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CHARLES DICKENS was born at Portsmouth on 7 February 1812, the second of eight children. Dickens’s childhood experiences were similar to some extent to those depicted in David Copperfield. His father, who was a government clerk, was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was sent to work at the age of twelve. The memories of this period were to haunt him until his death. He taught himself shorthand and became a reporter of parliamentary debates for the Morning Chronicle. He began to publish sketches in various periodicals, which were subsequently republished as Sketches by Boz. The Pickwick Papers was published in 1836–7 and after a slow start became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication, which Dickens used for all his novels. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838–9) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4) did not repeat its predecessors’ success but this was quickly redressed by the huge popularity of the Christmas Books, of which the first, A Christmas Carol, appeared in 1843. Dombey and Son (1846–8) and David Copperfield (1849–50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In this later work Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. Bleak House, published in 1852–3, was followed by Hard Times (1854), Little Dorrit (1855–7), A Tale of Two Cities (1859), Great Expectations (1860–61) and Our Mutual Friend (1864–5). His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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CHARLES DICKENS

A NOTE BY ANGUS CALDER

CHARLES DICKENS was born at Portsmouth on 7 February 1812. He was the second of the eight children of John Dickens, a clerk in the Naval Pay Office, whose mother had been in service to Lord Crewe. Although John Dickens was hard-working, he was rarely able to live within his income, and this brought a series of crises upon his family, which lived under the shadow of menacing social insecurity.

John Dickens’s work took him from place to place, so that Charles spent his early childhood in Portsmouth, London, and Chatham. He was happiest at Chatham, where he attended a school run by a young Baptist minister, who recognized his abilities and paid him special attention. In 1823 the family moved to London, faced with financial disaster, and, to help out, a relative of Mrs Dickens offered Charles work in a blacking business which he managed. Two days before his twelfth birthday the boy began work at a factory at Hungerford Stairs, labelling bottles for six shillings a week.

Shortly before this, John Dickens had been arrested for debt, and soon the whole family, except for Charles, who was found lodgings, joined him in the Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison. The double blow – his menial job and the family shame – gave Charles a shock which transformed him. In later years he told only his wife and his closest friend, John Forster, of these experiences, which haunted him till his death.

After three months in prison, John Dickens was released by process of having himself declared an Insolvent Debtor, but it was not until weeks later that he withdrew Charles from work and sent him to school, where he did well. At fifteen, Charles began work in the office of a firm of Gray’s Inn attorneys. Sensing a vocation elsewhere, he taught himself shorthand, and eighteen months later began to work as a freelance reporter in the court of Doctors’ Commons.

In 1829 or 1830 he fell passionately in love with Maria Beadnell, the daughter of a banker. Their affair staggered fruitlessly on until the summer of 1833. Meanwhile, he began to report parliamentary debates, and won himself a high reputation for speed and accuracy. His first Sketches by Βoz appeared in magazines soon after he was twenty-one. In 1834 he joined the reporting staff of the Morning Chronicle. A well-received volume of his Sketches appeared on his twenty-fourth birthday.

His growing reputation secured him a commission from the publishers, Chapman and Hall, to provide the text to appear in monthly instalments beside sporting plates by a popular artist, Seymour. He ‘thought of Mr Pickwick’. Two days after the first number appeared he married Catherine Hogarth, the daughter of a fellow-journalist, on the prospect. Although early sales were disappointing, Pickwick Papers (1836–7) soon became a publishing phenomenon, and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret was the method of cheap serial publication, which Dickens used for all his subsequent novels (some, however, being serialized in weekly magazines edited by himself), and which was copied by other writers.

While Pickwick was still running, Dickens began Oliver Twist (1837). Nicholas Nickleby (1838–9) provided him with a third success, and sales of The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41) reached 100,000. After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841), Dickens set off with his wife for the United States. He went full of enthusiasm for the young republic, but returned heartily disillusioned, in spite of a triumphant reception. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842).

His first setback came when Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4) did not repeat the extraordinary success of its predecessors, though he promptly inaugurated his triumphant series of Christmas Books with A Christmas Carol (1843). He now travelled abroad, first to Italy (1844–5) and then to Switzerland and Paris (1846). During a brief interlude in England he projected, not another novel, but a paper, the Daily News. This first appeared in January 1846, but Dickens resigned after only seventeen days as editor.

His next novel, Dombey and Son (1846–8), was more wholly serious and more carefully planned than his early work. In David Copperfield (1849–50), he explored his own childhood and youth, thinly disguised In the 1850s he increased his already intense interest in public affairs. He founded Household Words, a weekly magazine which combined entertainment with social purpose; it was succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round, which sold as many as 300,000 copies. Bleak House (1852–3) and Hard Times (1854) have strong social themes, and Little Dorrit (1855–7) continues Dickens’s bitter public denunciation of the whole framework of government and administration which had mismanaged the Crimean War.

In 1858 he separated from his wife. Although Kate, a shadowy, slow person, had given him ten children, she had never suited his exuberant temperament very well. He befriended a young actress, Ellen Ternan, who may have become his mistress. He was now living mainly in Kent, at Gad’s Hill, near his boyhood home of Chatham. A Tale of Two Cities (1859), Great Expectations (1860–61), and Our Mutual Friend (1864–5) completed his life’s main work of fourteen major novels. By the mid 1860s his health was failing, partly under the strain of his successful but exhausting public readings from his own work, which had begun in 1858. An immensely profitable but physically shattering series of readings in America (1867–8) speeded his decline, and he collapsed during a ‘farewell’ series in England. His last novel, Edwin Drood (1870), was never completed; he suffered a stroke after a full day’s work at Gad’s Hill on 8 June 1870 and died the following day. Lamentation was demonstrative and universal, and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.

Dickens’s extreme energy was not exhausted by his unique success as a novelist. His weekly journalism made heavy demands on his time after 1850, and he constantly turned to the stage, first in many amateur theatricals, given privately or for charity, where he produced and took leading roles with great brilliance, and, later, in his public readings. His concern with social reform in his novels and journalism was matched by an active personal interest in several charitable projects.

Furthermore, as Lionel Trilling puts it, ‘the mere record of his conviviality is exhausting’. His typical relaxation was a long walk at great speed, and he was dedicated to any and every sort of game or jollification. In the early days of his success, observers were sometimes displeased by his flamboyant dress and a hint of vulgarity in his manners, but he had powerful, magnetizing eyes and overwhelming charm. Beneath his high spirits, friends could detect a permanent emotional insecurity and restlessness, which flavours the tragi-comic world of his novels.

Two biographies stand out among many: John Forster’s Life (1872–4, many times reprinted); and Edgar Johnson’s Charles Dickens, His Tragedy and Triumph (London: Gollancz, 1953), which embodies material neglected or suppressed by Forster. Readers interested in Dickens’s methods as a novelist will be enlightened by John Butt’s and Kathleen Tillotson’s Dickens at Work (London: Methuen, 1957). There are innumerable specialized studies of his work, life and views. A magazine exclusively devoted to the subject, The Dickensian, is published three times a year by the Dickens Fellowship.


INTRODUCTION

LIKE an unfamiliar side dish ignored by diners intent on sirloin steak, Dickens’s short fiction, apart from his Christmas Books, has often been overlooked.1 Those who do turn their attention to it frequently find it baffling. Many of the assorted stories and sketches which Dickens produced throughout his career defy conventional categorization and now lie buried in remote corners of his collected works. The preternatural occurrences in tales like ‘The Signalman’, the impressionistic fusion of sensations in sketches like ‘The Calais Night-Mail’, and remarkable monologues like those in Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings and Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy are seldom remembered in discussions of similar, although often less striking, elements in Dickens’s novels. With the single exception of A Christmas Carol, the samples of Dickens’s seemingly minor work which the modern reader most often encounters – the pieces collected in Sketches by Boz and the tales introduced into Pickwick Papers – are amongst his earliest compositions, and inevitably reflect the occasionally unsteady hand of the developing artist. Consequently, faced with the infinite variety of Dickens’s better known writings from Pickwick Papers to The Mystery of Edwin Drood, few people have explored these unfamiliar pieces in any depth. Sylvère Monod’s passing comment that ‘his shorter stories… however intrinsically interesting, seemed to me to belong to another literary genre [than his novels] and to deserve a separate study’2 is a rare tribute to the value of Dickens’s short fiction in its own right. Nevertheless, this material is sometimes very lively, and evidently occupied an important place in Dickens’s thoughts.

According to Percy Fitzgerald, one of his young associates, Dickens ‘always seemed to hanker after the short story’.3 As Dickens learned relatively early, however, his public did not share this inclination. Master Humphrey’s Clock, a journal, like Goldsmith’s Bee, containing a miscellaneous assortment of short pieces, suffered a marked drop in sales, so he transformed one tale into a full-length novel (The Old Curiosity Shop) and thereafter confined his writing to novels, except on special occasions. The most special of such occasions was Christmas, which presented Dickens with the opportunity to indulge once again in literature like the fairy tales he had enjoyed in childhood. His close friend and biographer John Forster observed about Dickens’s Christmas Books: ‘No one was more intensely fond than Dickens of old nursery tales, and he had a secret delight in feeling that he was here only giving them a higher form.’ Moreover, the five Christmas Books which Dickens produced in the 1840s were by no means his only outlet for short fiction. In 1850, he inaugurated Household Words, a weekly periodical succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round, which he edited until his death in 1870; they provided him with an excuse not only for additional Christmas pieces but also for less seasonal subjects, like the workings of memory and the manifestations of the macabre, which emerge in many of his novels in less concentrated form. In some cases, as Harry Stone has perceptively argued, they gave him a chance to experiment with techniques of rendering the operation of the mind – at times verging upon stream-of-consciousness narration – which he felt his readers would not accept in novels.4 Lack of inhibition is often dangerous, and some of Dickens’s short creations might be gladly wished away, but others show a literary master brilliantly indulging in the very essence of his art.

The sketch entitled ‘A Christmas Tree’, for example, explicitly reveals this sense of liberation. Above all, as the narrator declares, Christmas is the time for an imaginative vacation:

And I do come home at Christmas. We all do, or we all should. We all come home, or ought to come home, for a short holiday – the longer, the better – from the great boarding-school, where we are for ever working at our arithmetical slates, to take, and give a rest. As to going a visiting, where can we not go, if we will; where have we not been, when we would; starting our fancy from our Christmas Tree!

The ‘fancy’ which starts ‘from our Christmas Tree’ flies rapidly ‘Away into the winter prospect’ and into the realm of ‘Winter Stories – Ghost Stories, or more shame for us – round the Christmas fire’. It flows in and out of narrative personae. The unspecified first-person singular speaker of the initial portion of the sketch becomes a nervous observer of ghosts: ‘We are a middle-aged nobleman, and we make a generous supper with our host and hostess and their guests’; ‘we always travel with pistols’; ‘we are dead now’. The symbolic homecoming ‘from the great boarding-school, where we are for ever working at our arithmetical slates’ follows a fusion of recollections of toys and tales ‘upon the branches of the Christmas Tree of our own young Christmas days’, and the supernatural ‘going a visiting’ ultimately fades into seasonal emotion with an allusion to the birth in Bethlehem for which the holiday is named: ‘In every cheerful image and suggestion that the season brings, may the bright star that rested above the poor roof, be the star of all the Christian world!’ The motivation, the ingredients, the vitality, and the difficulties of Dickens’s short fiction are here in embryo.

The key word in this context is ‘fancy’ – the vague but vital quality which triumphs over utilitarian practicality in Dickens’s novel Hard Times. The term appears repeatedly in his writing, not as a clearly defined critical concept as in Wordsworth and Coleridge but rather as an infallible panacea for a debilitating overdose of fact. Fancy, for Dickens, was roughly synonymous with imagination. However, the meanings which he attached to this protean word range, among a host of others, from temporarily escaping the workaday world to softening it with feeling, or transforming it into something strange and new through the power of a contemplative, creative eye. As Dickens himself willingly acknowledged, fancy is fundamental to his concept of literature, and it appears in one or more of these senses in his work of any length. As he explained in one of his rare defences of his art:

It does not seem to me to be enough to say of any description that it is the exact truth. The exact truth must be there; but the merit or art in the narrator, is the manner of stating the truth. As to which thing in literature, it always seems to me that there is a world to be done. And in these times, when the tendency is to be frightfully literal and catalogue-like – to make the thing, in short, a sort of sum in reduction that any miserable creature can do in that way – I have an idea (really founded on the love of what I profess), that the very holding of popular literature through a kind of popular dark age, may depend on such fanciful treatment.

Significantly, this credo is quoted in Forster’s Life of Charles Dickens in the context of what the discerning but staid biographer called Dickens’s tendency to ‘let himself loose’ in passages of ‘mere description’ and in shorter and thus to Forster less important works. Dickens himself seems to have valued his short fiction precisely because it gave opportunities to express fancy in concentration.

Not all of the results, at least to modern palates, are felicitous. A few of Dickens’s short pieces contain an even higher proportion of pathos than his description of the demise of the unfortunate Little Nell. In other short pieces, however, Dickens’s penetration of the secrets of the human psyche far surpasses anything in his longer work.

The creative exuberance which led him to experiment so freely and so diversely poses special problems for an editor; the pieces included here by no means exhaust the subject of Dickens’s short fiction. If a reader’s appetite should become sufficiently whetted to evoke Oliver Twist’s anxious question, he can rest contented that there is certainly ‘more’. I have limited my choice to three general types so that readers may readily examine Dickens’s recurring concerns and relate these concerns to elements in his novels. Nonetheless, this selection demonstrates in varying ways the essential characteristics of all Dickens’s writing – his unsurpassed gift of comedy, his deepening awareness of human tragedy, and his belief, often emphasized in pieces associated with Christmas, in the value of human compassion.

Just as compassionate and non-compassionate impulses sometimes defy rational description, so Dickens’s short fiction often resists ordinary labels. Edgar Allan Poe’s celebrated dictum that in a well-constructed tale ‘there should be no word written, of which the tendency, direct or indirect, is not to the one pre-established design’ (Graham’s Magazine, May 1842) is seldom an adequate explanation of these brief excursions of a novelist whose ‘outstanding, unmistakable mark’, according to George Orwell, ‘is the unnecessary detail’.5 In many cases, as ‘A Christmas Tree’ demonstrates, even the seemingly simple distinction between realistic reporting and fanciful creation becomes an extremely complex issue. Consequently, I have used the term ‘short fiction’ rather than ‘short story’ with its connotations, many derived from Poe, of rigidly plotted tightness and compression.

The headings – ‘Tales of the Supernatural’, ‘Impressionistic Sketches’, and ‘Dramatic Monologues’ – of the three categories are arbitrary ones, chosen solely to facilitate discussion. The categories themselves are likewise arbitrary and imprecise, but provide a useful perspective on an astonishingly variable scene.

The ‘Tales of the Supernatural’, which form the first category, openly encourage astonishment. For Dickens, as for numerous other writers in the Gothic tradition, tales could legitimately transcend the limits of ordinary physical reality. As an individual, Dickens had little patience with spiritualists or ‘rappers’ like his one-time friend William Howitt,6 but, as a writer and an editor, he spared no pains upon occasion to produce the right involuntary shiver. Forster noted that ‘Among his good things should not be omitted his telling of a ghost story’, and Dickens himself exclaimed in a letter in 1851 to Mrs Gaskell, a contributor to Household Words and All the Year Round whom he admired for her talented writing of similar tales: ‘Ghost-stories, illustrating particular states of mind and processes of the imagination, are common-property,] always think – except in the manner of relating them, and O who can rob some people of that!’ Dickens’s literary admiration in this realm of the ordinarily inexplicable was not confined to the subject of ghosts. When the noted illustrator and fanatic teetotaller George Cruikshank altered the story of ‘Hοp o’ My Thumb’ to show the evils of inebriation, Dickens exploded in outrage. ‘Fairy-tales’, he declared in an article called ‘Frauds on the Fairies’, are ‘nurseries of fancy’ and ‘In a utilitarian age, of all other times, it is a matter of grave importance that Fairy tales should be respected’ (Household Words, 1 October 1853). In view of the importance of such preternatural tales in Dickens’s thinking, his own experiments warrant particular attention.

The demonic aura of Fagin in Oliver Twist and the fairy-tale illusions of Pip in Great Expectations are only two of the extra-natural metaphors and motifs which proliferate in all of Dickens’s work. With the exception of the Christmas Books, however, he had little opportunity to focus on such features save in a few short pieces like those included here. The narrator of ‘A Christmas Tree’ noted that ghost stories are particularly appropriate ‘round the Christmas fire’; ‘The Story of the Goblins who stole a Sexton’, at the height of the Christmas celebration at Dingley Dell in the very centre of Pickwick Papers, emerges from just such a setting. Like the Christmas Books which it anticipates, this story of Gabriel Grub’s metamorphosis from hate to love of mankind, achieved through supernatural means, is a form of fairy tale;7 as in the Christmas Books, the potential terror of the supernatural agents is intentionally undercut by Dickens’s humour. ‘The Baron of Grogzwig’, from the sixth chapter of Nickolas Nicklely, follows a similar pattern, although here, perhaps prophetically in view of Dickens’s own later domestic difficulties, the note of humour seems slightly strained. In ‘To Be Read at Dusk’ and the more skilful and mature ‘Signalman’, on the contrary, the chilling sensation on a reader’s spine is all important; events move imperceptibly and disturbingly from the ordinary to the extraordinary world. ‘A Confession Found in a Prison in the Time of Charles the Second’, written by Dickens for his abortive Master Humphrey’s Clock, introduces no supernatural agents. Nevertheless, as in some of the sensational tales in Pickwick Papers, its grimly implausible details seem designed to evoke the sensation of the ‘uncanny’ which Freud derives from ‘a conflict of judgement whether things which have been “surmounted” and are regarded as incredible are not, after all, possible’.8 Of all of Dickens’s short fiction, such tales of terror come closest to the genre which Poe made famous; indeed in a review of an American edition of Master Humphrey’s Clock, Poe described ‘A Confession Found in a Prison in the Time of Charles the Second’ as ‘a paper of remarkable power’ (Graham’s Magazine, May 1841). The common denominator of these five tales is a temporary, in Dickens’s terminology ‘fanciful’, flight from the ordinary, humdrum events of life. Admittedly, ‘The Story of the Goblins who stole a Sexton’ and, to an even greater degree, ‘The Baron of Grogzwig’ are inferior to A Christmas Carol, and, of the three designedly terrifying tales, perhaps only ‘The Signalman’ ranks with the masterpieces in this vein by writers such as Poe, LeFanu, and Lovecraft. Viewed as individual compositions, the significance of these tales by Dickens may be easily overlooked. Viewed as a group, as recurring exercises in an obviously escapist vein which Dickens particularly valued, and as concentrated manifestations of strains which run throughout his novels, they should not be casually dismissed.

Fancies prompted by Christmas trees, or other suitable stimuli, are by no means confined to ‘Winter Stories’, and a large number of Dickens’s best short pieces, like ‘A Christmas Tree’ itself, simply capture a perceptive first-person observer’s responses to and thoughts about his own immediate situation. Like the eighteenth-century descriptive essays from which they stem, these writings sometimes seem to be neither fiction nor non-fiction; Steele himself felt it necessary to note in the Tatler (no. 172) his ‘libertine manner of writing by way of essay’. No editor could exclude such pieces, some of which are brilliantly imaginative; that would be the kind of Podsnappish gesture which Dickens himself would have ridiculed. Extended descriptions in Dickens’s novels such as that of the fog at the beginning of Bleak House are fantastically heightened versions of the literal settings which lie behind them, and the same transforming power flowed readily into Dickens’s sketches. Mario Praz has suggested that for Dickens ‘the road which presented itself most naturally… was that of the essay on things observed’, although, in Praz’s words, the kind of observation which such pieces contain is far from simply factual –’I said “things observed”: but things observed through a peculiar distorting lens, fantastically distorted… Dickens’s world is akin to that of Doré, of Hugo, of Breughel, and of the gargoyles on Gothic cathedrals.’9 More recently, J. Hillis Miller has argued that any reading of the seemingly journalistic reportings in Sketches by Βοz inevitably hovers between the view of them as figurative and the view of them as realistic representation:

What had seemed ‘realistic’ comes to be seen as figurative, and the radically fictive quality of the Sketches as a whole comes into the open. Back and forth between these two interpretations the reader oscillates. Neither takes precedence over the other, but the meaning of the text is generated by the mirage of alternation between them.10

In essence, the Sketches are not an imitation but an interpretation of the familiar world. These Sketches and the even more sophisticated versions which Dickens contributed later to Household Words and All the Year Round offer an incomparable laboratory in which to explore the boundaries of fiction, and the best products of Dickens’s own experiments in this laboratory are too valuable to ignore. The selections included here under the heading ‘Impressionistic Sketches’ are fictive in the sense that their primary purpose is not an objective description of particular scenes but a recreation of these scenes through the eyes of an observant and thoughtful bystander. Like Monet’s paintings of Rouen cathedral, they take their nature from the particular moment and particular mood in which they have been seen.

In the extracts from Sketches by Boz, for example, we see everyday events and people as this bystander sees them; we perceive their entertaining and striking qualities only as they have already been perceived. It is no accident that we occasionally spot this figure in the actual process of creating pictures. In ‘Seven Dials’, he pauses to put together the elements of a grim ‘still life’:

Brokers’ shops, which would seem to have been established by humane individuals, as refuges for destitute bugs, interspersed with announcements of day-schools, penny theatres, petition-writers, mangles, and music for balls or routs, complete the ‘still life’ of the subject; and dirty men, filthy women, squalid children, fluttering shuttlecocks, noisy battledores, reeking pipes, bad fruit, more than doubtful oysters, attenuated cats, depressed dogs, and anatomical fowls, are its cheerful accompaniments.

Dickens’s style of description is down-to-earth but purposefully distorted. The speaker’s vision is rooted in the noise, dirt, and odour of a London slum, but, as he gazes, the scene becomes more than a verbal photograph of urban decay. As in Dickens’s mature treatments of London and its inhabitants, human beings are reduced to the level of things, while non-human things assume lives of their own.11 ‘Squalid children’ fall into the same category as ‘fluttering shuttlecocks’; ‘dirty men’ exist on the same level as ‘reeking pipes’. Insects become as ‘destitute’ as the neighbourhood which they infest and seek refuge in secondhand stores. ‘More than doubtful’ oysters may not only give pause to a prospective purchaser but also wonder themselves how they came to be in such a place. ‘Anatomical fowls’ appear ready to give up their existence and lay themselves out to be dissected. Dickens’s intention in this passage is largely playful – perhaps too playful, as his heavy-handed use of the word ‘cheerful’ suggests–and the picture thus created is an elementary illustration of the letting ‘loose’ at times of ‘mere description’ about which Forster complained. In later sketches such as ‘The Calais Night-Mail’, this imaginative heightening through verbal play becomes strikingly more polished.

Throughout these pieces, the point of view of the thoughtful observer is used. Sometimes, as in ‘The Election for Beadle’ from Sketches by Boz, his tone bears traces of condescension; more often, especially in later pieces, it is wryly sympathetic and nostalgic. In Sketches by Boz (the title of a collection of short writings first published between 1833 and 1836) the persona of Boz appears fortuitous, and a reader is given relatively little information about this personage himself. Nonetheless, Dickens evidently found the stance of the idly speculative bystander congenial. He returned to it in the 1850s when his editorship of Household Words gave him an opportunity for further pieces in this vein, and the unspecified narrator of sketches from Household Words like ‘Lying Awake’, ‘Our School’, and ‘A Flight’ is unmistakably an older and more experienced Boz. Still later, in the figure of the Uncommercial Traveller in All the Year Round, Dickens initiated another series of sketches narrated by an even more polished version of this now familiar voice: ‘Figuratively speaking, I travel for the great house of Human Interest Brothers, and have rather a large connection in the fancy goods way. Literally speaking, I am always wandering here and there…’ This wandering, observant narrator, of course, bears a close affinity to Dickens himself who was an energetic explorer of familiar and unfamiliar sights. Many of these ‘Impressionistic Sketches’ contain fragments of autobiography; some of them, such as ‘Dullborough Town’ and ‘Nurse’s Stories’ are often used as sources of information about Dickens’s happy years in Chatham before his family moved to London, where financial improvidence brought his father temporarily to a debtor’s prison, forced Dickens at the age of twelve to work for a few indelibly unhappy months in a blacking warehouse, and terminated for ever his childhood sense of security and freedom from care. However, there are obvious hazards in uncritically reading such pieces as mere confessions – Dickens came to Chatham at the age of five while the Uncommercial Traveller describes Dullborough Town as the location of ‘scenes among which my earliest days were passed’ –and available evidence indicates that Dickens manipulated material from his own life to strengthen the voice of his narrator.

The piece entitled ‘Our School’ illustrates this point. Just as Elia’s apparent recollections in ‘Christ’s Hospital Five-and-Thirty Years Ago’ fuse Lamb’s own memories with those of his friend Coleridge, so the picture in ‘Our School’ is not a completely accurate representation of its author’s past. Forster observes that much of ‘Our School’ is modelled upon Dickens’s own experience at Wellington House Academy, but he also remarks that Dickens did not attain the academic distinctions which the narrator of this sketch attributes to himself. In addition, the narrator contrasts ‘Our School’ with his earlier ‘Preparatory Day-School’, talks about friends who boarded at ‘Our School’, avoids any mention of his own living arrangements, and thus suggests that he too was a boarder, although Dickens explained to Forster that he had been a day student at Wellington House Academy. These subtle differences between Dickens’s own experience and the experience which he portrays appear to show that his intention was to depict a thoughtful personality remembering a typical experience. The background of the piece is that of a normal, perfectly adjusted schoolboy; there is no suggestion that this schoolboy, like Dickens himself, might recently have escaped from a psychologically harrowing occupation or that his father, just out of prison, could barely afford his education. Part of this contrast undoubtedly stems from Dickens’s lifelong reluctance to discuss his early misery in the blacking warehouse, but, two years earlier, he had fictionalized that very episode in David Copperfield. The reason behind his portrayal of such a natural childhood in this sketch seems to be literary strategy more than personal compulsion. The narrator’s nostalgia is that of any adult remembering happy days, and he includes details of his bygone academic achievements and his apparent lack of family complications to make the sketch more convincing.

Thus Dickens’s goal in such pieces is not accurate documentation but the achievement of particular effects, and, like ‘A Christmas Tree’, some of the resulting sketches openly declare their freedom from the confines of literality. Boz begins ‘A Visit to Newgate’ with the assurance ‘that we do not intend to fatigue the reader with any statistical accounts of the prison’, and, in ‘City of London Churches’, the Uncommercial Traveller specifically disavows any antiquarian concern with facts for their own sake:

I never wanted to know the names of the churches to which I went, and to this hour I am profoundly ignorant in that particular of at least nine-tenths of them… No question did I ever ask of living creature concerning these churches, and no answer to any antiquarian question on the subject that I ever put to books, shall harass the reader’s soul. A full half of my pleasure in them arose out of their mystery; mysterious I found them; mysterious they shall remain for me.

Again and again in these pieces, the first-person speaker speculates upon places and their inhabitants – discerning amusement in unpromising material, transforming commonplace events into something notable and strange.

As the title of one piece, ‘Meditations in Monmouth-Street’, suggests, the narrator sometimes allows us to follow the progress of his thinking and occasionally captures the very moment when this thinking bursts the confines of actuality:

We have gone on speculating in this way, until whole rows of coats have started from their pegs, and buttoned up, of their own accord, round the waists of imaginary wearers; lines of trousers have jumped down to meet them; waistcoats have almost burst with anxiety to put themselves on; and half an acre of shoes have suddenly found feet to fit them, and gone stumping down the street…

Dickens’s fascination with interior mental processes emerges strikingly in the short writings. The extended description of the thoughts of the criminal ‘spending his last night on earth’ which enters Boz’s mind in ‘A Visit to Newgate’ anticipates the macabre vignettes in ‘Lying Awake’, a description moving, in its insomniac narrator’s words, by ‘association of ideas’ through a ‘train of thoughts as I lay awake’. In this remarkable piece, as Harry Stone has pointed out,12 Dickens experiments with techniques similar to those of the modern interior monologue; his experiments become even more daring as the Uncommercial Traveller fuses fragments of a popular song with his recollections of boyhood reading and his current reactions to a rough crossing of the English Channel in ‘The Calais Night-Mail’:

What may be the speciality of these waves as they come rushing on, I cannot desert the pressing demands made upon me by the gems she wore, to inquire, but they are charged with something about Robinson Crusoe, and I think it was in Yarmouth Roads that he first went a seafaring and was near foundering (what a terrific sound that word had for me when I was a boy!) in his first gale of wind. Still, through all this, I must ask her (who was she I wonder!) for the fiftieth time, and without ever stopping. Does she not fear to stray, So lone and lovely through this bleak way, And are Erin’s sons so good or so cold, As not to be tempted by more fellow-creatures at the paddle-box or gold? Sir Knight I feel not the least alarm, No son of Erin will offer me harm, For though they love fellow-creature with umbrella down again and golden store, Sir Knight they what a tremendous one love honour and virtue more: For though they love Stewards with a bull’s eye bright, they’ll trouble you for your ticket, sir – rough passage to-night!

The subject of such pieces is not only the impressions of their narrator but the twists and turnings of his mind as these impressions are formed.

Moreover, Dickens’s experiments with first-person narrative as a tool for revealing mental processes were by no means confined to his impressionistic sketches, and the virtuoso pieces grouped under the heading of ‘Dramatic Monologues’ contain some of his most fascinating explorations of the inner sources of human nature. Dickens’s skill at creating characters is proverbial; some, like Scrooge, have made their way into the dictionary. As readers have noted with some dismay, however, the outstanding characters in Dickens’s novels often seem to dwarf their surroundings. Virginia Woolf’s acid comment that ‘Dickens made his books blaze up, not by tightening the plot or sharpening the wit, but by throwing another handful of people upon the fire’13 contains some truth. G. K. Chesterton observed more charitably, ‘the units of Dickens, the primary elements, are not the stories, but the characters who affect the stories – or, more often still, the characters who do not affect the stories’.14 Chesterton’s remark is overstated; individuals as diverse as Pip in Great Expectations and Pecksniff in Martin Chuzzlewit have a strong effect on the plots of the novels in which they appear. Nevertheless, it is difficult to deny the fundamental role of characterization in Dickens’s art, and many of the people whom Dickens creates possess astonishing vocal powers. Characters like Mrs Gamp in Martin Ckuzzlewit and Flora Finching in Little Dorrit exist largely in terms of what they say. Curiously enough, Flora and Mrs Gamp often seem to talk not to their ostensible listeners but to themselves, and their absorption in their own words appears, in less extreme form, in other figures in Dickens’s novels. George H. Ford has commented, in a discussion of David Copperfield, ‘There are times when Dickens’s characters do not seem to be talking to each other but at each other, like people at parties in America, especially at crowded cocktail parties, where conversation is made up of a cacophony of non-intersecting soliloquies, each speaker isolated and alone.’15 In the monologues which comprise the third major category of Dickens’s short fiction, this sense of isolated soliloquy is intensified. Plot recedes into the background, other characters disappear into the wings, leaving a solitary obsessive conversationalist of the type contained in Dickens’s novels.

In marked contrast to the observant personality who presides over the impressionistic sketches, narrators like Doctor Marigold and the ‘blighted public character’ of ‘His Brown-Paper Parcel’ are unique individuals. Unlike the first-person speakers in uncanny pieces such as ‘The Signalman’ and ‘A Confession Found in a Prison in the Time of Charles the Second’, these narrators are not simply vehicles for revealing some abnormal or unnatural event. Rather, they are preoccupied with bringing their distinctive existences into general view. Mrs Lirriper, the widowed keeper of a London boarding house, introduces herself in her second monologue in a passage that briefly rivals the free associations of Joyce’s Molly Bloom:

Being here before your eyes my dear in my own easy-chair in my own quiet room in my own Lodging House Number Eighty-one Norfolk-street Strand London situated midway between the City and St James’s – if anything is where it used to be with these hotels calling themselves Limited but called Unlimited by Major Jackman rising up everywhere and rising up into flagstaffs where they can’t go any higher, but my mind of those monsters is give me a landlord’s or landlady’s wholesome face when I come off a journey and not a brass plate with an electrified number clicking out of it which it’s not in nature can be glad to see me and to which I don’t want to be hoisted like molasses at the Docks and left there telegraphing for help with the most ingenious instruments but quite in vain – being here my dear I have no call to mention that I am still in the Lodgings as a business hoping to die in the same and if agreeable to the clergy partly read over at Saint Clement’s Danes and concluded in Hatfield churchyard when lying once again by my poor Lirriper ashes to ashes and dust to dust

Whether their words flow glibly like Doctor Marigold’s or stumble hesitantly like George Silverman’s, their utterances reveal the texture of their minds. We see not only the daily events of their lives, but also their unconscious foibles and faults. The affectations and self-interestedness of the incomparable waiter in Somebody’s Luggage are minor weaknesses, but those of his irrepressible younger counterpart in the railroad refreshment room at Mugby Junction verge upon juvenile delinquency. The Boy at Mugby thoroughly enjoys preying upon society, and he revels in his chosen occupation as ‘a most highly delicious lark’. He depicts his exploits with such gusto, nevertheless, that it is impossible to deny him the kind of sympathy which Dickens himself must have felt when he signed a letter to his friend Thomas Beard ‘The Boy (at Mugby)’. In such pieces, Dickens approaches the problem of conflicting evaluations of a speaker’s words explored by his contemporary Robert Browning in some of his best poems, and he encourages ‘the tension between sympathy and moral judgement’ which Robert Langbaum has described as the hallmark of the dramatic monologue.16 like a comic version of the duke in Browning’s ‘My Last Duchess’, the Boy at Mugby possesses, in Langbaum’s terms, a ‘hard core of character fiercely loyal to itself’;17 he displays his outrageous attitude with such unfaltering confidence that a reader hesitates to condemn him as he deserves. Other narrators of these monologues by Dickens are not so zestfully reprehensible. Mrs Lirriper’s wandering thoughts, minor jealousies, and uneducated errors are a far cry from the Boy’s high-spirited determination to ‘Keep the Public Down’. Whatever response Dickens’s speakers ultimately elicit, however, their words reveal their own fanciful and idiosyncratic perspective on their audience’s everyday world.

These extraordinary monologues are often bypassed in critical examinations of Dickens because of the unusual circumstances under which most of them were written. Except for ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’, all the ones included in this selection appeared in the extra Christmas numbers of All the Year Round. These special publications, which Dickens began with Household Words, were initially simple affairs; the number for 1850, in which ‘A Christmas Tree’ appeared, is merely a regular issue whose contents deal with the subject of Christmas. Subsequently, however, the Christmas number became a separate and increasingly elaborate publication, and Dickens gradually hit upon a scheme, which Scheherazade might well have envied, for enclosing contributions by other authors within his own words. His procedure was to outline a principal narrative which formed usually, but not always, the first and last chapters of the Christmas number; this framing narrative gave some excuse for interpolated pieces from other contributors and occasionally from Dickens himself. By 1862, this basic format had become well established, and Somebody’s Luggage, the Christmas number for this year, playfully pokes fun at Dickens’s contributors and his own activities as editor of All the Year Round; as he wrote to Wilkie Collins, it was designed as ‘a comic defiance of the difficulty of a Xmas No., with an unexpected end to it’.

The difficulties which Dickens experienced in producing his Christmas numbers still plague those who wish to evaluate his contributions; they are usually reprinted out of their original contexts in editions of Dickens’s collected works, where they sometimes seem oddly constructed and mysterious. Consequently, the selections reprinted here are presented as self-contained portions of larger works. They consist of the framework and one of the two pieces which Dickens introduced into Somebody’s Luggage as well as the frameworks of Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings, Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy, and Doctor Marigold’s Prescriptions. ‘Main Line. The Boy at Mugby’ is one of his additions at the end of the major narrative of Mugby Junction (his other added piece, ‘No. 1 Branch Line. The Signalman’, is included under ‘Tales of the Supernatural’). In these dazzling contributions, Dickens triumphed over the annual challenges of the Christmas number.

Moreover, Dickens’s work in this genre was not confined solely to the Christmas season. Near the end of his career, in a characterization created before his second visit for initial publication in America, he used the form, even more skilfully, for George Silverman’s hauntingly equivocal explanation. The repeated efforts of this narrator not to be ‘worldly’ have led only to misunderstanding and injustice, and his monologue is a last, despairing effort to explain his own altruistic intentions. At the same time, his remarks and behaviour suggest that he is neurotic, unsocial and self-centred. He is selfishly oblivious to the feelings of the women whose friendship and love he rejects; he is condoning a serious deception when he voluntarily relinquishes his claim to the inheritance appropriated by his self-proclaimed guardian – but this does not disturb him. As in Browning’s ‘Andrea del Sarto’, where the speaker attributes his problems both to his own loving sacrifice and the failure of others to understand him, we see what George Silverman believes and also what he manifests about himself.

His self-portrait at the farmhouse near the ruined Hoghton Towers, as he observes a youthful birthday celebration which he has refused to attend, illustrates these two facets of his personality;

Ah! If they could have seen me next day in the ruin, watching for the arrival of the cart full of merry young guests; if they could have seen me at night, gliding out from behind the ghostly statue, listening to the music and the fall of dancing feet, and watching the lighted farm-house windows from the quadrangle when all the ruin was dark; if they could have read my heart as I crept up to bed by the back way, comforting myself with the reflection, ‘They will take no hurt from me,’ – they would not have thought mine a morose or an unsocial nature!

On first glance, this series of imagined pictures merely demonstrates Silverman’s growing diffidence and his willingness to sacrifice his own happiness to protect those for whom he cares, but, on second glance, the words of his description reveal disturbing connotations. The young girl whom he admires, and avoids because he tells himself that she might catch the fever of which his parents died, would hardly have felt easy if she could have seen him ‘gliding out from behind the ghostly statue’, peeping at her birthday festivities from the darkened ruin, and furtively creeping up the stairs to his bed. Had the farmer who scolds him for not being sociable literally been able to read the boy’s heart, he undoubtedly would have wondered why George Silverman did not discuss his fear of contamination openly, or at least find a brighter alternative to the party than Hoghton Towers after dark. Silverman himself considers the episode a significant one, and he uses it as an analogy for the later life which he recalls at college:

I can see others in the sunlight; I can see our boats’ crews and our athletic young men on the glistening water, or speckled with the moving lights of sunlit leaves; but I myself am always in the shadow looking on. Not unsympathetically, – God forbid! – but looking on, alone, much as I looked at Sylvia from the shadows of the ruined house, or looked at the red gleam shining through the farmer’s windows, and listened to the fall of dancing feet, when all the ruin was dark that night in the quadrangle.

The thought of himself as ‘always in the shadow looking on’ indicates the angle from which he gathers his impressions of life. Like a voyeur, he shrinks from involvement yet maintains that he intends no harm.

Ultimately, however, the conflicting evaluations evoked by this monologue are juxtaposed so subtly that they cannot be definitively resolved. Silverman presents his view of his life persuasively, and final judgement of his personality remains in doubt; awareness of his limitations is balanced by compassion for his dilemma. In this work, Dickens has presented one of his favourite and generally admirable situations – that of self-sacrificing renunciation18 – but he has intentionally complicated a reader’s understanding of this situation through his chosen narrative technique. Like Conrad’s Jim, Dickens’s Silverman seems designed to remain an enigmatic reflection of the ambiguity of human existence.

From Gabriel Grub’s reformed conviction that ‘it was a very decent and respectable sort of world after all’ to George Silverman’s anguished perception that the world he so steadfastly renounces is neither understanding nor just, the short writings included here reveal Dickens’s increasingly pessimistic pre-occupation with the problems of dwelling in society and the divisions within the individual self. Viewed from one direction, they reflect the growing loss of illusions familiar to readers of his later novels, yet they also reveal startling flashes of comic, holiday exuberance with late characters from the Christmas numbers like the Boy at Mugby and Mrs Lirriper or Doctor Marigold, the inherently generous lover of material possessions, conceived just after the sombre manifestations of human greed in Our Mutual Friend. Forster remarked about Doctor Marigold’s monologue that ‘It expressed, as perfectly as anything he has ever done, that which constitutes in itself very much of the genius of all his writing, the wonderful neighbourhood in this life of ours, of serious and humorous things; the laughter close to the pathos, but never touching it with ridicule.’ In varying ways, this assessment suggests the most important element of his friend’s short fiction. Here, far more freely than in his novels, Dickens felt himself able to unleash the unique combination of talents which formed ‘the genius of all his writing’, to arouse pathos, to evoke laughter, and to attempt to hold the two in equilibrium. Here he showed most intensely the quality of fancy, which he never firmly defined yet sensed as a primary aspect of his art. Thus, he felt quite free to escape momentarily from actuality or soften it with emotion, to transform fact through the power of a perceiving eye, and to experiment with techniques of narrating perspectives on the ordinary world. In the process, he explored corners of the human mind – penetrating, as all our nightmares and daydreams do, beyond the realm of possible experience, capturing evanescent impressions of the moment, demonstrating the way in which our personalities are inexorably manifested in our words. At their best, the results not only illuminate the novels that have paradoxically overshadowed them; they are multicoloured lights which are fascinating in themselves.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

THE pieces presented here, which span Dickens’s literary career, stem from a variety of locations. Some were collected and revised in successive editions during his lifetime; others were allowed to lapse into obscurity and added to his collected works only after his death in 1870·

‘The Story of the Goblins who stole a Sexton’ and ‘The Baron of Grogzwig’ are taken from the 1867 texts of Pickwick Papers and Nicholas Nickleby which Dickens prepared for the Charles Dickens Edition of his writings, the edition which incorporates his last, although sometimes haphazard, revisions before his death. The selections from Sketches by Βοz and The Uncommercial Traveller as well as from American Notes, and Reprinted Pieces (‘A Christmas Tree’, ‘A Flight’, ‘Our School’, and ‘Lying Awake’) are also based on the Charles Dickens Edition (1868)· The texts of ‘To Be Read at Dusk’ and ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’ are those of the first editions – the Keepsake (1852) and the Atlantic Monthly (1868)· ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’ was serialized in the January, February, and March 1868 issues of the Atlantic Monthly, and the breaks between parts are indicated here by asterisks. ‘A Confession Found in a Prison in the Time of Charles the Second’, with Cattermole’s illustration, follows the text of the first volume edition of Master Humphrey’s Clock (1840–41)·

The selections from Somebody’s Luggage, Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings, Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy, Doctor Marigold’s Prescriptions, and Mugby Junction are based on the texts of the extra Christmas numbers of All the Year Round, 1862–6. As Harry Stone has pointed out in his edition of Charles Dickens’ Uncollected Writings from ‘Household Words’ 1850–1859, Dickens modified these pieces along with some from Household Words for the special Diamond Edition of his works, published in the United States in 1867 at the time of a visit by Dickens,1 and an argument might thus be made for adhering to this version. However, the All the Year Round texts containing Dickens’s handwritten changes now located in the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library indicate that Dickens performed some drastic surgery in making his selections for the Diamond Edition. For example, the framework of Doctor Marigold’s Prescriptions becomes a single monologue; the word ‘prescriptions’ vanishes from the tide along with the humorous chapter headings – changes which weaken the joke about Marigold’s medical skills on which the work is based; and the extended comic allusion to the All the Year Round format at the end of the first section disappears. It is difficult to appreciate these works fully apart from their original contexts, and a modern edition of the complete Christmas numbers from Household Words and All the Year Round is needed. In the meantime, the present selections are based on the first versions of these unusual pieces in order to recapture, as far as possible, their original vitality.

In each case, the specified text has been consistently followed, although a few obvious printer’s errors have been silently corrected, and a few typographic conventions have been amended (for example, the full stops which Dickens placed after tides have been deleted). Likewise, in keeping with Penguin house-style, single quotation marks have been used first, and full stops after terms like Mr have been omitted. There is inconsistency between the various texts in such matters as italicization of foreign words and some spellings: these have been left in their original forms. Asterisked footnotes are originals.

I wish to express my thanks to the staff of the New York Public Library for its assistance as well as to the late George H. Ford and to Dr Michael Slater for their generously given advice in the preparation of this edition.



TALES OF THE SUPERNATURAL




The Goblin and the Sexton




The Story of the Goblins who stole a Sexton

‘IN an old abbey town, down in this part of the country, a long, long while ago – so long, that the story must be a true one, because our great grandfathers implicitly believed it – there officiated as sexton and grave-digger in the churchyard, one Gabriel Grub. It by no means follows that because a man is a sexton, and constantly surrounded by the emblems of mortality, therefore he should be a morose and melancholy man; your undertakers are the merriest fellows in the world; and I once had the honour of being on intimate terms, with a mute, who in private life, and off duty, was as comical and jocose a little fellow as ever chirped out a devil-may-care song, without a hitch in his memory, or drained off the contents of a good stiff glass without stopping for breath. But, notwithstanding these precedents to the contrary, Gabriel Grub was an ill-conditioned, cross-grained, surly fellow – a morose and lonely man, who consorted with nobody but himself, and an old wicker bottle which fitted into his large deep waistcoat pocket – and who eyed each merry face, as it passed him by, with such a deep scowl of malice and ill-humour, as it was difficult to meet, without feeling something the worse for.

‘A little before twilight, one Christmas Eve, Gabriel shouldered his spade, lighted his lantern, and betook himself towards the old churchyard; for he had got a grave to finish by next morning, and, feeling very low, he thought it might raise his spirits, perhaps, if he went on with his work at once. As he went his way, up the ancient street, he saw the cheerful light of the blazing fires gleam through the old casements, and heard the loud laugh and the cheerful shouts of those who were assembled around them; he marked the bustling preparations for next day’s cheer, and smelt the numerous savoury odours consequent thereupon, as they steamed up from the kitchen windows in clouds. All this was gall and wormwood1 to the heart of Gabriel Grub; and when groups of children, bounded out of the houses, tripped across the road, and were met, before they could knock at the opposite door, by half a dozen curly-headed little rascals who crowded round them as they flocked up-stairs to spend the evening in their Christmas games, Gabriel smiled grimly, and clutched the handle of his spade with a firmer grasp, as he thought of measles, scarlet-fever, thrush, hoopingcough, and a good many other sources of consolation besides.

‘In this happy frame of mind, Gabriel strode along: returning a short, sullen growl to the good-humoured greetings of such of his neighbours as now and then passed him: until he turned into the dark lane which led to the churchyard. Now, Gabriel had been looking forward to reaching the dark lane, because it was, generally speaking, a nice, gloomy, mournful place, into which the townspeople did not much care to go, except in broad day-light, and when the sun was shining; consequently, he was not a little indignant to hear a young urchin roaring out some jolly song about a merry Christmas, in this very sanctuary, which had been called Coffin Lane ever since the days of the old abbey, and the time of the shaven-headed monks. As Gabriel walked on, and the voice drew nearer, he found it proceeded from a small boy, who was hurrying along, to join one of the little parties in the old street, and who, partly to keep himself company, and partly to prepare himself for the occasion, was shouting out the song at the highest pitch of his lungs. So Gabriel waited until the boy came up, and then dodged him into a corner, and rapped him over the head with his lantern five or six times, to teach him to modulate his voice. And as the boy hurried away with his hand to his head, singing quite a different sort of tune, Gabriel Grub chuckled very heartily to himself, and entered the churchyard: locking the gate behind him.

‘He took off his coat, put down his lantern, and getting into the unfinished grave, worked at it for an hour or so, with right good will. But the earth was hardened with the frost, and it was no very easy matter to break it up, and shovel it out; and although there was a moon, it was a very young one, and shed little light upon the grave, which was
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