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    Curatorial Vision
This collection assembles the expansive imaginative universe of Charles Dickens across every mode he pursued and the conversations it inspired. Novels from Oliver Twist and The Pickwick Papers to Our Mutual Friend and The Mystery of Edwin Drood stand alongside the Christmas novellas, the urban vignettes of Sketches by Boz, playful portraits in Sketches of Young Gentlemen and Sketches of Young Couples, and the travelogues American Notes and Pictures from Italy. Plays, poems, speeches, letters, and the reflective Uncommercial Traveller are included, together with criticism and biography by G. K. Chesterton, Henry James, George Gissing, Andrew Lang, Virginia Woolf, and others.
At its center is a sustained inquiry into conscience, community, and the spectacle of modern life. From courtroom, prison, and counting-house to kitchen hearth and festive street, Dickens tests how institutions shape private feeling and how imagination resists them. The Christmas novellas dramatize charity and renewal; the children’s books such as A Child’s Dream of a Star and Holiday Romance contemplate innocence, play, and grief. Travel writing widens the observational compass, while poetry and ballad disclose musical instincts. The speeches and letters capture an orator’s cadence that echoes through narrative, uniting public advocacy with storytelling craft.
The aim is to trace an arc from antic fellowship and improvisatory comedy toward intricacy of form and moral reckoning. Readers encounter early ebullience in The Pickwick Papers, structural experiment in Master Humphrey’s Clock, panoramic indictment in Bleak House and Little Dorrit, and concentrated late power in Great Expectations, Our Mutual Friend, and The Mystery of Edwin Drood. Satirical pieces—Reprinted Pieces, The Mudfog Papers, Contributions to The Examiner, and Contributions to All the Year Round—radiate outward, reframing concerns developed in the novels. The Uncommercial Traveller and travelogues sharpen reportage, while letters and speeches clarify the temperament animating the fiction.
Unlike a single-title presentation, this gathering emphasizes conversation across forms and across time. Novels sit beside stage works like The Frozen Deep and No Thoroughfare, revealing shared devices of suspense, disguise, and revelation. Ballad and poem, including The Loving Ballad of Lord Bateman, show how cadence and refrain migrate into prose. American Notes and Pictures from Italy register encounters that reappear as questions of civic belonging. Biographies and critical studies by Chesterton, Ward, Forster, and Mamie Dickens accompany the creative corpus, allowing the life and the works to illuminate each other without presuming a final, univocal account.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
Throughout, certain images and dilemmas recur with transforming force. Orphanhood and improvised families test the borders of kinship; debt, prisons, and labyrinthine offices dramatize the pressures of economy and law. Clocks, ledgers, bells, and hearths appear as emblems of time, accountability, community, and shelter. The Christmas Stories and novellas braid haunting with hope, while Other Stories and Reprinted Pieces dissect the everyday grotesque. Master Humphrey’s Clock, Pearl-Fishing, and Sketches by Boz establish the mosaic technique—little pictures cohering into social fresco. Across forms, charitable action, hypocrisy, forgiveness, and self-fashioning keep returning, insisting that moral life is both public and intimate.
Contrasts in tone generate a vibrant internal dialogue. The buoyant sociability of The Pickwick Papers converses with the elegiac intensity of The Old Curiosity Shop and the civic tumult of Barnaby Rudge. Hard Times argues for humane learning against parched utility, while Little Dorrit, Bleak House, and Our Mutual Friend expand the canvas to expose institutional entanglement. A Tale of Two Cities compresses history into emblematic scenes of terror and sacrifice. Shorter forms—Sketches of Young Gentlemen, Sketches of Young Couples, and Reprinted Pieces—distill humors that later deepen into ethics, offering laboratory studies of types that the long novels complicate.
Dickens’s dramaturgy threads through the whole. The Village Coquettes, The Strange Gentleman, The Lamplighter, Is She His Wife?, Mr. Nightingale’s Diary, No Thoroughfare, and The Frozen Deep cultivate entrances, disguises, and coup de théâtre that the fiction redeploys as narrative rhythm. Verse, from The Poems and Verses of Charles Dickens to The Loving Ballad of Lord Bateman, makes audible a beat that anchors refrain-like scenes. Speeches of Charles Dickens: Literary and Social and the Collected Letters display timing, address, and persona-building, traits mirrored by narrators who balance intimacy with spectacle. The stage, page, and platform continually instruct one another.
A second chorus arises from contemporaries and successors gathered here. Appreciations and Criticisms of the Works of Charles Dickens articulates a philosophy of vivacity; The Limitations of Dickens tests method and range; Charles Dickens: A Critical Study examines temperament and milieu; and essays by Andrew Lang, William Dean Howells, Alice Meynell, James L. Hughes, W. E. Henley, Frederic Harrison, and David Christie Murray diversify vantage. Biographical works by Chesterton, Sir Adolphus William Ward, John Forster, and Mamie Dickens complicate legend with memory. In Memoriam W. M. Thackeray embodies Dickens’s own act of homage, placing his art within a community.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
The collection remains vital because it convenes the nineteenth century’s most capacious moral imagination with the debates it provoked. Inequality, childhood vulnerability, bureaucracy, surveillance, and environmental squalor remain pressing themes. The Christmas books popularized a civic language of generosity that resurfaces annually in public ritual and private reflection. Across continents, the novels and short fiction have inspired countless stage and screen retellings, while phrases and figures circulate as cultural shorthand. The travel writing’s comparative lens still challenges provincialism. Together, these works show how narrative, sentiment, satire, and reportage can collaborate to question power and to nurture humane solidarity.
Several works have become touchstones in discussions of narrative shape and social vision. David Copperfield is frequently cited as an exemplar of a life told through memory and craft. A Tale of Two Cities, with its concentrated historical imagination, anchors reflections on revolution and responsibility. Great Expectations probes desire, gratitude, and self-making with lingering force, and Bleak House often frames debates about law, narration, and systemic inertia. The criticism assembled here—by Chesterton, James, Gissing, Lang, Woolf, and others—documents divergent, durable responses, ensuring that reassessment accompanies admiration. The conversation’s longevity testifies to elasticity rather than simple consensus.
The journalism and essays—The Uncommercial Traveller, Reprinted Pieces, Mudfog Papers, Sunday Under Three Heads, and the Contributions—demonstrate how observation, wit, and indignation converge into a civic art practiced far beyond the novel. Travelogues such as American Notes and Pictures from Italy enrich later discussions of national character and hospitality. Children’s writings offer imaginative methods that influenced subsequent storytellers for the young. Dramatic works provided prototypes adopted by popular theatre, while the Christmas narratives seeded durable rituals in performance and philanthropy. Poetry and ballad reveal yet another register through which ethical feeling could be stylized and shared.
The biographical and epistolary materials—The Life of Charles Dickens, Dickens, Charles Dickens by G. K. Chesterton, and My Father as I Recall Him—situate the oeuvre within a lived career of public engagement, friendship, and artistic experimentation. The Life of Our Lord reflects inwardness alongside sociability; Memoirs of Joseph Grimaldi affirms a fascination with performance and laughter; A Child’s History of England shows historical curiosity addressed to common readers. The assembled criticism supplies a model of principled disagreement and generous tribute. Taken together, these works form a composite portrait of invention, conscience, humor, and sympathy whose debates remain bracing and fertile.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
The writings assembled in this collection emerge from the turbulent decades between the 1830s and early 1870s, when Britain’s constitutional monarchy presided over explosive urban growth, industrial reorganization, and expanding print culture. From SKETCHES BY BOZ and THE PICKWICK PAPERS to THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER, the works interrogate how new commercial classes, parish officials, and speculative financiers exercised power. They watch London become a world city while provincial life strains to keep pace. Parliament, municipal boards, and charitable societies form overlapping regimes that shape everyday experience. The anthology’s breadth—novels, journalism, speeches, travelogues—documents how policy, profit, and publicity remade social relations and public opinion in the Victorian metropolis and beyond.
Controversy over relief to the poor under the 1834 Poor Law frames OLIVER TWIST, while LITTLE DORRIT treats debt and incarceration as social structures rather than mere misfortune. A CHRISTMAS CAROL and the later Christmas books dramatize charitable sentiment as a counterweight to market calculation without abandoning questions of responsibility and reform. REPRINTED PIECES and OTHER STORIES often return to workhouse governance, parish oversight, and the spectacle of poverty in the streets. The institutional settings—workhouses, debtors’ prisons, parishes—reveal how public policy and private philanthropy intertwined, prompting readers to consider whether seasonal benevolence could balance systemic inequity.
Law and bureaucracy form a second axis of power. BLEAK HOUSE indicts the chancery’s procedural labyrinth as a cultural condition, not only a legal flaw. The satire extends to registries, boards, and commissions whose paperwork smothers persons. THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD, though unfinished, hints at legal suspicion and municipal respectability as masks for hidden vice. MASTER HUMPHREY’S CLOCK and REPRINTED PIECES showcase the administrative textures of daily life—permits, petitions, and police gazettes—through which the state touches ordinary citizens. Across essays, speeches, and letters, the anthology observes how reform rhetoric meets obstructive habit, making the office and docket emblematic sites of Victorian power.
Industrial capitalism’s human costs animate HARD TIMES, which concentrates mill discipline, statistical reasoning, and political economy into the fictive town of Coketown. DOMBEY AND SON places corporate railways at the center of familial and urban transformation, signaling how speed and speculation reorganize space, time, and class. DAVID COPPERFIELD and NICHOLAS NICKLEBY expose child labor and the trade in schooling as parts of the same economy of use. “A COAL MINER’S EVIDENCE” brings parliamentary-style testimony onto the page, while THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER and MISCELLANEOUS PAPERS sketch labor markets across docks, warehouses, and streets, acknowledging both resilience and exploitation in Britain’s new industrial order.
Electoral culture and popular agitation provide a third frame. THE PICKWICK PAPERS lampoons hustings and local caucuses, while THE MUDFOG PAPERS imagines municipal committees and learned societies whose pomp recasts civic ambition as absurdity. Chartist ferment and reform-era elections echo through sketches of taverns and town halls. SUNDAY UNDER THREE HEADS enters Sabbatarian controversy, linking leisure, class, and state moralism. “CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EXAMINER” and “CONTRIBUTIONS TO ALL THE YEAR ROUND” demonstrate how journalism participated in policy debates, from police organization to sanitary regulation. Together these works show the ballot, the bench, and the newspaper as interdependent engines of public life.
Violence and upheaval appear both at home and abroad. BARNABY RUDGE reconstructs the Gordon Riots to test how rumor, sectarian tension, and crowd psychology unsettle authority. A TALE OF TWO CITIES, set against the French Revolution, stages crisis on a continental scale, asking how justice becomes vengeance when institutions fail. Essays such as “THE LOST ARCTIC VOYAGERS” weigh national prestige against human cost, placing exploration within a politics of empire and publicity. SPEECHES OF CHARLES DICKENS: Literary and Social and the COLLECTED LETTERS register a public persona engaged with reform banquets, charity festivals, and commemorations that translated political feeling into civic performance.
The imperial and transatlantic dimensions are woven through travel and reportage. AMERICAN NOTES and MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT measure republican claims against social realities, while PICTURES FROM ITALY studies surveillance, pilgrimage, and spectacle in a Catholic polity. THE LAZY TOUR OF TWO IDLE APPRENTICES pursues leisure as a social experiment, and THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER treats ports and markets as nodes of global exchange. OUR MUTUAL FRIEND confronts environmental politics in a city of dust-heaps and salvage. A CHILD’S HISTORY OF ENGLAND and THE LIFE OF OUR LORD reveal domestic pedagogy and popular theology as political acts, forming citizens and consciences in the nursery as surely as at the hustings.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Serial publication is the anthology’s enabling form. THE PICKWICK PAPERS turns episodic release into a communal event; MASTER HUMPHREY’S CLOCK experiments with framing and interleaving; SKETCHES BY BOZ cultivates the urban vignette. Journalism—“CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EXAMINER,” “CONTRIBUTIONS TO ALL THE YEAR ROUND,” REPRINTED PIECES, and THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER—blurs reportage with storytelling. PEARL-FISHING gathers retrospective gleanings, foregrounding authorship as curation. Letters and speeches mediated this ecosystem, feeding characters back to readers who shaped plots with subscriptions and chatter. The anthology thus charts how narrative pacing, cliffhangers, and reader feedback coevolved with a mass market for feeling, opinion, and reform.
The collection showcases Dickens’s hybrid poetics—picaresque exuberance, melodrama’s moral polarities, Gothic atmospherics, and domestic sentiment. The Christmas books—A CHRISTMAS CAROL, THE CHIMES, THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH, THE BATTLE OF LIFE, THE HAUNTED MAN—codify the modern ghost story as ethical drama. Historical romance energizes BARNABY RUDGE; the city mystery tinctures BLEAK HOUSE and OUR MUTUAL FRIEND. Theatre inflects the prose: THE VILLAGE COQUETTES, THE STRANGE GENTLEMAN, THE LAMPLIGHTER, IS SHE HIS WIFE?, MR. NIGHTINGALE’S DIARY, NO THOROUGHFARE, and THE FROZEN DEEP translate staging, ensemble, and spectacle into narrative movement. MEMOIRS OF JOSEPH GRIMALDI anchors the lineage in popular performance culture.
Character-making and stylistic theory are debated inside the volume. G. K. Chesterton’s APPRECIATIONS AND CRITICISMS OF THE WORKS OF CHARLES DICKENS celebrates fertility of imagination and comic amplitude; Henry James’s THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS presses for structural economy and psychological inwardness. George Gissing’s CHARLES DICKENS: A CRITICAL STUDY weighs ethical seriousness against popularity. Alice Meynell’s DICKENS AS A MAN OF LETTERS, W. E. Henley’s VIEWS AND REVIEWS: DICKENS, Frederic Harrison’s STUDIES IN EARLY VICTORIAN LITERATURE: DICKENS, and David Christie Murray’s essay refine arguments about style, humor, and social reach. William Dean Howells’s MY LITERARY PASSIONS: DICKENS maps transatlantic standards of realism onto a writer of romance.
Scientific and technological imaginaries recur as methods and metaphors. HARD TIMES dramatizes “facts” and statistical pedagogy; “A COAL MINER’S EVIDENCE” models evidentiary rhetoric. Railway modernity reshapes narrative tempo in DOMBEY AND SON; signaling and uncertainty haunt the supernatural tale world, including pieces in CHRISTMAS STORIES such as “The Signal-Man.” Sanitary science and public-health visuality inform THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER and OUR MUTUAL FRIEND. “FRAUDS ON THE FAIRIES” joins a meta-literary debate over didacticism and imaginative freedom, while SUNDAY UNDER THREE HEADS interrogates moral regulation and leisure. Across genres, observation borrows from inquiry, turning reportage and experiment into engines of plot and tone.
Travel writing and occasional poetry extend the aesthetic field. AMERICAN NOTES and PICTURES FROM ITALY juxtapose ethnographic scrutiny with self-scrutiny, testing how gazes are formed by passport, newspaper, and stage. THE LAZY TOUR OF TWO IDLE APPRENTICES ironizes the tourist as philosopher. SPEECHES OF CHARLES DICKENS: Literary and Social and the COLLECTED LETTERS reveal performance and correspondence as parallel arts shaping reception. THE LOVING BALLAD OF LORD BATEMAN and THE POEMS AND VERSES OF CHARLES DICKENS revive broadside balladry and parody. Children’s books—HOLIDAY ROMANCE, A CHILD’S DREAM OF A STAR, DICKENS’S CHILDREN, and STORIES ABOUT CHILDREN EVERY CHILD CAN READ—elaborate a pedagogy of wonder within the marketplace of print.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Contemporaries received these works as both entertainment and civic intervention. Public readings, charity theatricals, and topical essays reinforced their immediacy, while THE LIFE OF CHARLES DICKENS by John Forster codified a life-story of self-reliance and labor. DICKENS by Sir Adolphus William Ward added scholarly profile; MY FATHER AS I RECALL HIM by Mamie Dickens humanized the domestic author. Adaptations of A CHRISTMAS CAROL quickly turned seasonal fiction into public ritual. The COLLECTED LETTERS and SPEECHES OF CHARLES DICKENS: Literary and Social stabilized a documentary archive, anchoring plots and personae to a vigorous, public-facing career.
Canonization arrived with debate. Henry James’s THE LIMITATIONS OF DICKENS challenged expansiveness, urging shapeliness and psychological focus. G. K. Chesterton’s APPRECIATIONS defended imaginative largesse; George Gissing’s CRITICAL STUDY tested moral earnestness against sentiment. William Dean Howells located Dickens within transatlantic realism; Alice Meynell’s DICKENS AS A MAN OF LETTERS weighed artistry across forms. W. E. Henley, Frederic Harrison, and David Christie Murray assessed style, journalism, and Victorian context. Virginia Woolf’s DAVID COPPERFIELD read the novel as a living structure of memory. Together these critics reframed reputation from genial entertainer to complex architect of social and aesthetic experience.
Unfinishedness and mystery intensified fascination. Andrew Lang’s THE PUZZLE OF DICKENS’S LAST PLOT probed THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD, while ESSAYS IN LITTLE: DICKENS and LETTERS TO DEAD AUTHORS: To Charles Dickens situated admiration within playful scholarship. The Drood debate fostered methods later applied to textual variants and serial pacing across the oeuvre. BLEAK HOUSE’s inquiry procedures and city-mystery techniques entered conversations about detective and procedural fiction. MASTER HUMPHREY’S CLOCK was revalued as a laboratory of narrative framing, demonstrating how Victorian serial engineering anticipates modern episodic storytelling and transmedia adaptation cycles.
Twentieth-century social history and postwar policy thinking reshaped interpretation. HARD TIMES became a touchstone for labor studies and education debates; James L. Hughes’s DICKENS AS AN EDUCATOR linked fiction to schooling reform. Legal historians and cultural critics read BLEAK HOUSE for bureaucratic inertia and equity jurisprudence. Environmental concerns renewed interest in OUR MUTUAL FRIEND’s waste economies. A CHILD’S HISTORY OF ENGLAND entered classrooms as a primer and provocation; THE LIFE OF OUR LORD, once private, reframed religious sentiment in discussions of public morality. Essays such as “A COAL MINER’S EVIDENCE” gained value as documentary windows onto Victorian inquiry.
In the twenty-first century, digitized periodicals and correspondences have amplified attention to process: “CONTRIBUTIONS TO ALL THE YEAR ROUND,” “CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EXAMINER,” THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER, and REPRINTED PIECES reveal a continuum between journalism and fiction. Global adaptations—especially of A CHRISTMAS CAROL—sustain debates about sentimentality, class, disability, and empire. Children’s culture remains marked by DICKENS’S CHILDREN and STORIES ABOUT CHILDREN EVERY CHILD CAN READ, even as HOLIDAY ROMANCE and A CHILD’S DREAM OF A STAR inform discussions of wonder and trauma. Biographies by Forster and Ward and memoir by Mamie Dickens continue to frame archival interpretation and performance revivals.
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    OLIVER TWIST
An orphan is cast from the workhouse into a London underworld where crime and charity contend for his future. The novel uses melodrama and gritty urban detail to indict institutional cruelty and the commodification of the poor. Its blend of peril, pathos, and satiric bite establishes themes of social justice and fragile innocence that recur across Dickens’s fiction.
THE PICKWICK PAPERS
A genial club of travelers wanders England, collecting comic mishaps, courtroom absurdities, and affectionate portraits of everyday life. The episodic design showcases Dickens’s early mastery of caricature, farce, and humane observation. Beneath its buoyant tone lies a quiet defense of fellowship, generosity, and common sense over legalism or pretension.
NICHOLAS NICKLEBY
A spirited young man fights to support his family and confronts predatory power in schools, offices, and on the stage. The story alternates brisk comedy with exposés of cruelty, particularly in education. It advances Dickens’s recurring argument that integrity and community can resist exploitation.
THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP
A child and her grandfather flee mounting debts into a journey of roadside refuges and urban menace. The narrative counterpoints innocence with grotesque villainy, rendering a gallery of travelers, fairgrounds, and cramped interiors. Its elegiac mood explores how tenderness perseveres amid a society’s appetites and failures.
BARNABY RUDGE
A historical drama set against the Gordon Riots entwines private mysteries with public fury. Gothic atmospherics and crowd scenes probe how rumor, fanaticism, and grievance can be orchestrated into violence. The book pairs personal reckonings with a cautionary view of manipulated mobs and brittle authority.
MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT
A satire of selfishness follows ambition and imposture at home and abroad, including a corrosive American interlude. As characters navigate sham morality and false sentiment, the narrative presses for authentic change rather than expedient success. Its picaresque sweep and moral recalibrations echo Dickens’s larger critique of cant in public and private life.
DOMBEY AND SON
A titan of commerce treats family as an extension of his firm, only to learn how pride isolates and injures. Railway fever, seaside retreats, and mercantile offices frame a study of modernity’s costs to affection and identity. The book’s stately arc moves from glittering surfaces toward humility and reconciliation.
DAVID COPPERFIELD
A first-person life story traces a boy’s passage through hardship, work, education, and love toward a calling as a writer. The narrative balances comic exuberance with sober reckonings, letting memory sift what nurtures or distorts character. It becomes Dickens’s signature meditation on vocation, resilience, and how we recompose our past.
BLEAK HOUSE
A fog-bound legal case ensnares a cross-section of Londoners, from philanthropists to street children, linking secrets, disease, and bureaucratic drift. Dual narration blends satire, detection, and social panorama to expose how delay and neglect corrode lives. The novel crystallizes Dickens’s vision of institutional responsibility and the personal courage needed to counter systemic apathy.
HARD TIMES
In an industrial town devoted to facts, education and labor are reduced to utility, with human imagination treated as waste. A compact satire pits rigid doctrines against the needs of the heart and the rights of workers. Its austerity sharpens Dickens’s case that metrics without mercy deform both policy and people.
LITTLE DORRIT
Lives revolve around a debtor’s prison and a labyrinthine bureaucracy that turns delay into power. Travel and reversals reveal how social, financial, and emotional captivity can mirror one another. The novel’s intricate design urges humane reform over ceremonial competence, a theme that resonates with his other institutional critiques.
A TALE OF TWO CITIES
Set between London and Paris, the story tracks love, vengeance, and political upheaval during the French Revolution. Themes of doubling, sacrifice, and renewal unfold with theatrical compression and moral clarity. It contrasts justice rightly sought with justice consumed by terror, a tension that echoes Dickens’s wider ethics.
GREAT EXPECTATIONS
A boy’s sudden rise unsettles his loyalties and sense of self as he chases gentility and misconstrues its price. Gothic houses, hidden benefactors, and old wounds feed a study of shame, gratitude, and earned identity. The novel refines Dickens’s exploration of maturation by testing aspiration against conscience.
OUR MUTUAL FRIEND
An inheritance sourced from refuse casts scavengers, social climbers, and philanthropists into shifting alliances around the Thames. Dark comedy, masquerade, and riverine imagery braid a critique of wealth’s taint with a search for authentic connection. It is Dickens’s most intricate social weave, where waste and value—material and moral—constantly trade places.
THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD
An unfinished mystery centers on a vanished young man, a troubled choirmaster, and a cathedral town rife with opium dreams and rivalries. Suspense stems from character psychology as much as from clues. The fragment invites readers into Dickens’s late style, poised between sensation and moral inquiry.
Christmas Novellas (A CHRISTMAS CAROL; THE CHIMES; THE CRICKET ON THE HEARTH; THE BATTLE OF LIFE; THE HAUNTED MAN)
Five seasonal tales use ghosts, visions, and uncanny visitations to prompt moral amendment, domestic reconciliation, and social sympathy. From the emblematic transformation of a hardened miser to meditations on time, memory, and forgiveness, they blend supernatural spectacle with everyday tenderness. Together they amplify Dickens’s belief in conscience awakened by compassion and community.
Short Story Collections (SKETCHES BY BOZ; SKETCHES OF YOUNG GENTLEMEN; SKETCHES OF YOUNG COUPLES; MASTER HUMPHREY’S CLOCK; REPRINTED PIECES; THE MUDFOG PAPERS; PEARL-FISHING — First Series; PEARL-FISHING — Second Series; CHRISTMAS STORIES; OTHER STORIES)
These volumes range from early urban vignettes and social caricatures to framed miscellanies, seasonal tales, and later journalism recast as story. They showcase Dickens’s quick-change energy: street portraits, mock proceedings, sentimental interludes, grotesques, and topical sketches that map the city’s theaters of work and leisure. Across them, humor and empathy tussle with imposture and fad, reinforcing the novels’ larger social compass.
Children’s Books (A CHILD’S DREAM OF A STAR; HOLIDAY ROMANCE; DICKENS'S CHILDREN; STORIES ABOUT CHILDREN EVERY CHILD CAN READ)
Fables, play-acting adventures, and character snapshots approach wonder, grief, and friendship in a voice tuned to young readers. The pieces favor clarity and consolation while admitting loss and longing. They crystallize Dickens’s faith in childhood imagination as both refuge and moral schooling.
Plays (THE VILLAGE COQUETTES; THE STRANGE GENTLEMAN; THE LAMPLIGHTER; IS SHE HIS WIFE?; MR. NIGHTINGALE’S DIARY; NO THOROUGHFARE; THE FROZEN DEEP)
From rustic romance and city farce to heightened melodrama, these stage works revel in disguise, jealousy, coincidence, and last-minute turns. Their brisk dialogue and comic business anticipate Dickens’s narrative theatrics and relish for performance. The later collaborations pivot to moral testing under pressure, staging redemption and resolve.
Poetry (THE LOVING BALLAD OF LORD BATEMAN; THE POEMS AND VERSES OF CHARLES DICKENS)
Light verse and ballad pastiche mingle with occasional pieces that are playful, satirical, or tender. The poetry favors narrative clarity and comic timing over lyric introspection. It illuminates Dickens’s ear for cadence and caricature that elsewhere animates his prose.
Travel Books (AMERICAN NOTES; PICTURES FROM ITALY; THE LAZY TOUR OF TWO IDLE APPRENTICES)
These travelogues mix sharp-eyed reportage with comic set-pieces, tracing institutions, street scenes, and theatricality in foreign settings. Reflections on democracy, spectacle, superstition, and hospitality reveal a mind balancing curiosity with moral scrutiny. They extend his social concerns beyond Britain while savoring the textures of place.
Other Works (SUNDAY UNDER THREE HEADS; A CHILD’S HISTORY OF ENGLAND; MEMOIRS OF JOSEPH GRIMALDI; THE LIFE OF OUR LORD; THE UNCOMMERCIAL TRAVELLER; CONTRIBUTIONS TO ALL THE YEAR ROUND; CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE EXAMINER; MISCELLANEOUS PAPERS)
Satire, popular history, devotional narrative, biography, and essays collectively show Dickens as a public moralist and tireless observer. From Sabbath debates and walkabout journalism to a storyteller’s account of England and a performer’s life, he tests how culture shapes conduct. These pieces foreground his nonfiction voice—curious, reform-minded, and theatrically vivid.
Essays & Articles (A COAL MINER’S EVIDENCE; THE LOST ARCTIC VOYAGERS; FRAUDS ON THE FAIRIES; ADELAIDE ANNE PROCTER; IN MEMORIAM W. M. THACKERAY)
Topical essays examine labor conditions, national grief over exploration, and the integrity of folk narrative, alongside tributes to literary friends. The tone moves from investigative and polemical to elegiac, always keyed to public feeling and ethical stakes. They reveal Dickens’s readiness to engage the issues and voices of his time.
Speeches & Letters (SPEECHES OF CHARLES DICKENS: Literary and Social; COLLECTED LETTERS OF CHARLES DICKENS)
Public addresses champion reading, education, and charitable initiatives while offering wit and stagecraft from a consummate performer. The correspondence opens a backstage view of work, travel, friendships, and process. Together they frame the working life behind the fictions and journalism.
Criticism (Chesterton; Henry James; Gissing; Andrew Lang — three essays; Virginia Woolf; William Dean Howells; Alice Meynell; James L. Hughes; W. E. Henley; Frederic Harrison; David Christie Murray)
A chorus of assessments—from exuberant defenses to cool appraisals—debates Dickens’s caricature, construction, sentiment, and scope across generations. Essays range from big-picture studies of his art to case studies of a single novel, inquiries into education, and attempts to parse unfinished designs. The conversation maps shifting standards of realism and taste while confirming the durability of his imaginative world.
Biographies (G. K. Chesterton; Sir A. W. Ward; John Forster; Mamie Dickens)
Portraits of Dickens as artist, public figure, collaborator, and family man emerge from critical overviews, scholarly summaries, insider chronicle, and filial reminiscence. Each vantage supplies a different lens—idea-driven, documentary, intimate—on the same restless career. Read together, they chart the interplay between life, labors, and the Victorian stage on which he moved.
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  Among other public buildings in a certain town, which for many reasons it will be prudent to refrain from mentioning, and to which I will assign no fictitious name, there is one anciently common to most towns, great or small: to wit, a workhouse; and in this workhouse was born; on a day and date which I need not trouble myself to repeat, inasmuch as it can be of no possible consequence to the reader, in this stage of the business at all events; the item of mortality whose name is prefixed to the head of this chapter.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Oliver cried lustily. If he could have known that he was an orphan, left to the tender mercies of churchwardens and overseers, perhaps he would have cried the louder.


  Chapter II.

  Treats of Oliver Twist’s Growth, Education, and Board
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  For the next eight or ten months,, sir.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Mr. Bumble coughed.


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


  ‘What is it?’ inquired the beadle.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘You, Mr. Bumble!’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Please, sir, I want some more.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘He did, sir,’ replied Bumble.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Decidedly not,’ added the other members.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  The old gentleman with the spectacles gradually dozed off, over the little bit of parchment; and there was a short pause, after Oliver had been stationed by Mr. Bumble in front of the desk.


  ‘This is the boy, your worship,’ said Mr. Bumble.


  The old gentleman who was reading the newspaper raised his head for a moment, and pulled the other old gentleman by the sleeve; whereupon, the last-mentioned old gentleman woke up.


  ‘Oh, is this the boy?’ said the old gentleman.


  ‘This is him, sir,’ replied Mr. Bumble. ‘Bow to the magistrate, my dear.’


  Oliver roused himself, and made his best obeisance. He had been wondering, with his eyes fixed on the magistrates’ powder, whether all boards were born with that white stuff on their heads, and were boards from thenceforth on that account.


  ‘Well,’ said the old gentleman, ‘I suppose he’s fond of chimneysweeping?’


  ‘He doats on it, your worship,’ replied Bumble; giving Oliver a sly pinch, to intimate that he had better not say he didn’t.


  ‘And he will be a sweep, will he?’ inquired the old gentleman.


  ‘If we was to bind him to any other trade tomorrow, he’d run away simultaneous, your worship,’ replied Bumble.


  ‘And this man that’s to be his master — you, sir — you’ll treat him well, and feed him, and do all that sort of thing, will you?’ said the old gentleman.


  ‘When I says I will, I means I will,’ replied Mr. Gamfield doggedly.


  ‘You’re a rough speaker, my friend, but you look an honest, open-hearted man,’ said the old gentleman: turning his spectacles in the direction of the candidate for Oliver’s premium, whose villainous countenance was a regular stamped receipt for cruelty. But the magistrate was half blind and half childish, so he couldn’t reasonably be expected to discern what other people did.


  ‘I hope I am, sir,’ said Mr. Gamfield, with an ugly leer.


  ‘I have no doubt you are, my friend,’ replied the old gentleman: fixing his spectacles more firmly on his nose, and looking about him for the inkstand.


  It was the critical moment of Oliver’s fate. If the inkstand had been where the old gentleman thought it was, he would have dipped his pen into it, and signed the indentures, and Oliver would have been straightway hurried off. But, as it chanced to be immediately under his nose, it followed, as a matter of course, that he looked all over his desk for it, without finding it; and happening in the course of his search to look straight before him, his gaze encountered the pale and terrified face of Oliver Twist: who, despite all the admonitory looks and pinches of Bumble, was regarding the repulsive countenance of his future master, with a mingled expression of horror and fear, too palpable to be mistaken, even by a half-blind magistrate.


  The old gentleman stopped, laid down his pen, and looked from Oliver to Mr. Limbkins; who attempted to take snuff with a cheerful and unconcerned aspect.


  ‘My boy!’ said the old gentleman, ‘you look pale and alarmed. What is the
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