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A definite school regarded Dickens as a great man from the first days of
his fame: Dickens certainly belonged to this school. ©)]

[Dickens] was an over-indulgent father. The children of his fancy are
spailt children. They shake the house like heavy and shouting school-

boys;, they smash the story to pieces like so much furniture. (10
Existence to such men [higher optimists like Dickens] has the wild beauty
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of a woman, and those love her with most intensity who love her with
least cause. (30)

[Cruikshank’s drawings have dark, mean strength. The picture of Fagin
in the prison cell] does not look merely like a picture of Fagin; it looks

like a picture by Fagin. (80)
The best [characters of Dickens] are at their best when they have least to
do. (206)
Dickens was most accurate when he was most fantastic. . . . He exagger-

ated when he had found areal truth to exaggerate. . . . The man who has
found a truth dances about like a boy who has found a shilling; he breaks
into extravagances, as the Christian churches broke into gargoyles. In
one sense truth aone can be exaggerated; nothing else can stand the
strain. (134)
We can pull [Guppy] to pieces, but we could not have put him together.
We can destroy Mrs. Gamp in our wrath, but we could not have made her
inour joy. . .. Perhapswe could have created Mr. Guppy; but the effort
would certainly have exhausted us; we should be ever afterwards wheeled
about in abath-chair at Bournemouth. (173-4)
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Dickens. . . seldom develops character through circumstance.
(Gissing, Charles Dickens 95)*2

It is an obvious fault of his work, when he exhibits victims of social
wrong, that it takes no due account of the effect of conditions upon char-
acter. Think of little Oliver Twist, who has been brought up under Bum-
ble and Company, amid the outcasts of the world, yet is as remarkable for
purity of mind as for accuracy of grammar.

(Ibid., 206)

Dickens was a mythologist rather than a novelist; he was the last of the
mythologists, and perhaps the greatest. He did not always manage to
make his characters men, but he always managed, at the least, to make
them gods. They are creatures like Punch or Father Christmas. They live
statically, in a perpetual summer of being themselves. It was not the aim
of Dickens to show the effect of time and circumstance upon a character;
it was not even his aim to show the effect of a character on time and cir-
cumstance.

(GKC, CD 62-63)
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Mr. George Gissing, from the point of view of the passing intellectualism
of our day, has made (among his many wise tributes to Dickens) a char-
acteristic complaint about him. He has said that Dickens, with all his
undoubted sympathy for the lower classes, never made a working man, a
poor man, specifically and highly intellectual. An exception does exist,
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which he must at least have realised — a wit, a diplomatist, a great
philosopher. | mean, of course, Mr. Weller. Broadly, however, the accu-
sation has a truth, though it is a truth that Mr. Gissing did not grasp in its
entirety. It is not only true that Dickens seldom made a poor character
what we call intellectud; it is aso true that he seldom made any character
what we call intellectual. Intellectualism was not at al present to his
imagination. What was present to his imagination was character — a
thing which is not only more important than intellect, but is also much
more entertaining. . . . The whole superiority of the democracy of Dick-
ens over the democracy of such a man as Gissing lies exactly in the fact
that Gissing would have liked to prove that poor men could instruct them-
selves and could instruct others. It was of final importance to Dickens
that poor men could amuse themselves and could amuse him.

(CD 181-82)13
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Little Dorrit is at once in some ways so much more subtle and in every
way so much more sad than the rest of hiswork that it bores Dickensians
and especially pleases George Gissing.

(CD 165)

In the time of the decline and death of Dickens, and even more strongly
after it, there arose a school of criticism which substantially maintained
that a man wrote better when he wasiill. It was some such sentiment as
this that made Mr. George Gissing, that able writer, come near to con-
tending that Little Dorrit is Dickens's best book. It was the principle of
his philosophy to maintain (I know not why) that a man was more likely
to perceive the truth when in low spirits than when in high spirits.

(A & C, Introduction, p. xix)

But on whatever thin theoretic basis, the type and period of George Giss-
ing did certainly consider that Dickens, so far as he went, was all the
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worse for the optimism of the story of Micawber; hence it is not unnatur-
al that they should think him all the better for the comparative pessimism
of the story of Little Dorrit. The very things in the tale that would natu-
raly displease the ordinary admirers of Dickens, are the things which
would naturally please aman like George Gissing.
(A& C182)
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The whole secret of his after-writings is sealed up in those silent years of
which no written word remains. . . . Those years may have given him

many moral and mental wounds, from which he never recovered.
(CD 35; italics mine)
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This practical intensity of Dickens is worth our dwelling on, because it
illustrates an elementary antithesis in his character, or what appears as an
antithesis in our modern popular psychology. We are aways talking
about strong men against weak men; but Dickens was not only both a
weak man and a strong man, he was a very weak man and also a very
strong man.
(CD 42)
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“Of al the great Victorian writers,” wrote Wilson, “he was probably the
most antagonistic to the Victorian Ageitself.” Dickens, heaven knows, is
aremarkable writer, however one understands and judges him; but surely
it should have been more than remarkable — it would have been incredi-
ble — that an author so antagonistic to his age should have been the age’s
darling for athird of a century, and then posthumously thereafter? How-
ever would he have got away with it? . .. There remains more truth (if
it's aless exhilarating truth) in one of [Humphry] House's asides, than in
Wilson's pronouncement. “The voice of the Ten-Pound Householders
could hardly speak more plainly,” House remarks of one of Dickens's lit-
tle things.'’
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Dickens stands first as a defiant monument of what happens when a great
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literary genius has a literary taste akin to that of the community. For this
kinship was deep and spiritual. . . . Dickensdid not write what the people
wanted. Dickens wanted what the people wanted.

(CD 77)
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[Unlike Cruikshank, there] was nothing morbid in Dickens. He had, as
Stevenson had, more of the mere boy’s love of suffocating stories of
blood and darkness. . . . Dickens supped on horrors as he supped on
Christmas pudding. He supped on horrors because he was an optimist
and could sup on anything. There was no saner or simpler schoolboy
than Traddles, who covered al his books with skeletons.

(CD 81)
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Dickens, | repeat, had common sense and uncommon sensibility. That is
to say, the proportion of interests in him was about the same as that of an
ordinary man, but he felt all of them more excitedly. . . . He wanted what
a healthy man wants, only he was ill with wanting it.

(CD 92)

It brings us back to that apparent contradiction or dualism in Dickens to
which, in one connection or another, | have often adverted, and which, in
one shape or another, constitutes the whole crux of his character. |1 mean
the union of a general wildness approaching lunacy, with a sort of secret
moderation almost amounting to mediocrity.

(CD 157)

But for all that, you come, in the core of him, on a sudden quietude and
good sense. Such, | think, was the core of Rabelais, such were al the far-
stretching and violent satirists. This is a point essential to Dickens,
though very little comprehended in our current tone of thought. Dickens
was an immoderate jester, but a moderate thinker. He was an immoder-
ate jester because he was a moderate thinker. What we moderns call the
wildness of his imagination was actualy created by what we moderns
call the tameness of his thought.

(CD 158)
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