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			CHARLES DICKENS

			BRITISH NOVELIST

			
					Born in Portsmouth in 1812.

					Died in Kent in 1870.

					Notable works:	Oliver Twist (1837-1839), novel

	A Christmas Carol (1843), novella

	David Copperfield (1849-1850), novel

	A Tale of Two Cities (1859), novel




			

			Charles Dickens is widely considered to be the most significant English novelist of the Victorian era, and stands out in particular for his vividly constructed, memorable characters. He garnered recognition during his lifetime for his 15novels and hundreds of short stories and articles, and served as editor of the weekly magazine Household Words for 20years. He also delivered lectures and campaigned for children’s rights, wider access to education and other social reforms.

			His parents were John Dickens, a clerk in the Navy Pay Office, and Elizabeth Dickens. When he was still a child, his father was forced into the Marshalsea debtors’ prison in London, and the young Charles had to leave school and work in a factory, which influenced his later writing. His novels, novellas and short stories reflect the rapid industrialisation that was taking place in Britain at this time, feature unique, three-dimensional characters from a range of social classes, and combine an exceptionally creative use of language, irony and realism. While he was admired by writers including Leo Tolstoy (Russian writer, 1828-1910), George Orwell (British author, 1903-1950) and G.K. Chesterton (British author, 1874-1936), he has been criticised by authors such as Oscar Wilde (Irish author, 1854-1900), Henry James (American writer, 1843-1916) and Virginia Woolf (British writer, 1882-1941) for his characters’ lack of psychological depth and his excessive sentimentality. Even so, few other authors can match his impact: the adjective Dickensian has even been coined to refer to events or situations that share the characteristics of his work, in particular extreme social inequality.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			GREAT EXPECTATIONS

			A CLASSIC STORY OF CLASS AND SOCIAL CLIMBING

			
					Genre: Bildungsroman

					Reference edition: Dickens, C. (1992) Great Expectations. Ware: Wordsworth.

					1st edition: the story was originally serialised in the weekly periodical All the Year Round from 1860 to 1861, and was first published as a novel in 1861

					Themes: Bildungsroman, the ideal of the gentleman, guilt

			

			Many literary critics consider Great Expectations to be Charles Dickens’ masterpiece. It charts the childhood and young adulthood of the narrator Philip Pirrip, nicknamed Pip, between 1807 (when he is six or seven years old) and 1823, although the final scene of the novel is set in 1834. Pip lives in a small village with his cruel elder sister and her husband Joe Gargery, a kind, charismatic blacksmith. He becomes consumed by a desire to improve his social position when he meets Estella, a beautiful but cold-hearted girl of around his own age, and thinks that the only way he will have a chance with her is if he becomes a gentleman. The largesse of a mysterious benefactor gives him the opportunity to move to London and begin moving in aristocratic circles, and in the course of his stay there he discovers the ins and outs of upper-class society and tries to find his place in it. Great Expectations is the second novel that Dickens wrote exclusively using a first-person narrator, and may feature some autobiographical elements: the fact that the majority of the novel is set during the 1820s links it to the author’s own childhood in the south of England, and the events it recounts are narrated with affectionate nostalgia and poignant lyricism.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			DISSATISFACTION AND AMBITION

			In one of the most dramatic scenes in Victorian literature, the orphan Pip, who lives with his sister and her husband Joe, is in the cemetery where his parents are buried when he is accosted by an escaped convict, whose name we later learn is Abel Magwitch. Pip, who is just six or seven years old at the time, is terrified by the man and his threats, and fetches food and a file from home for him. Magwitch and his accomplice are eventually captured, and Pip does his best to forget about the incident.

			One day, Pip is invited to Satis House to visit the wealthy, eccentric spinster Miss Havisham, who was left at the altar when she was younger and has seemed to be frozen in time ever since. There, he meets Miss Havisham’s adopted daughter Estella and falls madly in love with her, even though she treats him with contempt and condescension. Pip’s first visit to Satis House marks a turning point in his life: when Estella tells him that he is “common”, he becomes aware of his social status for the first time. He realises that she will never fall in love with a boy from a family of labourers, feels dissatisfied with his life in his village and hopes for a brilliant future which will make him worthy of her love.

			Pip then learns that he has a wealthy benefactor, which will give him the opportunity to become a gentleman. Although the name of his benefactor must remain a secret, he is sure that it is Miss Havisham and that her patronage will enable him to win Estella’s hand. He sets off for London, leaving behind his humble past and his beloved friend Joe Gargery.

			A GENTLEMAN IN LONDON

			Pip’s move to London marks an important transition in his life, because he leaves behind the innocence of his village and enters the corrupt capital city. Indeed, just a few chapters earlier Pip had learnt a popular song which portrayed London as a hive of treachery and deceit:

			“When I went to London town, sirs,
Too rul loo rul
Too rul loo rul
Wasn’t I done very brown, sirs?
Too rul loo rul
Too rul loo rul.” (p.92)

			As soon as he arrives in London, Pip becomes aware of the gulf between his humble background and his dreams of becoming a gentleman. He shares his rooms with Herbert Pocket, who was born into the aristocracy. The two boys quickly become firm friends, and Herbert teaches Pip everything he needs to know about the manners and behaviour of gentlemen. Thanks to his benefactor’s money, Pip lives in material comfort and rises to a good position in society.

			In spite of his good fortune, he is still somewhat nostalgic for the past he has left behind, especially his loyal friend Joe. However, when Joe comes to London to visit him, it is clear that Pip is embarrassed by him.

			AN UNEXPECTED REVELATION

			Pip’s benefactor is finally revealed, but it is not who he was expecting: it is Magwitch, the convict from the novel’s opening scene. After he was freed, Magwitch was deported to Australia, where he made his fortune. However, he was forbidden from returning to England under pain of death, which means that he is in danger now that he has come back. For his part, Pip now sees his wealth as tainted because of its source, and worries about what this means for his status as a gentleman and for Estella’s opinion of him. The critic Ross Dabney has pointed out that the discovery that Pip’s fortune comes from Magwitch is tinged with irony and sees this episode as a reflection on social class and unearned wealth, as the former convict has earned his money through honest work, unlike many of London’s inhabitants (cited in Moore, 2004).

			Pip’s view of his “expectations” changes drastically as a result of this episode, especially when a conversation with Miss Havisham enables him to work out that Magwitch is actually Estella’s father. Magwitch is then captured, Miss Havisham dies from her injuries following a fire in her own house and Estella marries Pip’s sworn enemy Bentley Drummle. After losing his fortune, Pip goes abroad to work and does not return until years later.

			A HAPPY ENDING?

			Following comments from his friend Edward Bulwer-Lytton (English novelist, poet, playwright and politician, 1803-1873), Dickens changed the ending of his novel prior to its publication. In his original version, Chapter59 does not exist, Pip returns to England to visit Joe and his childhood friend Biddy after 11years abroad (in the published version, this meeting takes place in Chapter59), and two years later he sees Estella for the last time when he runs into her by chance in Piccadilly. In the published version of the novel, Pip is reunited with Estella in the garden of Satis House: consequently, the story ends on a melancholy note, but with the implication that Pip and Estella have been brought together by their difficult experiences and will build a new life together (Hidalgo, 2009: 53). Given that Victorian novels typically ended with a spectacular wedding, Dickens’ decision to change the story’s ending was perhaps motivated by a desire to avoid disappointing his readers.

			The extent to which this ending is truly happy is open to debate. Pip and Estella have both suffered, and although Estella says that they “will continue friends apart” (p.412), she is aware that the memory of their past struggles and differences was destroyed along with the house: “I little thought […] that I should take leave of you in taking leave of this spot. I am glad to do so” (ibid.). For Pip “the remembrance of [their] last parting has been ever mournful and painful (ibid.), but at this stage he sees “no shadow of another parting from her” (ibid.). However, the Spanish critic Pilar Hidalgo has argued that the novel’s true ending comes in Chapter39, when Pip finds out where his fortune comes from, and that everything that comes after this is incidental (2009:53).

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			PIP

			Pip (real name Philip Pirrip) is the novel’s protagonist and narrator. However, the fact that he is telling his story many years later means that there is a marked difference between the voice telling the story and the person depicted in it. Pip the narrator has a maturity and perspective that Pip the protagonist often lacks, especially in the early chapters of the novel when he is just a child.

			The novel is a Bildungsroman (also known as a coming-of-age novel), which means that Pip’s transformation and development are central to the story. Pip is unfamiliar with the concept of social status and how this applies to him until he goes to Satis House for the first time and meets Estella and Miss Havisham. Once he realises that he is “common”, Pip is filled with aspirations for his future and hopes that they can be fulfilled if he becomes a gentleman. He is convinced that he will be able to achieve this dream thanks to his mysterious benefactor, until he discovers their identity. Although Pip is depicted as a fundamentally kind character, as can be seen in the way he helps the escaped convict and engineers his friend Herbert Pocket’s good fortune, his discovery that his benefactor is actually Magwitch and not the wealthy Miss Havisham causes him to question his old beliefs about social status and makes him realise how superficial his former ideals were. He also realises that he is starting to imitate the shallowness and condescension that he has always disliked in Estella.

			Pip truly becomes mature when he realises that money is meaningless if it is not achieved through hard work, and that wealth does necessarily guarantee freedom.

			JOE GARGERY

			Joe is Pip’s brother-in-law, as he is married to his sister. He is shown to be a good person who combines raw strength (thanks to his work as a blacksmith) with a gentle, emotional side. Pip describes him as follows:

			“Joe was a fair man, with curls of flaxen hair on each side of his smooth face, and with eyes of such a very undecided blue that they seemed to have somehow got mixed with their own whites. He was a mild, good-natured, sweet-tempered, easy-going, foolish, dear fellow – a Hercules in strength, and also in weakness” (p.8).

			As well as being a member of Pip’s family, Joe is also his friend and a source of unconditional support and love throughout the novel. He provides a counterpoint to Pip and his ambitions, as he is not driven by his passions or vain hopes, and acknowledges and accepts his position in the world. However, he has his weaknesses: he has no formal education, his manners are unpolished and, worst of all, he failed to protect Pip from his sister’s abuse during his childhood.

			MRS JOE GARGERY

			We never find out the first name of Pip’s sister, who is 20years older than him. She is constantly verbally and physically abusive to Pip, who feels so distant from
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