other occupation in life, was free, without examination or qualification, to open a school anywhere; although preparation for the functions he undertook, was required in the surgeon who assisted to bring a boy into the world, or might one day assist perhaps, to send him out of it, – in the chemist, the attorney, the butcher, the baker, the candle-stick maker, – the whole round of crafts and trades, the schoolmaster excepted; and although schoolmasters, as a race, were the blockheads and impostors that might naturally be expected to arise from such a state of things, and to flourish in it; these Yorkshire schoolmasters were the lowest and most rotten round in the whole ladder. Traders in the avarice, indifference, or imbecility of parents, and the helplessness of children; ignorant, sordid, brutal men, to whom few considerate persons would have entrusted the board and lodging of a horse or a dog; they formed the worthy corner-stone of a structure, which, for absurdity and a magnificent high-handed laissez-aller neglect, has rarely been exceeded in the world.

We hear sometimes of an action for damages against the unqualified medical practitioner, who has deformed a broken limb in pretending to heal it. But, what about the hundreds of thousands of minds that have been deformed for ever by the incapable pettifoggers who have pretended to form them!


I make mention of the race, as of the Yorkshire schoolmasters, in the past tense. Though it has not yet finally disappeared, it is dwindling daily. A long day’s work remains to be done about us in the way of education, Heaven knows! but great improvements and facilities towards the attainment of a good one, have been furnished, of late years, to those who can afford to pay for it.

I cannot call to mind, now, how I came to hear about Yorkshire schools when I was a not very robust child, sitting in bye-places, near Rochester Castle, with a head full of Partridge, Strap, Tom Pipes, and Sancho Panza;2 but I know that my first impressions of them were picked up at that time, and that they were, somehow or other, connected with a suppurated abscess that some boy had come home with, in consequence of his Yorkshire guide, philosopher, and friend, having ripped it open with an inky penknife.3 The impression made upon me, however made, never left me. I was always curious about them – fell, long afterwards, and at sundry times, into the way of hearing more about them – at last, having an audience, resolved to write about them.

With that intent I went down into Yorkshire before I began this book, in very severe winter-time which is pretty faithfully described herein. As I wanted to see a schoolmaster or two, and was forewarned that those gentlemen might, in their modesty, be shy of receiving a visit from the author of the Pickwick Papers, I consulted with a professional friend here, who had a Yorkshire connection, and with whom I concerted a pious fraud. He gave me some letters of introduction, in the name, I think, of my travelling companion; they bore reference to a supposititious little boy who had been left with a widowed mother who didn’t know what to do with him; the poor lady had thought, as a means of thawing the tardy compassion of her relations in his behalf, of sending him to a Yorkshire school; I was the poor lady’s friend, travelling that way; and if the recipient of the letter could inform me of a school in his neighbourhood, the writer would be very much obliged.

I went to several places in that part of the country where I understood these schools to be most plentifully sprinkled, and had no occasion to deliver a letter until I came to a certain town which shall be nameless. The person to whom it was addressed, was not at home; but he came down at night, through the snow, to the inn where I was staying. It was after dinner; and he needed little persuasion to sit down by the fire in a warm corner, and take his share of the wine that was on the table.

I am afraid he is dead now. I recollect he was a jovial, ruddy, broadfaced man; that we got acquainted directly; and that we talked on all kinds of subjects, except the school, which he showed a great anxiety to avoid. ‘Was there any large school near?’ I asked him, in reference to the letter. ‘Oh yes,’ he said; ‘there was a pratty big ’un.’ ‘Was it a good one?’ I asked. ‘Ey!’ he said, ‘it was as good as anoother; that was a’ a matther of opinion’; and fell to looking at the fire, staring round the room, and whistling a little. On my reverting to some other topic that we had been discussing, he recovered immediately; but, though I tried him again and again, I never approached the question of the school, even if he were in the middle of a laugh, without observing that his countenance fell, and that he became uncomfortable. At last, when we had passed a couple of hours or so, very agreeably, he suddenly took up his hat, and leaning over the table and looking me full in the face, said, in a low voice: ‘Weel, Misther, we’ve been vary pleasant toogather, and ar’ll spak’ my moind tiv’ee. Dinnot let the weedur send her lattle boy to yan o’ our schoolmeasthers, while there’s a harse to hoold in a’ Lunnun, or a gootther to lie asleep in. Ar wouldn’t mak’ ill words amang my neeburs, and ar speak tiv’ee quiet loike. But I’m dom’d if ar can gang to bed and not tell’ee, for weedur’s sak’, to keep the lattle boy from a’ sike scoondrels while there’s a harse to hoold in a’ Lunnun, or a gootther to lie asleep in!’ Repeating these words with great heartiness, and with a solemnity on his jolly face that made it look twice as large as before, he shook hands and went away. I never saw him afterwards, but I sometimes imagine that I descry a faint reflection of him in John Browdie.

In reference to these gentry, I may here quote a few words from the original preface to this book.

‘It has afforded the Author great amusement and satisfaction, during the progress of this work, to learn, from country friends and from a variety of ludicrous statements concerning himself in provincial newspapers, that more than one Yorkshire schoolmaster lays claim to being the original of Mr Squeers. One worthy, he has reason to believe, has actually consulted authorities learned in the law, as to his having good grounds on which to rest an action for libel; another, has meditated a journey to London, for the express purpose of committing an assault and battery on his traducer; a third, perfectly remembers being waited on, last January twelve-month, by two gentlemen, one of whom held him in conversation while the other took his likeness; and, although Mr Squeers has but one eye, and he has two, and the published sketch does not resemble him (whoever he may be) in any other respect, still he and all his friends and neighbours know at once for whom it is meant, because – the character is so like him.

‘While the Author cannot but feel the full force of the compliment thus conveyed to him, he ventures to suggest that these contentions may arise from the fact, that Mr Squeers is the representative of a class, and not of an individual. Where imposture, ignorance, and brutal cupidity, are the stock in trade of a small body of men, and one is described by these characteristics, all his fellows will recognise something belonging to themselves, and each will have a misgiving that the portrait is his own.

‘The Author’s object in calling public attention to the system would be very imperfectly fulfilled, if he did not state now, in his own person, emphatically and earnestly, that Mr Squeers and his school are faint and feeble pictures of an existing reality, purposely subdued and kept down lest they should be deemed impossible – that there are, upon record, trials at law in which damages have been sought as a poor recompense for lasting agonies and disfigurements inflicted upon children by the treatment of the master in these places, involving such offensive and foul details of neglect, cruelty, and disease, as no writer of fiction would have the boldness to imagine – and that, since he has been engaged upon these Adventures, he has received, from private quarters far beyond the reach of suspicion or distrust, accounts of atrocities, in the perpetration of which, upon neglected or repudiated children, these schools have been the main instruments, very far exceeding any that appear in these pages.’

This comprises all I need say on the subject; except that if I had seen occasion, I had resolved to reprint a few of these details of legal proceedings, from certain old newspapers.

One other quotation from the same Preface, may serve to introduce a fact that my readers may think curious.

‘To turn to a more pleasant subject, it may be right to say, that there are two characters in this book which are drawn from life. It is remarkable that what we call the world, which is so very credulous in what professes to be true, is most incredulous in what professes to be imaginary; and that, while, every day in real life, it will allow in one man no blemishes, and in another no virtues, it will seldom admit a very strongly-marked character, either good or bad, in a fictitious narrative, to be within the limits of probability. But those who take an interest in this tale, will be glad to learn that the Brothers Cheeryble live; that their liberal charity, their singleness of heart, their noble nature, and their unbounded benevolence, are no creations of the Author’s brain; but are prompting every day (and oftenest by stealth) some munificent and generous deed in that town of which they are the pride and honour.’

If I were to attempt to sum up the hundreds upon hundreds of letters, from all sorts of people in all sorts of latitudes and climates, to which this unlucky paragraph has since given rise, I should get into an arithmetical difficulty from which I could not easily extricate myself. Suffice it to say, that I believe the applications for loans, gifts, and offices of profit that I have been requested to forward to the originals of the Brothers Cheeryble (with whom I never interchanged any communication in my life), would have exhausted the combined patronage of all the Lord Chancellors4 since the accession of the House of Brunswick, and would have broken the rest of the Bank of England.5

There is only one other point, on which I would desire to offer a remark. If Nicholas be not always found to be blameless or agreeable, he is not always intended to appear so. He is a young man of an impetuous temper and of little or no experience; and I saw no reason why such a hero should be lifted out of nature.

DEVONSHIRE TERRACE, May, 1848.
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