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                                                                                                  ＜研究論文＞  

 

“The Dreadful  Suspense”: Delay and Uncertainty in Bleak House 

 

 TSUTSUI Mizuki   

1 .  Introduct ion  

   “Nove l s  a r e  na r r a t i ves ,  and  na r r a t i ve ,  whe the r  i t s  med iu m —words ,  f i lm ,  s t r i p -

ca r toon —ho lds  t he  i n t e r e s t  o f  an  aud i enc e  by  r a i s ing  ques t i on s  i n  t he i r  m inds ,  and  

de l ay ing  t he  answer s”  (14 ) ,  obse rves  Dav id  Lodge  i n  The  Ar t  o f  F i c t i on .  Suspense  

i s  t hus  an  imp or t ant  a spec t  o f  a  nove l ,  e spec i a l l y  fo r  a  popu la r  nove l i s t  l i ke  

Char l e s  Dickens .  In  h i s  soc i a l  nove l  Bleak  Ho use ,  h owever ,  i t  i s  f u r the r  endowe d  

wi th  a  t hema t i c  s i gn i f i cance  a s  we l l ,  f o r  t he  nove l  focuses  o n  t he  no to r ious  de l ays  

o f  t he  Cour t  o f  Chan ce ry  a nd  those  who  a r e  t o r tu r ed  by  a  pa in fu l  s ense  o f  suspense  

and  unce r t a in ty .  The  ob j ec t i ve  o f  t h i s  pa pe r  i s  t o  examine  t h e  mot i f  o f  de l ay  a s  a  

un i fy ing  e l emen t  o f  t he  nove l .  S ince  i t s  p ub l i ca t i on ,  no t  a  f e w  c r i t i c s  have  r ega rde d  

Bleak  House  a s  a  s t ruc tu ra l l y  f l awed  nove l . 2  Mos t  s i gn i f i can t ly ,  t he  connec t ion  

be tween  the  two  ma in  p lo t s  o f  t he  nove l — t he  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce  p lo t  and  t he  

Lady  De d lock  p lo t — appea r s  t o  be  so  wea k  tha t  we  may  eve n  f ee l  t ha t  Dickens  “has  

chosen  t o  wr i t e  two  o r  t h r ee  nove l s  a t  o n ce”  ( J .  Hi l l i s  Mi l l e r  164) .  A  c lose  sc ru t i n y  

o f  t he  t ex t  wi l l  r evea l  t ha t  appa ren t ly  i r re l evan t  cha rac t e r s  and  p lo t s  i n  t he  nove l s  

a r e  ac tua l l y  c lose ly  connec t ed  t h rou g h  the  mot i f s  o f  d e l ay ,  suspense  an d  

unce r t a in ty .  And  by  do ing  so  t h i s  pape r  wi l l  a t t empt  t o  r e -ev a lua t e  t he  s t ruc tu ra l  

pe r f ec t i on  o f  t he  nov e l .  

 

2 .  An  An alys i s  o f  th e  Opening  Para grap hs  

The  nove l ’ s  cen t r a l  conce rn  i s  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce ,  a  co ur t  ca se  wh ich  has  

dragged  on  fo r  so  many  yea r s  and  has  become  so  compl i ca t e d  tha t  “no  man  a l i ve  
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knows  wha t  i t  mean s”  ( BH  1 6 ) , 1  b u t  wha t  i s  r ea l l y  impor tan t  i s  i t s  co r rup t ing  

i n f l uence :  “How many  peop le  ou t  o f  t he  su i t ,  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce  has  s t r e t ched  

fo r th  i t s  unwholeso me  hand  to  sp o i l  an d  co r rup t ,  wou ld  be  a  ve ry  wide  ques t i o n .  

[ .  .  . ]  no  man’ s  na tu re  has  been  made  be t t e r  by  i t .  In  t r i cke ry ,  evas ion ,  

proc ras t i na t i on ,  spo l i a t i on ,  bo the ra t i on ,  unde r  f a l s e  p r e t ences  o f  a l l  so r t s ,  t he r e  a r e  

i n f l uences  t ha t  can  neve r  come  to  good”  ( BH  17 ) .  Among  these  bad  i n f luences ,  t h i s  

pape r  wi l l  e spec i a l l y  concen t r a t e  on  t he  mot i f  o f  p roc ras t i na t i on ,  wh ich  i s  

r epea t ed ly  desc r ibed  a s  t he  roo t  o f  many  ev i l s  i n  t he  nove l .  Indeed ,  t he  t hemat i c  

s i gn i f i cance  o f  de l ay  i s  undoub ted ly  c l ea r  f rom the  f amous  open ing  pa rag raphs  o f  

t he  nove l ,  a l t hough  g ene ra l l y  ove r looked :  

 

LONDON.  Michae lmas  Te rm l a t e ly  ove r ,  and  t he  Lord  Chance l lo r  s i t t i ng  

i n  L inco ln ’ s  Inn  Ha l l .  Implacab l e  Novem ber  wea the r .  As  much  mud  in  

t he  s t r ee t s ,  a s  i f  t he  wa te r s  had  bu t  newly  r e t i r ed  f rom the  f ace  o f  t he  

ea r th ,  and  i t  wou ld  n o t  be  wonder fu l  t o  mee t  a  Mega losaurus ,  f o r ty  f ee t  

l ong  o r  so ,  wadd l ing  l i ke  an  e l ephan t ine  l i za rd  up  Holborn  Hi l l .  Smoke  

lower ing  down f rom  ch imney -po t s ,  mak ing  a  so f t  b l ack  d r i zz l e ,  wi th  

f l akes  o f  soo t  i n  i t  a s  b ig  a s  fu l l -g rown  sno w -f l akes —gone  i n to  

mourn ing ,  one  migh t  imag ine ,  f o r  t he  dea th  o f  t he  sun .  Dogs ,  

und i s t i ngu i shab l e  i n  mi r e .  Hor ses ,  s ca r ce ly  be t t e r ;  sp l a shed  t o  t he i r  ve ry  

b l inke r s .  Foo t  pas se nge r s ,  j o s t l i ng  one  a no the r ’ s  umbre l l a s ,  i n  a  gene ra l  

i n f ec t i on  o f  i l l  t emper ,  and  l os ing  t he i r  f oo t -ho ld  a t  s t r ee t -co rne r s ,  

where  t ens  o f  t housa nds  o f  o the r  foo t  pas senge r s  have  been  s l i pp ing  and  

s l i d ing  s ince  t he  day  b roke  ( i f  t h i s  day  e ve r  b roke ) ,  add ing  n ew depos i t s  

t o  t he  c rus t  upon  c rus t  o f  mud ,  s t i ck ing  a t  t hose  po in t s  t enac ious ly  t o  

t he  pavem en t ,  and  ac cumula t i ng  a t  compound  in t e r e s t .  ( BH  13 )  

 

Ter ry  Eag le ton  a rgues  t ha t  “ ‘London’  l i nks  a l l i t e r a t i ve ly  wi th  ‘ l a t e ly ’ ,  ‘Lor d ’ ,  and  

‘L inco ln ’ s  Inn  Ha l l ’ ,  [ .  .  . ] ;  so  t he  Lord  Chance l lo r  i s  con t amina t ed ,  no t  

g r ammat i ca l l y  bu t  p oe t i ca l l y ,  by  t he  i de a  o f  l a t enes s  (bo th  t a rdy  and  pe rhaps  ev en  

connec t ed  wi th  dea th )”  (xxv i i ) .  Indeed ,  i t  s eems  tha t  t he  i dea  o f  l a t enes s  i s  t he  

gene ra l  impres s ion  produced  by  t h i s  un iv e r sa l l y  admi red  opening  pa rag raph .  Th i s  

does  no t  neces sa r i l y  mean  tha t  t he  who le  wor ld  i n  Bleak  House  s t ops  runn ing —

rathe r ,  t he  soc i e ty  i s  ac tua l l y  i n  mot ion ,  bu t  “does  no t  move  anywhere”  ( J .  Hi l l i s  

Mi l l e r  165) .  Rober t  Newsom ca l l s  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  be ing  “ suspen ded  an ima t ion”  (25) ,  
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obse rv ing  t ha t  “ [ r ] ead ing  t he  open ing  c hap t e r  i s  l i ke  wa tch ing  t he  wor k ing  o f  a  

complex  mach ine  when  a l l  t he  gea r s  hav e  been  d i sengaged ,  bu t  con t inue  t o  t u rn  

under  t he i r  own  momentum”  (25) .  The  r eade r  s ees  t ha t  London  i s  i n  t he  oppos i t e  

cond i t i on  t o  smooth ness  due  t o  t he  mud  cove r ing  t he  who le  su r f ace  o f  t he  ea r th ,  

and  unde r  such  c i r cu ms tance ,  t he  na r r a to r  s ays ,  i t  i s  no  wonde r  one  wou ld  mee t  “a  

Mega losaurus ,  f o r ty  f ee t  l ong  o r  so ,  wadd l ing  l i ke  an  e l ephan t ine  l i za rd  up  Holborn  

Hi l l ” .  Sign i f i can t ly ,  s imi l a r  image s  a r e  l a t e r  a s soc i a t ed  wi th  t he  Eng l i sh  l ega l  

sys t em i t s e l f ,  wh i ch  John  Ja rndyce  ca l l s  “ th i s  mons t rous  sys t em”  ( BH  251) ,  and  

Miss  F l i t e  s imply  r e f e r s  t o  a s  “ the  Mons t e r ”  ( BH 567) .  Moreove r ,  l i ke  t h i s  

wadd l ing  Mega losau rus ,  t he  s l ow,  s l ugg i sh  p rocedure  o f  Ch ance ry  i s  f r equen t ly  

connec t ed  wi th  phys i ca l  movement  i n  t he  nove l :  t he  Cour t  i s  “ jogg ing  on”  ( B H  78 )  

se r ene ly  and  va in ly ,  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce  “d rags  i t s  d r ea ry  l eng th”  ( BH  17 ) ,  and  

t he  l awyer s  a r e  “ t r i pp ing  one  ano the r  up  on  s l i ppe ry  p receden t s”  ( BH  14 ) .   

I t  i s  a l so  no t ab l e  t h a t  t he  f i r s t  pa r ag raph  above  c i t ed  l a cks  t he  f i n i t e  ve rbs ,  

because  i t  sugges t s  “ac t i on  has  no  p l ace  i n  t he  Cour t  o f  Ch ance ry”  (Grav i l  49 ) .  

Likewise ,  t he  g r am mat i ca l  s t ruc tu re  o f  t he  s en t ence s  i n  t he  t h i rd  pa rag raph  in  

wh ich  t he  Lord  Hig h  Chance l lo r  i s  i n t roduced  a l so  appea r s  t o  s t r e s s  t he  t he mat i c  

impor t ance  o f  de l ay :  

 

The  r aw a f t e rnoon  i s  r awes t ,  and  t he  den se  fog  i s  denses t ,  an d  t he  

muddy  s t r ee t s  a r e  mudd ies t ,  nea r  t ha t  l eaden -headed  o ld  obs t ruc t i on ,  

appropr i a t e  o rnamen t  fo r  t he  t h r e sho ld  o f  a  l eaden -h eaded  o ld  

co rpora t i on :  Temple  Bar .  And  h a rd  by  Te mple  Bar ,  i n  L inc o ln ’ s  Inn  Ha l l ,  

a t  t he  ve ry  hea r t  o f  t he  fog ,  s i t s  t he  Lor d  High  Chance l lo r  i n  h i s  High  

Cour t  o f  Chance ry .  ( BH  14 )  

 

The  t h i rd -pe r son  na r r a to r  p ro longs  t he  f i r s t  s en t ence  by  wi thho ld ing  t he  name  o f  

t he  p l ace  “Temple  Bar ,”  and  s imi l a r ly  i t  i s  no t  un t i l  t he  ve ry  end  o f  t he  pa rag raph  

tha t  t he  sub j ec t  o f  t he  s econd  sen t ence  i s  c l a r i f i ed  fo r  t he  r eade r .  D .A.  Mi l l e r  

c l a ims  tha t  “ l i ke  t he  l a rge r  s t ruc tu re  o f  suspense ,  even  i nd iv idua l  s en t ences  wi l l  

f r equen t ly  de r ive  the i r  e f f ec t s  f rom the  l eng ths  t o  wh ich  t hey  wi l l  go  i n  
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wi thho ld ing  p red i ca t i on”  (88 ) .  Suc h  t end ency  may  no t  be  so  p reva l en t  t h roughou t  

t he  nove l  a s  Mi l l e r  sugges t s ,  bu t  su re ly  t he  r eade r  i s  cap t iva t ed  by  t he  f ee l i ng  o f  

be ing  suspended  f ro m the  open ing  scen e  o f  t he  nove l ,  no t  on ly  because  o f  t h e  

con t en t ,  bu t  a l so  bec ause  o f  t he  fo rm o f  t he  nove l  i t s e l f .  

 

3 .  The  Explo i ta t ive  Characters  an d  Pro cras t inat ion  

Many  cha rac t e r s  i n  t he  nove l  make  a  p ro f i t  by  de l ay ,  and  i n  o the r  cases ,  

pu re ly  en joy  t he  power  gene ra t ed  by  i t .  And  wha t  i s  no t ab l e  abou t  t hese  cha rac t e r s  

i s  t ha t  t he i r  pe r sona l i t i e s  a lmos t  unexcep t iona l ly  i n t e rna l i s e  t he  co r rup t ing  f ea tu res  

o f  J a rndyce  a nd  Ja r ndyce .  F rom the i r  v o i ce ,  speech ,  o r  de meanour ,  t he  nega t ive  

i n f luence  o f  t he  Co ur t  o f  Chance ry  r ev ea l s  i t s e l f .  Fo r  i n s t ance ,  Mr  Vho les ,  a  

sh rewd ,  s e l f - i n t e r e s t ed  a t t o rney  who  ex p lo i t s  t he  fo r tune  o f  h i s  c l i en t  R icha rd  

Car s tone ,  i s  cha rac t e r i s ed  by  h i s  “ s lowly  devour ing  l ook”  ( BH  976) ,  a s  i f  i t  r e f l ec t s  

t he  t a rdy  p roces s  o f  t he  cour t  o f  Chanc e ry .  Ano the r  fo rm o f  p roc ras t i na t i on  i s  

e loquence ,  an  i nc l i na t i on  t o  evade  or  wi thho ld  g iv ing  a  de f in i t e  answer .  

Conver sa t i on  Kenge  i s ,  a s  i t s  appe l l a t i on  i nd i ca t e s ,  d i s t i ngu i shed  fo r  h i s  

mean ing l e s s  l oquac i ty .  S imi l a r ly ,  Wi l l i am Guppy ,  a  c l e rk  a t  Kenge  a nd  Carboy  

of f i ce ,  “ l i kes  no th ing  be t t e r  t han  t o  mode l  h i s  conve r sa t i on  on  fo rens i c  p r inc ip l e s”  

(BH  31 2) ,  and  h i s  i nqu i s i t i on  i s  cha rac t e r i s t i c  “bo th  i n  r e spec t  o f  i t s  e l i c i t i ng  

no th ing ,  and  o f  i t s  be ing  l eng thy”  ( BH  311) .  Saundra  K.  Young  po in t s  ou t  t ha t  

“ ra r e ly  i n  h i s  nove l s  do  minor  cha rac t e r s  who  speak  we l l  mean  we l l ”  (78 ) ,  and  t h i s  

gene ra l  r u l e  app l i e s  t o  o the r  cha rac t e r s  in  t he  nove l  who  a r e  no t  d i r ec t l y  i nvo lve d  

i n  t he  Cour t  o f  Ch ance ry .  Chad band ,  a  hypoc r i t i ca l  p r eache r ,  has  “ the  g i f t  o f  

ho ld ing  fo r th  fo r  fou r  hour s  a t  a  s t r e t ch”  ( BH  303)  an d  o f  wh om h i s  “pe r secu to r s”  

(BH  314)  comment  tha t  “ the  wonder  r a the r  i s  t ha t  he  shou ld  eve r  l eave  o f f ,  hav ing  

once  t he  aud ac i t y  t o  beg in”  ( BH  31 4) .  Ma ny  o f  t he  s e l f - r i gh t e ous  cha r i t ab l e  peop le  

i n  t he  nove l  have  t he  same  t a l en t —the  cha i rman  o f  t he  In f an t  Bonds  o f  Joy  g ives  “a  
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f e rv id  addres s  o f  two  hour s”  ( BH  126) ,  a nd  Mr  Gushe r ,  “a  ve ry  f e rv id  impass ioned  

speake r”  ( BH  127) ,  “wou ld  improve  a lmos t  any  occas ion  yo u  cou ld  men t ion  fo r  

hour s  and  hour s”  ( B H  12 7) .  L ikewi se ,  g r eedy ,  r e l en t l e s s  mon ey lende r  Grandfa the r  

Smal lweed  i s  “wrou gh t  up  t o  t he  h ighes t  p i t ch  by  h i s  own  e loquence”  ( BH  530) .  

Bes ides  t h i s ,  i n  h i s  ca se  i t  shou ld  no t  go  unno t i ced  t ha t  h i s  p ro fes s ion  i s  desc r ibed  

as  “ the  a r che type  o f  pa ras i t i c  ac t i v i t y  i n  t he  no ve l ”  (Da lesk i  163) ;  t ha t  i s ,  

Sma l lweed  p ro f i t s  b y  t h e  p ro t r ac t i on  o f  deb to r ’ s  r epayment ,  j u s t  a s  l a wyer s  ga i n  

bene f i t  by  t he  de l ay  o f  Chance ry .  H i s  way  o f  t o r tu r ing  h i s  deb to r  Georg e  

Rouncewe l l  i s  exac t l y  t he  same  as  wha t  i s  s a id  abou t  J a rndyc e  and  Ja rndyce ,  t oo :  

“ i t ’ s  be ing  g round  to  b i t s  i n  a  s l ow mi l l ”  ( BH  71 ) .  

The  cha rac t e r  o f  Tu lk inghorn ,  t he  l ega l  adv i se r  o f  S i r  Le i ces te r  Ded lock  and  

the  b l ackmai l e r  o f  l ady  Ded lock ,  i s  more  f a thomles s  t han  t he  o the r  cha rac t e r s ,  and  

h i s  hos t i l e  obses s ion  wi th  Lady  Ded loc k  has  l ong  been  a  sub j ec t  o f  deba t e  among  

c r i t i c s . 3  Wha teve r  ambi t i on  he  posses ses  ( i f  any) ,  we  shou ld  no t e  t ha t  Tu lk inghorn  

uses  exac t l y  t he  same  me thod  a s  t he  Cour t  o f  Cha nce ry  which  he  r ep resen t s  fo r  h i s  

purpose :  t he  p ower  ga ined  by  de l ay  a nd  suspense .  L ike  t he  so l i c i t o r s ’  boys  who  

keep  the i r  wre t ched  c l i en t s  a t  bay  “by  p r o t e s t i ng  t ime  ou t  o f  mind  tha t  Mr  Ch izz l e ,  

Mizz l e ,  o r  o the rwi se ,  was  pa r t i cu l a r ly  engaged  and  had  appo i n tmen t s  un t i l  d inne r”  

(BH  1 7 ) ,  T u lk inghor n  o f t en  i n t en t iona l ly  l eaves  a f f a i r s  uns e t t l ed  and  keeps  h i s  

t a rge t  i n  i nde f in i t e  s uspense ,  an d  b y  d o ing  so  he  t o rmen t s  p eop le  and  e s t ab l i shes  

supe r io r i t y  ove r  t hem.  For  i n s t ance ,  he  t ea ses  Hor t ense  by  r epea t ed ly  r e fus ing  to  

mee t  he r  on  p re t enc e  o f  be ing  ou t  o r  e ngaged ,  and  cause s  George  Rounce we l l  

d i s t r e s s  by  keep ing  h im  “prowl ing  and  da ng l ing  abou t  h im”  ( B H  727) .   

Th i s  p ropens i t y  beco mes  mos t  ev iden t  when  he  beg ins  t o r tu r ing  Lady  Ded lock .  

By  ins inua t ing  t o  he r  t ha t  he  i s  s ec re t l y  i nves t i ga t i ng  he r  pas t ,  Tu lk inghorn  make s  

her  “ve ry  r e s t l e s s”  ( BH  2 54) .  Whi l e  s t a y ing  i n  Chesney  Wo ld ,  Lady  De d lock  i s  

t h r ea t ened  by  t he  l a wyer ’ s  p r e sence ,  u n t i l  h i s  absence  i t s e l f  becomes  he r  cons t an t  

source  o f  anx i e ty :  
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On ly  one  room i s  empty .  I t  i s  a  t u r r e t  cha mber  o f  t he  t h i rd  o rd e r  o f  mer i t ,  

p l a in ly  bu t  comfor t ab ly  fu rn i shed ,  a nd  h av ing  an  o ld - f a sh ion ed  bus ines s  

a i r .  I t  i s  Mr  Tu lk inghorn ’ s  room,  and  i s  neve r  bes towed  on  anybody  e l se ,  

fo r  he  may  come  a t  any  t ime .  He  i s  no t  co me  ye t .  [ .  .  . ]   

Eve ry  day  be fo re  d inne r ,  my  La dy  loo ks  f o r  h im  in  t he  dusk  o f  t he  

l i b r a ry ,  bu t  he  i s  no t  t he re .  Eve ry  day  a t  d inne r ,  my  Lady  g l ances  down  

the  t ab l e  fo r  t he  vac an t  p l ace ,  t ha t  wo u ld  be  wa i t i ng  t o  r ece ive  h im  i f  he  

had  j us t  a r r i ved ;  bu t  t he re  i s  no  vacan t  p l ace .  Eve ry  n igh t  my  Lady  

casua l ly  a sks  he r  ma id :  

      ‘ I s  Mr  Tu lk ing horn  come?’  

        Every  n igh t  t he  answer  i s ,  ‘No ,  my  Lady ,  no t  ye t . ’  ( BH  1 91)  

 

Thi s  unce r t a in ty  i s  Tu lk inghorn ’ s  f avou r i t e  me thod  o f  t o r tur ing  h i s  p r ey .  Even  

when  he  f i na l l y  acqu i r e s  a l l  i n fo rma t ion  neces sa ry ,  Tu lk inghorn  appea r s  (o r  

p r e t ends )  no t  t o  kno w wha t  t o  do  nex t .  He  t e l l s  he r  t ha t“ I  have  no t  ye t  bee n  ab l e  

t o  come  to  a  dec i s ion  sa t i s f ac to ry  t o  myse l f ,  on  t he  cour se  be fo re  me .  I  am no t  

c l ea r  wha t  t o  do ,  o r  how to  ac t  nex t .  I  m us t  r eques t  you ,  i n  t he  mean  t ime ,  t o  ke ep  

your  s ec re t  a s  you  h ave  kep t  i t  so  l on g ,  and  no t  t o  wonder  t ha t  I  keep  i t  t oo”  ( BH  

656 -5 7) .   

When  Lady  Ded lock  i s  f o rb idden  to  f l ee  f rom Chesney  Wold  and  fo rced  t o  

con t inue  he r  l i f e  a s  usua l ,  she  ques t i ons  Tu lk inghorn ,  s ay in g ,  “ I  am to  d r ag  my  

presen t  l i f e  on ,  ho l d ing  i t s  pa ins  a t  yo ur  p l easu re ,  day  by  day?”  ( BH  659) .  Th e  

word  “d rag”  i s  impor t an t ,  because  i t  r eminds  us  o f  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce ,  wh ich  

“drags  i t s  d r ea ry  l eng th  be fo re  t he  Cou r t ,  pe r enn ia l l y  hope l e s s”  ( BH 17) ,  and  i s  

marked  by  i t s  “d rag g ing  yea r s  o f  p roc ra s t i na t i on  and  anx ie ty”  ( BH  602) .  R icha rd  

h imse l f  i s  “d ragg ing  on ”  ( BH  625)  h i s  d i s loca t ed  l i f e ,  and  Gr id l ey  a l so  has  been  

“dragged  fo r  f i ve -an d - twen ty  yea r s  o ve r  bu rn ing  i ron”  ( BH  250) .  Th i s  s imi l a r i ty  

sugges t s  t ha t  Lady  Ded lock’ s  c i r cums tance  becomes  ana logous  t o  t he  p ro t r ac t ed ,  

suspense -caus ing  l eg a l  ca se  (o f  wh ich  sh e  i s  ac tua l l y  o ne  o f  t he  pa r t i e s ) .  Af t e r  sh e  

b reaks  t he  ag reement  wi th  Tu lk inghorn ,  he  dec l a r e s  he  wi l l  t ake  h i s  own  cour se ,  

ye t  s t i l l  he  r e fuses  t o  t e l l  he r  exac t l y  whe n  he  wi l l  t ake  ac t i on :  

 

‘Do  you  co n templa t e  undece iv ing  S i r  Le i c es t e r  t o -n igh t ? ’  

       ‘A home  ques t i o n ! ’  s ays  Mr  Tu lk ingh orn ,  wi th  a  s l i gh t  sm i l e ,  and  
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cau t ious ly  shak ing  h i s  head  a t  t he  shaded  f ace .  ‘No ,  no t  t o -n ig h t . ’  

        ‘To -mor row?’  

 ‘Al l  t h ings  cons ide red ,  I  had  be t t e r  dec l i ne  answer ing  t ha t  qu es t i on ,  

Lady  Ded lock .  I f  I  were  t o  s ay  I  don’ t  kn ow when ,  exac t l y ,  y o u  wou ld  n o t  

be l i eve  me ,  and  i t  wou ld  answer  no  purpo se .  I t  may  be  t o -mor r ow.  I  wou ld  

r a the r  s ay  no  more .  You  a r e  p r epa red ,  an d  I  ho ld  ou t  no  expec t a t i ons  

which  c i r cums tances  migh t  f a i l  t o  j u s t i fy .  I  wi sh  you  g ood  even ing . ’  ( BH  

746-4 7)  

 

Immedia t e ly  a f t e r  th i s  mee t ing ,  Lady  Ded lock  fo l l ows  h im  to  “make  one  l as t  

pe t i t i on  t ha t  he  wou ld  no t  p ro t r ac t  t he  d r eadfu l  suspense  [ .  .  . ]  bu t  wou ld  

merc i fu l l y  s t r i ke  nex t  morn ing”  (BH  8 55) ,  bu t  i n  va in .  F or  he r ,  t he  p r e sen t  

suspense  i s  even  wor se  and  more  u nbea ra b l e  t han  t he  ce r t a in ,  i nev i t ab l e  ca t a s t rophe .  

No th ing  cou ld  be  more  conv inc ing ,  because  by  t h i s  po in t  i n  t he  nove l  we  a l r eady 

know the  devas t a t i n g  e f f ec t  o f  be ing  he ld  i n  suspense  on  on e ’ s  mind  t hrough  th e  

desc r ip t i on  o f  t he  Cour t  o f  Chance ry .  Th us ,  wha t  Tu lk ing horn  t r i e s  t o  d o  wi th  t h e  

power  bes towed  upo n  h im  by  the  acqu i red  i n fo rma t ion  i s  t o  r ep roduce  and  r epea t  

wha t  i s  go ing  on  i n  Chance ry :  he  c r e a t e s  a  s i t ua t i on  s imi l a r  t o  J a rndyce  and  

Ja rndyc e ,  and  t o rmen t s  h i s  v i c t ims  by  the  de l i be ra t e  de l ay  and  p roc ras t i na t i on ,  

wi thou t  r e ly ing  on  t he  ex i s t i ng  sys t em,  l i ke  Kenge  and  Vho le s .  In  t h i s  s ense ,  i t  i s  

s a f e  t o  s ay  t ha t  he  no t  on ly  se rves  Chance ry ,  bu t  he  i s  Chance r y . 4  

Inspec to r  Buc ke t  i s  cha rac t e r i s e d  by  swi f tnes s ,  compe tency  a s  we l l  a s  human  

touch ,  and  t hus  appe a r s  t o  be  qu i t e  con t r a ry  t o  t he  l ega l  cha r ac t e r s  i n  t he  no ve l .  

However ,  a  c lose r  e xamina t ion  wi l l  r evea l  t ha t  h i s  cha rac t e r  i s  no t  so  s imple .  As  

Ian  Ousby  c l a ims ,  t h e  t r ea tmen t  o f  t he  po l i ce  d e t ec t i ve  i n  Bleak  House  i s  no t  “a n  

ex t ens ion  o f  t he  unc r i t i ca l  he ro -worsh ip  r evea l ed  i n  t he  j ou rna l i sm”  (90) ,  and  he  

s t a t e s  t ha t  “ [ i ] t  i s  t o  t he  q ua l i t y  o f  i nc ons i s t ency ,  i f  no t  pa radox ,  t ha t  t he  r eade r  

r eve r t s  i n  h i s  own  es t ima te  o f  Bucke t ,  f o r  t he  po l i ce man’s  ac t i ons  show h im to  be  

bo th  good  and  bad”  ( 101) .  And  the  con t ro ve r s i a l  a spec t  o f  Bucke t  i s  c lose ly  r e l a t ed  

t o  de l ay ,  ho wever  q u i ck  and  swi f t  h i s  a c t i on  i n  gene ra l  may  seem.  Bucke t  cause s  

de l ay  by  n o t  impar t i ng  i n fo rma t ion ,  “ [ s ] ad i s t i ca l l y  en joy ing  h i s  po wer  ove r  a  

per son”  (Toker  76 ) .  Hi s  manner  o f  wa l k ing  as  pe rce ived  t h rough  the  eyes  o f  M r  
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Snagsby  symbol i ca l l y  demons t r a t e s  t h i s  d i spos i t i on :  “ As  t hey  wa lk  a lo ng ,  M r  

Snagsby  obse rves ,  a s  a  nove l ty ,  [ .  .  . ]  t ha t  wheneve r  he  [Buck e t ]  i s  go ing  t o  t u rn  to  

t he  r i gh t  o r  l e f t ,  he  p r e t ends  t o  have  a  f ixed  purpose  i n  h i s  mind  o f  go ing  s t r a igh t  

ahead ,  and  whee l s  o f f ,  sha rp ly ,  a t  t he  ve ry  l a s t  moment”  ( BH  357) .  He  does  no t  

r evea l  h i s  i n t en t i on  un t i l  t he  ve ry  l a s t  moment .  

         The  t yp i ca l  ex ample  o f  Bucke t ’ s  wi t hho ld ing  i n fo rma t ion  can  be  seen  i n  h i s  

t r ea tmen t  o f  S i r  Le i ces t e r  Ded lock  wh en  he  a r r e s t s  Hor t e nse .  Bucke t  c r ea t e s  

unnecessa ry  suspense  and  t o r tu r e s  S i r  Lei ces t e r  Ded lock  immense ly .  To  beg in  wi th ,  

Bucke t  s ays  t ha t  t he  murde re r  i s  “a  woman”  ( BH  818) ,  t hen  men t ions  t he  name o f  

Lady  Ded lock :  “ Wha t  I  have  go t  t o  s ay ,  i s  abou t  he r  Ladysh ip .  She  i s  t he  p ivo t  i t  

a l l  t u rns  on”  ( B H  8 19) ,  and  t h us  h in t s  she  i s  deep ly  i nv o lved  i n  t he  murde r  o f  

Tulk inghorn .  Then  h e  r evea l s  Tu lk inghorn  d i scove red  Lady  Ded lock’ s  s ec re t ,  and  

t hey  “had  bad  b loo d  [ .  .  . ]  u pon  the  ma t t e r ,  t ha t  ve ry  n igh t ”  ( BH  82 1) ,  and  

immedia t e ly  a f t e r  t ha t  she  was  wi tnes se d  t o  go  do wn to  h i s  chamber .  Dur ing  t h i s  

d i sc losu re ,  a  s t r i k ing  change  i n  appea ra nce  o f  S i r  Le i ces t e r  Ded lock  i s  obse rve d :  

“Someth ing  f rozen  and  f i xed  i s  upon  h i s  manner ,  ove r  and  above  i t s  u sua l  she l l  of  

haugh t ines s ;  and  Mr  Bucke t  soon  de t ec t s  an  unusua l  s l ownes s  i n  h i s  speech ,  wi th  

now and  then  a  cu r ious  t roub le  i n  beg inn ing ,  wh ich  occ as ions  h im  to  u t t e r  

i na r t i cu l a t e  sounds”  (BH  8 21) .  Ye t ,  f o r  a l l  h i s  c rue l  t r ea tmen t ,  S i r  Le i ces t e r  can no t  

r ep r imand  Bucke t ’ s  c i r cu i t ous  behav iour .  He  has  no  c ho ice  bu t  t o  con t inue  t o  l i s t en  

t o  h i s  na r r a t i ve  un t i l  eve ry th ing  become s  c l ea r .  Thus  Bucke t ’ s  i n f luen t i a l  power  

over  h im  g rows  even  s t ronge r  t h rough  th i s  p ro t r ac t ed  agony .  The  suspense  r eache s  

i t s  peak  when  Bucke t  dec l a r e s  he  wi l l  cap tu re  t he  murde res s  be fo re  S i r  Le i ces t e r  

Dedlock’ s  eyes :  

 

‘The  pa r ty  t o  be  ap prehended  i s  now in  t h i s  house ’ ,  p rocee ds  Mr  

Bucke t ,  pu t t i ng  up  h i s  wa tch  wi th  a  s t ead y  hand ,  a nd  wi th  r i s i ng  sp i r i t s ,  

‘ and  I ’m  abou t  t o  t ake  he r  i n to  cus tody  in  your  p r e sence .  S i r  Le i ces t e r  

Ded lock ,  Ba rone t ,  d on’ t  you  say  a  word ,  no r  ye t  s t i r .  There ’ l l  be  no  

no i se ,  and  no  d i s tu r bance  a t  a l l .  I ’ l l  co me  back  i n  t he  cou r se  o f  t he  

even ing ,  i f  ag reeab l e  t o  you ,  and  endeavour  t o  mee t  your  wi shes  
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r e spec t i ng  t h i s  un f o r tuna t e  f ami ly  ma t t e r ,  and  t he  nobb ie s t  way  o f  

keep ing  i t  qu i e t .  Now,  S i r  Le i ces t e r  Ded lock ,  Ba rone t ,  do n’ t  you  be  

nervous  on  accoun t  o f  t he  apprehens ion  a t  p r e sen t  coming  o f f .  You  sha l l  

s ee  t he  who le  case  c l ea r ,  f rom f i r s t  t o  l a s t . ’  ( BH  82 9 -30)  

 

At  t h i s  po in t ,  S i r  Le i ces t e r  i s  f i na l l y  i n formed  tha t  Lady  Ded lock  i s  no t  gu i l t y ,  bu t  

he r  ma id  Hor t ense  i s  t he  cu lp r i t .  Neve r the l e s s ,  h i s  su f f e r ing  i s  so  i n t ense  t ha t  he  

f a l l s  i n  an  abs t r ac t ed  s t a t e ,  and  “ r ema ins  i n  t he  s ame  a t t i t ude  a s  t hough  he  wer e  

s t i l l  l i s t en ing ,  and  h i s  a t t en t i on  were  s t i l l  occup ied”  ( BH  838 ) .  Th i s  s t a t e  t e s t i f i e s  

S i r  Le i ces t e r ’ s  heavy  dependence  on  Bu cke t  a s  we l l  a s  h i s  g r ea t  men ta l  su f f e r ing  

t h rough  the  p ro t r ac t ed  conve r sa t i on  wi th  Bucke t .  

           Ano the r  exa mple  o f  de l ay  caused  by  Bucke t  ca n  be  found  in  h i s  

i nexp l i cab l e  unwi l l i ngness  t o  sha re  i n fo r ma t ion  wi th  Es the r  S ummerson  dur ing  t he  

l ong  chase  a f t e r  Lad y  Ded lock .  Dur ing  t he  chase ,  Es the r  has  no  i dea  where  she  i s  

go ing  because  Bucke t  r e fuses  t o  t e l l  he r  t he  i n fo rma t ion  he  a cqu i r ed ,  on ly  t e l l i ng  

her  t ha t  t he re  i s  “ [n ]one  t ha t  can  be  qu i t e  depended  on  a s  y e t ”  ( BH  870) .  Es the r ,  

knowing  tha t  she  sho u ld  no t  d i s tu rb  Buck e t ,  s t ays  s t i l l ,  ye t  t he  c i r cums tance  causes  

her  g r ea t  pa in :  “ I  had  no  need  t o  r emind  myse l f  t ha t  I  was  no t  t he re ,  by  t h e  

i ndu lgence  o f  any  f e e l i ng  o f  mine ,  t o  i nc rease  t he  d i f f i cu l t i e s  o f  t he  s ea rch ,  o r  t o  

l e s sen  i t s  hopes ,  o r  e nhance  i t s  de l ays .  I  r ema ined  qu i e t ;  bu t  wha t  I  s u f f e r ed  i n  t ha t  

dreadfu l  spo t ,  I  nev e r  can  fo rge t ”  ( BH  869) .  Her  su f f e r ing  i nc reases  when  the  

d i r ec t i on  o f  t he  s ea rch  i s  sudde n ly  cha nged  in  t he  mids t  o f  t he  chase .  Th i s  i s  

becau se  Bucke t  sh re wdly  pe rce ives  t ha t  Lady  De d lock  has  ch anged  he r  c lo th  on  t he  

way  and  r e tu rned  t o  where  she  has  c ome  f rom,  bu t  aga in  Bucke t  obs t i na t e l y  

wi thho lds  t h i s  i n fo rma t ion  and  on ly  t e l l s  Es the r  t o  t r us t  h im:  

     

‘My dea r , ’  s a id  Mr  Bucke t ,  j umping  to  h i s  s ea t ,  and  l ook i ng  i n  

aga in—‘you’ l l  excuse  me  i f  I ’m  too  f ami l i a r —don’ t  you  f r e t  and  wor ry  

your se l f  no  more  t han  you  can  he lp .  I  s ay  no th ing  e l se  a t  p r e sen t ;  bu t  

you  kno w me ,  my  de a r ;  now,  don’ t  y ou? ’  

I  endeavo ured  t o  s ay  t ha t  I  kne w he  was  f a r  more  cap ab le  t han  I  o f  

dec id ing  wha t  we  ou gh t  t o  do ;  bu t  was  he  su re  t ha t  t h i s  was  r i gh t ?  Cou ld  
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I  no t  go  fo rward  by  myse l f  i n  s ea rch  o f — I  g r a sped  h i s  hand  aga in  i n  my  

d i s t r e s s ,  and  whi spe r ed  i t  t o  h im —of  my  own  mothe r .  

                     ‘My d ea r , ’  he  ans wered ,  ‘ I  know,  I  kno w,  and  wou ld  I  pu t  you  wrong  

do  you  t h ink?  Inspec to r  Bucke t .  Now y ou  know me ,  do n’ t  you? ’  

        Wha t  cou ld  I  s a y  bu t  yes !  ( BH  885)    

  

At  such  po in t ,  t he  ro l e  o f  Inspec to r  Buc ke t  appea r s  t o  be  a lmos t  i den t i f i ab le  wi th  

t ha t  o f  t he  na r r a to r ,  because  Bucke t ’ s  wi t hho ld ing  i n fo rma t ion —whethe r  f rom  S i r  

Le i ces t e r  o r  Es the r —exac t ly  co inc ides  wi t h  t he  de f in i t i on  o f  “ de l ay”  a s  a  na r r a t i ve  

t echn ique  g iven  by  Rimmon -Kenan ,  wh i ch  “cons i s t s  i n  no t  impar t i ng  i n fo rmat ion  

where  i t  i s  ‘due ’  i n  t he  t ex t ,  bu t  l eav ing  i t  f o r  a  l a t e r  s t age”  (125) .  The re fo re ,  t h e  

r e l a t i onsh ip  be tween  wi th  Bucke t  and  h i s  aud i ence  pa ra l l e l s  t o  t he  r e l a t i on  be tween  

the  au thor  and  t he  r e ade r :  

 

‘ [ I ] t  a i n ’ t  ea sy  t o  answer  t hose  ques t i ons  a t  t he  p r e sen t  moment .  N o t  a t  

t he  p r e sen t  moment .  [ .  .  . ]  I  cou ld  answer  your  ques t i ons ,  m i s s ,  bu t  du ty  

fo rb ids  i t .  S i r  Le i ces t e r  Ded lock ,  Ba ro ne t ,  wi l l  ve ry  soon  be  made  

acqua in t ed  wi th  a l l  tha t  has  been  t r aced .  And  I  hope  t ha t  he  may  f i nd  i t ; ’  

Mr  Bucke t  aga in  l oo ks  g rave ;  ‘ t o  h i s  s a t i s f ac t i on . ’  ( BH  809 -8 10)  

 

Karen  Chase  c l a ims  t ha t  Bucke t  “ migh t  be  seen  a s  t he  prec ip i t a t e  o f  t he  na r r a t i ve  

fo rm,  t he  human  em bod imen t  o f  i t s  mechan ics  o f  p lo t t i ng .  Bucke t  can  a s sume  th e  

nar r a to r ’ s  ro l e  because  t he i r  t a sks  r e se mble  one  ano the r .  T he  de t ec t i ve ,  l i ke  t h e  

na r r a to r ,  s e rves  a s  an  impresa r io  o f  p lo t  and  r e so lu t i on”  (109) .  Simi l a r ly ,  A ndre i  

Bal t akmens  s t a t e s  t ha t  “ [ s ] t ead i ly ,  Bucke t  approaches  i den t i f i ca t i on  wi th  t he  vo i ce  

of  t he  r eco rde r  [ t he  t h i rd -per son  na r r a to r ]  a s  h i s  command  o ve r  t he  mys t e ry  ex t end s”  

(13 ) .  At  t he  s ame  t ime ,  however ,  i t  a l so  ce r t a in ly  can  be  sa id  t ha t  by  keep in g  

o t he r s  i n  a  s t a t e  o f  suspense  and  unce r t a in ty ,  Bucke t  ru th l e s s ly  en joys  h i s  powe r  

ove r  t hem,  and  i n  t h i s  r e spec t ,  he  has  “a n  ana logous  mot iva t i on  and  an  ana logous  

s ign i f i cance”  (Toker  76 )  t o  Tu lk inghorn  a nd  t he  Cour t  o f  Chan ce ry  i t s e l f .   

 

4 .  “Moving  On”:  De lay  and  Di sp lacement  
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As  we  have  seen ,  i n  Bleak  House  t hose  who  exp lo i t  o the r s  ch ie f ly  use  de l ay  i n  

o rde r  t o  e s t ab l i sh  supe r io r i t y  ove r  o the r s ,  o r  j u s t  t o  ga in  more  money .  L ikewi se ,  

t hose  who  a r e  exp lo i t ed  o r  oppres sed  i n  t he  nove l  o f t en  i n t e rna l i s e  t he  hab i t  o f  

p roc ras t i na t i on —an  i nd i spos i t i on  t o  evad e  and  av o id  r ea l i t y ,  and  wa l low in  va in  

expec t a t i ons  t ha t  wi l l  neve r  come  t rue .  The  mos t  pa the t i c  example  i s  R icha rd  

Car s tone ,  a  ward  i n  Chance ry  wh o  g r adu a l ly  ge t s  abso rb ed  i n  J a rndyce  and  

Ja rndyce  wi th  hope l e s s  expec t a t i on ,  and  f i na l l y  d i e s  a  wre t ched  dea th .  John  

Ja rndyce  no t e s  t ha t  t he  case  “has  engende red  o r  conf i rmed  in  h im  a  hab i t  o f  p u t t i ng  

of f —and  t rus t i ng  t o  t h i s ,  t ha t ,  and  t h e  o the r  chance ,  wi thou t  knowing  wha t  

chance —and d i smi s s ing  eve ry th ing  a s  unse t t l ed ,  unce r t a in ,  and  confused”  (BH  197) .  

S imi l a r ly ,  Es the r  obse rve s ,  r ega rd ing  h i s  hab i t ,  t ha t  “ [ e ] ve ry th ing  pos tponed  to  t ha t  

imag ina ry  t ime!  Eve ry th ing  he ld  i n  co nfus ion  and  indec i s ion  u n t i l  t hen !  ( BH  59 9)” .  

Th i s  “ imag ina ry  t ime ”  o f  cour se  neve r  c omes ,  no r  wou ld  Ric ha rd  r e s t a r t  wha t  he  

has  pos tpone d ,  l i ke  Haro ld  Sk impole ,  who  occas iona l ly  be t akes  h imse l f  “ t o  

beg inn ing  some  ske t ch  i n  t he  pa rk  which  h e  neve r  f i n i shed ”  (B H  294) .  

Hope l e s s  expec t a t i on  o f  s e t t l emen t  i s  wha t  r e s t l e s s  cha rac t e r s  l i ke  Richa rd  

che r i sh .  Accord ing  t o  Geof f r ey  Thur l ey ,  Bleak  House  i s  “a  c r i t i que  o f  t he  

Dickens i an  expec t a t i ons ,  t he i r  u l t ima t e  i l l u so r ines s  and  des t ruc t i ve  power”  (200)  

and  he  co nc ludes  t ha t  t he  nove l  a rg ue s  t ha t  “human  ex i s t ence  i s  mos t  l i ke  a  

p ro t r ac t ed  wa i t i ng  fo r  a  l egacy  t ha t  bequea ths  us  no th ing”  (202) .  In  sp i t e  o f  t he  

l ong  yea r s  o f  d i sap po in tmen t ,  Mis s  F l i t e ,  a  ha l f -c r aze d  su i t  i n  Chance ry ,  s t i l l  

c anno t  abandon  h op e  comple t e ly ,  and  r epea t s  he r  r e f r a in :  “ I  expec t  a  j udgment .  

Shor t l y”  ( BH 47) .  Th e  l i t i gan t s  a r e  a l l  de luded  by  t he  f a l s e  l og i c  t ha t  “ the  l onge r  i t  

goes  on ,  [ .  .  . ]  t he  n ea re r  i t  mus t  be  t o  a  se t t l emen t”  ( BH  21 5) .  Tom  Ja rndyce ,  o n  

t he  day  o f  h i s  su i c ide ,  t h inks  “ I ’m  nea re r  j udgment  t han  I  eve r  was”  ( BH  72 ) .  

Richa rd  pe r suades  Es the r  and  a l so  h imse l f  t ha t  “ i t  can ’ t  l a s t  f o r  eve r”  ( B H  371)  and  

t ha t  “ [ a ] s  t o  year s  of  de l ay ,  t he re  has  been  no  wan t  o f  t hem,  Heaven  knows!  and  

t he r e  i s  t he  g r ea t e r  poss ib i l i t y  o f  ou r  b r ing ing  t he  ma t t e r  t o  a  speedy  c lose”  ( B H  
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371 -7 2) .  Thus  t hey  a r e  obses sed  wi th  a  no t ion  t ha t  t he i r  wi s hes  mus t  be  fu l f i l l ed  

shor t l y ,  no t  desp i t e  t he  de l ay ,  bu t  because  o f  t he  de l ay .   

Thi s  “ s i ckness  o f  h ope  de fe r r ed”  ( BH  396)  sp reads  among  a l l  c l a s ses ,  and  

even  con tamina t e s  t hose  who  a r e  app a ren t ly  no t  conce rn ed  i n  J a rndyce  and  

Ja rndyce .  Mrs  Je l l yby ,  f o r  i n s t ance ,  bea r s  a  s t rong  s imi l i t ude  to  Mis s  F l i t e  i n  t e rms  

o f  expec t a t i on .  Her  t e l e scop ic  ph i l an th ropy  makes  he r  pos tpo ne  he r  house ho ld  wor k  

i nde f in i t e ly ,  and  he r  s t a t emen t  per t a in ing  he r  cha r i t y  work  fo r  Af r i ca  i s  exac t ly  

what  Mis s  F l i t e  i s  l i ke ly  t o  s ay  ab ou t  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndy ce :  “ I t  i nv o lves  t he  

devo t ion  o f  a l l  my ene rg i e s ,  such  a s  t hey  a r e ;  bu t  t ha t  i s  no th ing ,  so  t ha t  i t  

succeeds ;  and  I  am more  conf iden t  o f  succ es s  eve ry  day”  ( B H  5 3 ) .  In  t he  end  she  i s  

d i sappo in t ed  i n  he r  cha r i t y  work ,  b u t  she  soon  f i nds  a no the r  ven t  fo r  he r  

ph i l an th rop i c  en thus i a sm ,  wh ich  i s  “ the  r i gh t s  o f  women  to  s i t  i n  Pa r l i amen t”  ( B H  

987) ,  and  he r  ac t  o f  expec t ing  s t i l l  goes  on .   

Vo lumnia  i s  ano the r  comic  va r i a t i on  o f  t h i s  k ind  o f  peop le .  As  Mrs  Je l l yby  

expec t s  t he  succes s  o f  he r  cha r i t y  work ,  so  Vo lumia  expec t s  the  i nhe r i t ance  o f  t he  

fo r tune  o f  he r  cous i n ,  S i r  Le i ces t e r .  Wh en  S i r  Le i ces t e r  i s  conf ined  t o  bed ,  she  

s t ays  by  h i s  s i de  con s t an t ly ,  ou t  o f  “a  ho r ro r  o f  wha t  may  be f a l l  he r  l i t t l e  i ncome ,  

i n  t he  even t  [ .  .  . ]  ‘o f  any th ing  happen in g ’  t o  S i r  Le i ces t e r ”  ( B H  898) .  Accord in g ly ,  

she  f i nds  “ she  canno t  go  t o  bed  [ .  .  . ]  and  pa rade  t he  mans ion  l i ke  a  ghos t ”  ( BH  

898)  and  r e fuses  t o  r e tu rn  t o  he r  room,  because  “ [ s ]he  may  be  a sked  fo r ,  she  may  

be  wan ted  a t  a  mome nt ’ s  no t i ce .  She  neve r  shou ld  fo rg ive  he r se l f  ‘ i f  any th ing  was  

t o  happen’  and  s he  was  no t  o n  t he  spo t ”  ( BH  899) .  Thus  she  p os tpones  wi thd ra wing  

t o  he r  room ins i s t en t l y ,  un t i l  “ i t  comes  t o  fou r  o ’ c lock ,  and  s t i l l  t he  s ame  b l ank,  

Vo lumnia ’ s  cons t ancy  beg ins  t o  f a i l  he r ,  o r  r a the r  i t  beg ins  t o  s t r eng then ;  fo r  she  

now cons ide r s  t ha t  i t  i s  he r  du ty  t o  be  r eady  fo r  t he  mor row ,  when  much  may  be  

expec t ed  o f  he r”  ( BH  899) .  She  s t r i k ing ly  r e sembl es  t o  Mis s  F l i t e ,  who  i s  “a lwa ys  

i n  cour t ,  f r om i t s  s i t t i ng  t o  i t s  r i s i ng ,  and  a lways  expec t ing  so me  incomprehens ib l e  

j udgment  t o  be  g iven  i n  he r  f avour ”  (BH  15 ) ,  and  whose  r e s id ence  i s  ad j acen t  to  
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t he  L inco ln ’ s  Inn  “ [ i ]n  consequence  o f  t h e  neces s i t y  o f  a t t end ing  on  t he  Chance l lo r ”  

(BH  73 ) .  F ina l l y  i t  t u rns  ou t  t ha t  S i r  Le i ces t e r  wi l l  bequea th  he r  h i s  fo r tune ,  bu t  b y  

t ha t  t ime  Chesney  Wold  becomes  so  b l eak  a  p l ace  t ha t  “pas s ion  an d  p r ide ,  even  t o  

t he  s t r ange r ’ s  eye ,  h ave  d i ed  a way  f rom t he  p l ace  i n  L inco lns h i r e ,  and  y i e lded  i t  t o  

du l l  r epose”  ( BH  98 5 ) .   

   Even  the  f i r s t -pe r son  na r r a to r ,  Es t he r  Summerson ,  can no t  r ema in  un t a in t ed  

f rom th i s  soc i a l  ev i l .  I t  i s  t r ue  t ha t  gene r a l l y  she  i s ,  un l i ke  R icha rd ,  f r ee  f rom the  

hab i t  o f  pu t t i ng  t h ings  o f f ,  and  appea r s  no t  t o  be  con t amina t ed  by  Ja rndyce  and  

Ja rndyce  a t  a l l .  In d eed ,  he r  v i r t ue  o f  d i s in t e r e s t edness  o f t en  t akes  fo rm o f  swi f t  

ac t i on  i n  t he  nove l —and  th i s  i s  wha t  she  l ea rned  i n  he r  ch i l dhood  a t  Green l ea f :  

“There  was  a  t ime  fo r  eve ry th ing  a l l  r o und  the  d i a l  o f  t he  c lock ,  and  eve ry th in g  

was  done  a t  i t s  appo i n t ed  moment”  ( BH  3 9 ) .  

   Neve r the l e s s ,  t h i s  i s  no t  t he  case  wi th  Es the r  a s  a  na r r a to r .  F rom the  ve ry  f i r s t  

s en t ence ,  Es the r  hes i t a t e s  wr i t i ng  abou t  he r  own  l i f e — i n  o the r  words ,  she  c r ea t e s  a  

nar r a t i ve  de l ay :  “ I  have  a  g r ea t  dea l  o f  d i f f i cu l t y  i n  beg inn ing  t o  wr i t e  my  por t i on  

o f  t hese  pages ,  f o r  I  know I  am no t  c l eve r”  ( BH  27 ) .  Her  unusu a l  s e l f -con t empt  and  

r e luc t ance  t o  expre s s  he r se l f  can  be  a t t r i bu t ab l e  t o  he r  s ense  o f  gu i l t  abou t  he r  

i l l eg i t ima te  b i r t h  impr in t ed  i n  ea r ly  ch i l dhood .   Es the r  i s  s o  i n secure  abou t  he r  

wr i t i ng  ab i l i t y  t ha t  s he  i s  o f t en  a t  a  l o s s  f o r  words ,  d ig r e s ses  f rom the  ma in  sub j ec t ,  

and  r e so r t s  t o  concess i ve  o r  con t r a s t i ve  con junc t ions  whe n  she  expres ses  he r  

op in ion  wi th  d i f f i dence .  Th i s  cha rac t e r i s t i c  can  be  obse rved  i n  s en t ences  such  a s  “ I  

have  no t  by  any  means  a  qu i ck  unde r s t an d ing .  When  I  l ove  a  pe r son  ve ry  t ende r ly  

i ndeed ,  i t  s eems  to  b r igh t en .  Bu t  e ve n  th a t  may  be  my  van i ty ”  ( BH  28)  o r  “ I  ha ve  

ment ioned ,  t ha t ,  un l e s s  my  van i ty  shou ld  dece ive  me  ( a s  I  kn ow i t  may ,  fo r  I  may  

be  ve ry  va in ,  wi thou t  suspec t ing  i t —though  indeed  I  don’ t ) ,  my  comprehens ion  i s  

qu i ckened  whe n  my  a f f ec t i on  i s ”  ( BH  29)  and  “ I  don’ t  kno w wha t  i t  was .  Or  a t  l ea s t  

i f  I  do ,  now,  I  t houg h t  I  d id  no t  t hen .  Or  a t  l ea s t —but  i t  don’ t  ma t t e r ”  ( BH  470) .  As  

Newsome  po in t s  ou t ,  Es the r ’ s  t hough t  i s  “ the  same  k ind  o f  s t op -and -go ,  c i r cu l a r  
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mo t ion  t ha t  s eems to  be  t he  ex t e rna l  cond i t i on  o f  t h ings  i n  the  wor lds  o f  Chance ry”  

(34 ) .  Even  Es the r ,  who  seems  to  r ema in  mora l l y  i n t ac t ,  does  i n t e rna l i s e  Chance ry -

l i ke  p ropens i t y  wh ich  i s  so  p r eva l en t  i n  t he  wor ld  o f  Bleak  House .  He r  r e t i cence  

abou t  expres s ing  he r  op in ion  o r  emot ion  i s  e spec i a l l y  s t r i k ing  when  she  has  t o  

men t ion  Al l an  Wood cour t ,  a  young  phys i c i an  and  he r  fu tu re  husband .  Whe the r  i t  

“s t ems  f rom he r  f ea r  t ha t  she  i s  t a in t ed  and  he r  co nsequen t  be l i e f  t ha t  mar r i age  

wi th  h im  would  be  a  v io l a t i on  o f  cas t e”  ( S toehr  150) ,  o r  i t  i s  s imply  because  she  i s  

“ so  t e r r i f i ed  o f  l o s ing  h im  tha t  she  can  ha rd ly  bea r  t o  men t ion  h i s  ex i s t ence”  

(Zwerd l ing  434) ,  he r  r e luc t ance  and  co nsequen t  de l ay  r ega rd ing  t o  wr i t e  abou t  

he r se l f  o r  he r  husband  a r e  i n sepa rab l e  f rom he r  i l l eg i t ima te  b i r t h ,  wh ich  i s  no t  he r  

s i n  no r  he r  f au l t ,  bu t  she  i nhe r i t ed  i t  f r om he r  pa ren t s  r ega rd l e s s  o f  he r  wi l l .  In  t h i s  

sense ,  she  i s  “a  v i c t im  o f  t ha t  who le  dead - l ocked  sys t e m o f  i n s t i t u t i ona l i zed  

muddle ,  p r e jud i ce  and  i n jus t i ce”  (S l a t e r  256)  l i ke  many  o the r  cha rac t e r s  i n  t he  

nove l .  Indee d ,  he r  o bses s ion  wi th  pas t  echoes  wi th  t hose  o f  t he  pa r t i e s  t o  t he  case  

of  J a rndyce  an d  Ja r ndyce ,  “ the  i nhe r i t ance  o f  a  p ro t r ac t ed  mi se ry”  ( BH  72 ) ,  an d  

a l so  wi th  John  Ja rndyce ’ s  i nd igna t ion  a t  h i s  cause :  “ fo r  whose  s ins  t hese  young 

peop le  eve r  f e l l  i n to  a  p i t  o f  i t ,  I  d on’ t  kn ow”  ( BH  122) .   

         And  i t  i s  such  a  psycho log i ca l  s t a t e  t ha t  makes  he r  c los ing  na r r a t i ve  ve ry  

undec ided ,  and  t he re fo re ,  qu i t e  puzz l ing .  In  t he  f i na l  chap t e r  “The  Close  o f  

Es the r ’ s  Nar r a t i ve ,”  Es the r  and  Wo odc our t  have  been  mar r i ed  fo r  “ [ f ]u l l  s even  

happy  yea r s”  ( B H  9 8 5) ,  and  t hey  t a lk  abo u t  Es the r ’ s  o ld  l ooks  i n  t he  con t rove r s i a l  

f i na l  pas sages .  Her  husband  a sks  he r ,  i n  sp i t e  o f  he r  d i s f i gu remen t  t h rough  the  

d i sease ,  “don’ t  you  know tha t  you  a r e  p r e t t i e r  t han  you  eve r  were?”  ( B H  9 89) ,  a n d  

wi th  Es the r ’ s  un f in i shed  f i n a l  s en t ence ,  t he  nove l  f i n i shes .  

 

I  d id  no t  kno w tha t ;  I  am  no t  ce r t a in  tha t  I  kno w i t  now.  Bu t  I  

know tha t  my  dea res t  l i t t l e  pe t s  a r e  ve ry  p re t t y ,  an d  t ha t  my  da r l i ng  i s  

ve ry  beau t i fu l ,  and  t ha t  my  husband  i s  ve ry  handsome ,  and  t ha t  my 

gua rd i an  has  t he  b r igh t e s t  and  mos t  bene vo len t  f ace  t ha t  eve r  was  seen ;  

and  t ha t  t hey  can  ve ry  we l l  do  wi tho u t  much  beau ty  i n  me —even  

suppos ing — .  ( B H  98 9)  
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Thus ,  “ Bleak  House  ends ,  a s  i t  beg ins ,  i n  ambigu i ty”  (F rank  111) .  By  Es the r ’ s  

s topp ing  he r  f i na l  s en t ence  ha l fway ,  t h e  r eade r  o f  t he  nov e l  i s  l e f t  i n  e t e rna l  

suspense  and  unce r t a in ty .   

         The  r eason  Es the r ’ s  f i na l  u t t e r ance  makes  us  ve ry  unse t t l ed  i s  p robab ly  t ha t  

we  expec t  he r  t o  g ro w ou t  o f  he r  s e l f -cen sor ing  hab i t  t h rough  love  and  de vo t ion  fo r  

o the r s .  As  Torgovn ic k  pu t s  i t ,  “ [ r ] eade r s  cou ld  excuse  Es the r ’ s  ea r ly  s en t imen ta l i ty  

and  coyness  a s  a  con ven t ion  o f  r e t rospec t i ve  f i r s t -pe r son  na r r a to r  a t  t he  t ime ,  and  

r e f l ec t  t he  na r r a to r ’ s  g rowth  dur ing  t he  nove l .  Bu t  such  a  na r r a t i ve  pe r spec t i ve  

demands  t ha t  Es the r  t e l l  t he  end  o f  t he  nove l  wi th  t he  ma tur i t y  and  dep th  shown  

dur ing  t he  Lady  De d lock  sequence”  (55 -56 ) .  Neve r the l e s s ,  t h i s  f i na l  pas sage  i s  

p robab ly  a  s i gn  o f  he r  r eg res s ion  t o  he r  o ld  s e l f ,  a  t im id ,  modes t ,  s e l f -deny ing  

Es the r .  Even  a t  t he  ve ry  end  o f  he r  na r r a t i ve ,  Es the r  i s  obses sed  wi th  t he  pas t ,  

suspends  t he  u l t ima te  j udgement  abou t  he r se l f  and  pos tpones  he r  conc lus ion  

e t e rna l l y ,  a s  i f  she  i s  s t i l l  a  v i c t i m  o f  soc ia l  ev i l .      

The  end ing  i s  a l l  t he  more  d i s tu rb ing  when  we  cons ide r  t ha t  he r  f i na l  word  i n  

t he  nove l  i s  “ suppos ing ” .  I t  i s  t r ue  t ha t  he re  Es the r  i s  j u s t  r e f l ec t i ng  upon  he r  o l d  

beau ty ,  bu t  i n  t h i s  n ove l  t he  ac t  o f  expe c t ing  o r  suppos ing  i s  u sua l l y  r ega rded  a s  

va in ,  f ru i t l e s s ,  o r  s e l f -decep t ive ,  a s  we  ha ve  a l r eady  seen .  Indeed ,  m a ny  

expec t a t i ons  and  su ppos i t i ons  a r e  des t i ned  t o  end  unre war ded .  In  he r  mi se rab l e  

ch i l dhood ,  Es the r  used  t o  s ay  t o  he r  che r i shed  do l l ,  “you  dea r  f a i t h fu l  Do l ly ,  I  

knew you  would  be  expec t ing  me!”  ( BH  28 )  when  she  came  home  f rom schoo l ,  

knowing  i t  ac tua l l y  s t a r e s  “a t  no th ing”  ( BH  28 ) .  L ikewi se ,  wh i l e  S i r  Le i ces t e r  

Dedlock  i s  s i ck  i n  bed ,  t he  hope  fo r  r e tu rn  o f  h i s  wi f e  b r igh t ens  h im:  “ these  

a l l us ions  t o  he r  be in g  expec t ed  kee p  up  h ope  wi th in  h im”  ( BH  897) ,  bu t  i t  i s ,  a f t e r  

a l l ,  a  mere  “ f i c t i on”  ( BH  8 96) .  For  t he  mos t  pa r t ,  t he  ac t  o f  p r e suming  i s  a s soc i a t ed  

wi th  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce .  Mis s  F l i t e  ob se rves  t ha t  once  a t t r ac t ed  by  t he  Cour t  o f  

Chance ry ,  “ [y ]ou  ca n’ t  l e ave  i t .  And  you  mus t  expec t . ”  (BH  5 66) .  And  th i s  i s  wha t  
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John  Ja rndyce  d rea ds  mos t .  He  s t e rn ly  warns  Richa rd  n o t  t o  “en t e r t a in  t he  

suppos i t i on  t ha t  any  r ea l  succes s ,  i n  g r ea t  t h ings  o r  i n  sma l l ,  e ve r  was  o r  co u ld  be ,  

eve r  wi l l  o r  can  be ,  wres t ed  f rom For tune  by  f i t s  a nd  s t a r t s ”  (BH  213) .  As  Richa r d  

y i e lds  t o  t he  cha rm o f  Chance ry ,  he  be g ins  t o  i ndu lge  va r ious  suppos i t i ons  wh ich  

even tua l l y  come  to  no th ing :  he  t e l l s  Es the r  t ha t  “no th ing  cou l d  be  p l a ine r  t han  t ha t  

t he  wi l l  unde r  wh ich  he  and  Ada  were  t o  t ake  [ .  .  . ] ,  mus t  be  f i na l l y  e s t ab l i shed ,  i f  

t he r e  were  any  sens e  o r  j u s t i ce  i n  t he  Cour t  o f  Chance ry”  ( BH  369) ,  b u t  Es the r  

canno t  he lp  add ing  h e r  s en t imen t :  “O wha t  a  g r ea t  i f  t ha t  sounded  in  my  ea r s”  ( BH  

369) .  He  a l so  sho ws  he r  t ha t  “ suppos ing  he  had  con t r ac t ed ,  s ay ,  two  hun dred  

pounds  o f  deb t  i n  s i x  mon ths  o u t  o f  t he  a rmy;  and  t ha t  he  co n t r ac t ed  no  de b t  a t  a l l  

wi th in  a  co r r e spond i ng  pe r iod ,  i n  t he  a rm y  [ .  .  . ] ;  t h i s  s t ep  mus t  i nvo lve  a  s av ing  o f  

fou r  hundred  po unds  i n  a  yea r ,  o r  t wo  tho usand  pounds  i n  f i ve  yea r s”  ( BH  372) .  Al l  

o f  t hese  va in  p re sumpt ions  a r e  p roved  to  be  f a i l u r e s .   

         The  e tymology  o f  t he  t e rm  “ suppose ”  a l so  seems  to  be  c lose ly  r e l a t ed  t o  t he  

nove l ’ s  e th i ca l  t heme .  To  suppose  ( su b ＋ ponere )  means “ [ t ] o  p l ace  be low o r  

benea th ”  (“ supponer e ”  2076) ,  and  Joh n  O .  Jo rdan  cons ide r s  i t  “a  fo rm o f  men ta l  ( or  

pe rhaps  voca l )  d i sp l acemen t”  (79 ) . 5  Then  i t  i s  no t ab l e  t ha t  exac t l y  as  Es the r ’ s  f i na l  

sen t ence  r ema ins  i ncomple t e ,  t o  p l ace ,  f i x  o r  s e t t l e  something  i s  aga in  a  va in  

a t t empt  i n  t he  wor ld  o f  Bleak  House .  A lmos t  a l l  cha rac t er s  a r e  ou t  o f  t he i r  p roper  

p l aces ,  and  rov ing  r e s t l e s s ly ,  a s  i f  t he  i nc es san t  mov ing  i s  t he i r  i nev i t ab l e  f a t e — i n  

shor t ,  t hey  a r e ,  bo t h  phys i ca l l y  and  ps ycho log i ca l l y ,  d i sp l aced  i nde f in i t e ly .  As  

a l r eady  d i scussed ,  t h e  who le  soc i e ty  i t s e l f  i s  i n  mot ion  ye t  l ea ds  t o  n owhere ,  and  a  

cons ide rab l e  number  o f  cha rac t e r s  a r e  i n  s imi l a r  c i r cumstances .  John  Ja rndyce  

compares  be ing  a  pa r ty  i n  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce  t o  danc ing  end le s s ly :  “We a re  

a lways  appea r ing ,  a nd  d i sappea r ing ,  an d  swea r ing ,  and  i n t e r roga t ing ,  and  f i l i ng ,  

and  c ros s - f i l i ng ,  an d  a rgu ing ,  and  sea l i ng ,  and  mot ion ing ,  and  r e f e r r i ng ,  a nd  

r epor t i ng ,  and  r evo lv ing  abou t  t he  Lord  Chance l lo r  and  a l l  h i s  s a t e l l i t e s ,  and  

equ i t ab ly  wa l t z ing  our se lves  o f f  t o  dus ty  dea th ,  abou t  Cos t s”  (BH  118) .  Due  t o  t he  
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pro t r ac t ed  case ,  To m Ja rndyce  ge t s  i n t o  “a  r e s t l e s s  hab i t  o f  s t ro l l i ng  abou t”  ( B H  

71) .  R icha rd  Car s ton e  i s  “one  o f  t he  mos t  r e s t l e s s  c r ea tu res  i n  t he  wor ld”  ( BH  137)  

and  he  t h inks  t ha t  he  canno t  l ead  a  ve ry  se t t l ed  l i f e  “wi th  no th ing  s e t t l ed”  ( BH  

601)  abou t  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce .  And  a ga in ,  t he  cond i t i on  o f  be ing  r e s t l e s s  i s  not  

l im i t ed  t o  t he  pa r t i es  t o  J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce .  Lady  Ded lo ck ’ s  movement s  a r e ,  

f rom he r  f i r s t  appea rance ,  desc r ibed  a s  “ unce r t a in”  ( BH  2 0 ) ,  and  t h i s  l ack  o f  

s t a b i l i t y  i nc reases  as  t he  s to ry  p rogres ses :  “My Lady  Ded lock  i s  r e s t l e s s ,  ve ry  

r e s t l e s s .  The  a s ton i shed  f a sh ionab le  i n t e l l i gence  ha rd ly  knows  where  t o  have  he r .  

To -da y ,  she  i s  a t  Chesney  Wold ;  yes t e rday ,  she  was  a t  he r  house  i n  t own;  t o -

mor row,  she  may  be  ab road ,  f o r  any th ing  t he  f a sh ionab le  i n t e l l i gence  can  wi th  

conf idence  p red i c t ”  ( BH  2 54) .  George  Rou ncewe l l  i s  a  “ rov ing ,  unse t t l ed”  ( BH  845)  

c r ea tu re  because  he  f ee l s  i n secure  abou t  h imse l f .  The  se l f -complacen t  

ph i l an th rop i s t s  a r e  “ r e s t l e s s  and  va in  i n  ac t i o n”  ( BH  239) .  In  t he  wor ld  o f  f a sh ion ,  

where  “ i t s  appo in t ed  p l ace”  ( BH  20 )  i s  ob scured  by  “ too  much  j ewe l l e r ’ s  co t t on  and  

f i ne  woo l”  ( B H  2 0 ) ,  even  t he  do gs  i n  Ch esney  Wold  have  “ th e i r  r e s t l e s s  f i t s ”  ( BH  

104) .  The  mos t  memorab l e  example  fo r  r eade r s  i s  pe rhaps  Jo ,  t he  c ros s ing -s weepe r  

boy ,  who  i s  p r e sen t ed  a s  “a  symbol  o f  soc i e ty ’ s  wicked  n eg l ec t  o f  such  wa i f s  

(Co l l i n s  204) .  He  i s  r epea t ed ly  t o ld  t o  “ move  on”  (BH  315)  by  a  po l i ce  cons t ab l e  

wi thou t  knowing  wh y  and  whi the r :  “ I ’m  a lways  a  mov ing  on ,  s i r ,  [ .  .  . ]  I ’ve  a lway s  

been  a  mov ing  and  a  mov ing  on ,  eve r  s i n ce  I  was  bo rn .  Wher e  can  I  p oss ib l e  move  

t o ,  s i r ,  more  nor  I  d o  move!”  ( BH 30 8) .  The  end  o f  Chap te r  1 9  shows  the  i nces san t  

movement  Jo  and  e ve ry th ing  a round  h i m  a re  doomed  to  c on t inue  cease l e s s ly :  

“There  he  s i t s ,  t he  s un  go ing  do wn,  t he  r i ve r  runn ing  f a s t ,  t he  c rowd  f lowing  by  

h im  in  two  s t r eams  –  eve ry th ing  moving  on  t o  some  purpose  a nd  t o  one  end  –  un t i l  

he  i s  s t i r r ed  up ,  a nd  t o ld  t o  ‘move  on’  t oo”  ( BH  315) .  These  cha rac t e r s  f l oa t  f rom 

p lace  t o  p l ace ,  and  no th ing  i s  i n  i t s  p r ope r  pos i t i on ,  l i ke  Mrs  Je l l yby’ s  house ,  

where  t he  cu r t a in  i s  “ f a s t ened  up  wi th  a  fo rk”  ( B H  55 ) ,  R ic ha rd  has  t o  wash  h i s  

hands  i n  “a  p i e -d i sh”  ( BH  56)  and  f i nds  a  ke t t l e  “on  h i s  d r es s ing  t ab l e”  ( BH  56 ) .  
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The  p reva i l i ng  image  o f  fog  i n  Cha p te r  1  fo r e shadows  the  gen e ra l  l ack  o f  s t ab i l i t y  

i n  t he  wor ld ,  and  t hu s  h igh l igh t s  t he  t heme  o f  d i sp l acemen t :  

 

Fog  eve rywhere .  F og  up  t he  r i ve r ,  where  i t  f l ows  among  g reen  a i t s  

and  meadows ;  fog  do wn the  r i ve r ,  where  i t  r o l l s  de f i l ed  among  the  t i e r s  

o f  sh ipp ing ,  and  t he  wa te r s ide  po l lu t i ons  o f  a  g r ea t  ( and  d i r t y )  c i t y .  Fog  

on  t he  Essex  mar she s ,  f og  on  t he  Ken t i sh  he igh t s .  Fog  c r eep i ng  i n to  t he  

cabooses  o f  co l l i e r -b r igs ;  f og  l y ing  ou t  o n  t he  ya rds ,  and  h ov e r ing  i n  t he  

r i gg ing  o f  g r ea t  sh ips ;  f og  d roop ing  on  t he  gunwales  o f  ba rges  and  sma l l  

boa t s .  Fog  in  t he  e yes  and  t h roa t s  o f  anc i en t  Greenwich  pens ione r s ,  

wheez ing  by  t he  f i r e s ides  o f  t he i r  wards ;  f og  i n  t he  s t em an d  b owl  o f  t he  

a f t e rnoon  p ipe  o f  t he  wra th fu l  sk ippe r ,  down  in  h i s  c lose  c ab in ;  f og  

c rue l l y  p inch ing  t he  t oes  and  f i nge r s  o f  h i s  sh ive r ing  l i t t l e  ’ p ren t i ce  boy  

on  deck .  Chance  pe o p le  on  t he  b r idges  p eep ing  ove r  t he  pa ra pe t s  i n to  a  

ne the r  sky  o f  fog ,  wi th  fog  a l l  r ound  them,  a s  i f  t hey  were  up  i n  a  

ba l l oon ,  and  hang ing  i n  t he  mi s ty  c louds .  ( BH  13 )   

 

The re fo re ,  i t  appea r s  t ha t  Es the r ’ s  i ncom ple t e  f i na l  s en t ence  ominous ly  r eminds  us  

o f  t he  wor ld ’ s  fun damenta l  cond i t i on  wh ich  pe rhaps  wi l l  neve r  change  no r  

improve —a  cease l e s s  d i sp l acemen t ,  an  un ce r t a in  ye t  uns toppab le  movement .  

 

5 .  Co nc lus ion :  Soc ia l  Reformat ion  and  I ndiv idua l  Mora l i ty  

By focus ing  on  t he  mot i f  o f  de l ay ,  we  have  r evea l ed  t ha t  i n  t he  nove l  t he  

Cour t  o f  Chance ry  fu nc t ions  a s  an  ep i tome  o f  t he  ou t e r  wor ld ,  o r  r a the r ,  t he  who le  

wor l d  i s  mere ly  a  so r t  o f  ex t ens ion  o f  Chance ry ,  a  r epe t i t i on  o f  J a rndyce  and  

Ja rndyce .  T he  cha ra c t e r s  can  be  rough ly  ca t egor i sed  i n to  two  g roups — t hose  who  

man ipu l a t e  de l ay ,  an d  t hose  who  a r e  l e f t  i n  suspense  a nd  un ce r t a in ty .  The  who le  

soc i e ty  i n  Bleak  Hou se  i s  con t amina t ed  by  t he  l a t enes s ,  and  t he  peop le  l i ve  t he re ,  

f rom Lady  Ded lock  i n  t he  wor ld  o f  f a sh ion  t o  Jo  i n  To m -a l l -Alone’ s ,  a lmo s t  

unexcep t iona l ly  l o se  t he i r  own  p rope r  p l ace s ,  and  ro ve  r e s t l e s s ly ,  exac t l y  l i ke  t h e  

fog  cove r ing  a l l  o ve r  London .  Cur io us ly ,  however ,  t h i s  un i fy ing  t heme  o f  

d i sp l acemen t  and  r e s t l e s snes s  s eems  to  be  dea l t  wi th  a  s l i g h t  ambigu i ty  nea r  t h e  

end  o f  t he  no ve l ,  f o r  we  see  t ha t  i t  i s  t he  s ame  cons t an t  movement  t ha t  de f ines  

l i ve l i nes s  and  v ivac i t y  o f  t he  cha rac t e r s  i n  t he  f i n a l  chap t e r ,  where  Es the r  he r se l f  



- 19 - 

 

i s  “bus t l i ng”  ( BH  9 89)  abou t  p r epa r ing  he r  f r i ends ’  v i s i t ,  and  Cadd y  Je l l yby  i s  

“pe rpe tua l l y  danc ing”  ( BH  987)  wi th  he r  ch i l d r en —which  g ives  an  impres s ion  qu i t e  

oppos i t e  t o  t he  v i c t ims  o f  Chance ry ,  wh o  a r e  “equ i t ab ly  wa l t z i ng  [ t hemse lves ]  o f f  

t o  dus ty  dea th”  ( B H  118) .  Moreove r ,  i t  r e minds  t he  r eade r  o f  t he  f ac t  t ha t  i n  Bleak  

House  t he  t o t a l  l ack  o f  mot ion  i s  o f t en  a ssoc i a t ed  wi th  dea th —like  t he  “ immovab le  

composure”  ( BH  750 )  o f  Tu lk inghorn ’ s  d ead  body ,  o r  t he  dec ayed  Chesney  Wold ,  

which  i s  “ so  sombre  and  mot ion l e s s  a lways”  ( BH  985) .   

The  same  ambigu i ty  can  a l so  be  seen  i n  Dickens ’ s  t r ea tmen t  o f  de l ay  and  

suspense .  I n  Cha p te r  66  (“Down  in  L in co lnsh i r e” ,  t he  f i na l  chap t e r  t o ld  by  t he  

t h i rd -pe r son  na r r a to r ) ,  Dickens  a f f i rms  cond i t i ona l ly  end l e s s  l ega l  ba t t l e  wh ich  he  

has  c r i t i c i s ed  so  f i e r ce ly  t h roughou t  t he  nove l .  In  t he  ea r l i e r  pa r t  o f  t he  nove l ,  t h e  

l ega l  d i spu t e  be tween  Boy th ron  and  S i r  Le i ces t e r  Ded lock  o ve r  t he  r i gh t  o f  way  

appea r s  t o  be  a  mer e  va r i a t i on  o f  J a rndyce  and  Ja r ndyce ,  a nd  on ly  p rove s  t ha t  

“ l i t i ga t i on  i s  t he  e s sen t i a l  cha rac t e r i s t i c  o f  f a l l en  mank ind”  (Q. D.  Leav i s  134) .  

Neve r the l e s s ,  i n  Cha p te r  66 ,  i t  i s  r evea led  t ha t  t h i s  su i t  s t i l l  goes  on  even  a f t e r  

J a rndyce  and  Ja rndyce  has  exhaus t ed  i t s e l f ,  and  a s sumes  a  qu i t e  d i f f e r en t  

s i gn i f i cance :  

 

War  r ages  ye t  wi th  t he  audac ious  Boy th orn ,  t hough  a t  unce r t a in  

i n t e rva l s ,  and  now ho t ly ,  and  no w coo l ly ;  f l i cke r ing  l i ke  an  uns t eady  

f i r e .  The  t ru th  i s  s a id  t o  be ,  t ha t  whe n  S i r  Le i ces t e r  came  down to  

L inco lnsh i r e  fo r  good ,  Mr  Bo y thorn  sho wed  a  man i f e s t  des i r e  t o  abandon  

h i s  r i gh t  o f  way ,  and  do  wha teve r  S i r  Le i ces t e r  wou ld :  wh ich  S i r  

Le i ces t e r ,  conce iv ing  t o  be  a  co ncess io n  t o  h i s  i l l nes s  o r  mi s fo r tune ,  

t ook  i n  such  h igh  du dgeon ,  and  was  so  magn i f i cen t ly  aggr i eved  by ,  t ha t  

Mr  Boy thorn  foun d  h imse l f  unde r  t he  neces s i t y  o f  commi t t i ng  a  f l ag ran t  

t r e spas s  t o  r e s t o r e  h i s  ne ighbour  t o  h imse l f .  [ .  .  . ]  Bu t  i t  i s  wh i spe red  

t ha t  when  he  i s  mos t  f f e roc ious  t owards  h i s  o ld  foe ,  he  i s  rea l l y  mos t  

cons ide ra t e ;  and  t ha t  S i r  Le i ces t e r ,  i n  t h e  d ign i ty  o f  be ing  i mplacab l e ,  

l i t t l e  supposes  how much  he  i s  humoured .  As  l i t t l e  does  he  t h ink  how 

nea r  t oge the r  he  and  h i s  an t agon i s t  have  su f f e r ed ,  i n  t he  fo r tunes  o f  two  

s i s t e r s ;  and  h i s  an t ag on i s t ,  who  kno ws  i t  now,  i s  no t  t he  man  t o  t e l l  h im .  

So  t he  qua r r e l  goes  o n ,  t o  t he  s a t i s f ac t i on  o f  bo th .  ( BH  981)   
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I t  s eems  tha t  a s  l ong a s  t he re  ex i s t  goodwi l l  and  compass ion  fo r  o the r s ,  even  de l ay  

and  suspense  have  p rope r  func t ion ,  an d  t he re fo re  can  be  j us t i f i ed .  I n  t h i s  r e spec t ,  

George  Or we l l ’ s  f amous  obse rva t i on  abo u t  Dickens ’ s  soc i a l  c r i t i c i sm  i s  pe r f ec t ly  

co r r ec t  and  d i r ec t l y  app l i cab l e  t o  ou r  d i scuss ion :  

 

The  t ru th  i s  t ha t  Di ckens ’ s  c r i t i c i sm  o f  soc i e ty  i s  a lmos t  exc lus ive ly  

mora l .  Hence  t he  u t t e r  l ack  o f  any  cons t ruc t i ve  sugges t i on  anywhere  i n  

h i s  work .  He  a t t acks  t he  l aw,  pa r l i amen tary  gove rnmen t ,  t he  educa t iona l  

sys t em and  so  fo r th ,  wi thou t  eve r  c l ea r ly  sugges t i ng  wha t  he  wou ld  pu t  

i n  t he i r  p l aces .  Of  co ur se  i t  i s  no t  neces s a r i l y  t he  bus ines s  o f  a  nove l i s t ,  

o r  a  s a t i r i s t ,  t o  make  cons t ruc t i ve  sug ges t i ons ,  bu t  t he  po in t  i s  t ha t  

Dickens ’ s  a t t i t ude  i s  a t  bo t tom no t  even  de s t ruc t i ve .  The re  i s  no  c l ea r  

s i gn  t ha t  he  wan t s  t he  ex i s t i ng  o rde r  t o  be  ove r th rown ,  o r  t ha t  he  

be l i eves  i t  wou ld  make  ve ry  much  d i f f e r ence  i f  i t  were  ove r thrown .  For  

i n  r ea l i t y  h i s  t a rge t  i s  no t  so  much  soc i e t y  a s  ‘human  na tu re ’ .  ( 22 )  

 

Af t e r  a l l ,  t he  r e fo rma t ion  o f  t he  co r rup t ed  sys t em i s  beyond  h uman  power ,  an d  wh a t  

r ea l l y  ma t t e r s  i n  t he  end ing  o f  t he  n ove l  i s  no t  t he  f a t e  o f  t h e  Cour t  o f  Cha nce ry ,  

bu t  how to  l i ve  i n  t he  unce r t a in ,  r e s t l e s s  wor ld  wi thou t  l o s ing  humani ty .  I f  one  can  

change  h i s  o r  he r  way  o f  l i f e ,  t he  wo r ld  wou ld  be  l e s s  i n to l e r ab l e — t o  use  t he  

Orwel l ’ s  words  aga i n ,  “ I f  men  wou ld  be have  decen t ly  t he  wor ld  wou ld  be  decen t ”  

(23 ) .   

 

 

N otes  

 

※T his  pape r  i s  a  r ev i sed  ve r s ion  o f  the  the s i s  p re sen ted  to  K obe  U n ive r s i ty  in  pa r t i a l  

fu l f i lmen t  o f  the  r eq u i r e men t s  fo r  th e  de g ree  o f  M as te r  o f  A r t s  in  J anua ry  2018 .  I n  

add i t ion ,  pa r t  o f  t he  d i scu ss ion  in  the  th i r d  s ec t ion  w as  pub l i sh ed  a s  w ork - in -p rog re s s  

r epo r t  (“D e lay  and  S uspense  in  B leak  H ouse ” )  i n  K obe  S tu d ie s  in  E ng l i sh ,  no .  3 1 ,  

2018 .  
1 .  B H  i s  t he  abb rev ia t i on  u sed  fo r  the  t i t l e  o f  B leak  H ouse .  
2 .  For  e xamp le ,  A ngus  Wi l so n  c r i t i c i s e s  t ha t  “L ady  D ed l ock ’ s  f a l l  f rom  v i r tue  h as  

no th in g  to  do  w i th  he r  be in g  a  c l a iman t  in  the  ca se”  (234 ) .  
3 .  A ccord ing  to  D .  A .  Mi i l e r ,  T u lk ingh o rn  “ f ind s  h i s  s exua l  r e se n tmen t  ju s t i f i ed  i n  a  

s to r y  o f  f e ma l e  e r ro r  and  dece i t ”  (71 ) .  E ugene  F .  Q u i rk  po in t s  ou t  t h a t  h i s  ma jo r  

mo t iva t ion  i s  “h i s  r e s en tmen t  o f  the  f a sh io nab le  w or ld  and  the  p r i ce  he  ha s  had  to  pay  

t o  s e rve  a s  i t s  l ega l  r ep re sen ta t iv e”  (529 ) .  J .  H i l l i s  Mi l l e r  a rgue s  tha t  he  w an t s  “ so l e l y  

the  pow e r  ove r  o the r  peop le  w h ich  h i s  kno w ledge  o f  the i r  s ec r e t s  w i l l  g iv e  h im”  (172 ) .  
4 .  See  T oke r . 74 .  
5 .  T hough  f ro m a  d i f f e r en t  po in t  o f  v i ew ,  J o rdan  a l so  g i ves  c lo s e  a t t en t ion  to  the  w or d  

“suppos ing” .  H e  ana l y se s  E s the r ’ s  u s age  o f  the  ve rb  “ supp ose”  on  p rev iou s  occa s ion s  
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i n  the  nove l ,  and  a s se r t s  t h a t  b y  t he  ac t  o f  suppos ing ,  “E s the r  ha s  begun  to  th ink  mo re  

bo ld ly  and  mo re  c r i t i c a l ly”  (79 ) ,  and  con c ludes  “ [ t ]he  E s the r  w ho  r ema ins  open  t o  

‘ suppos ing ’  r e t a in s  a t  l e a s t  t he  po ss ib i l i t y  o f  r eco ve r ing”  (79 )  s uch  vo ice .  
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