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shrugged their shoulders, touched their foreheads, and murmured something about
Gabriel Grub having drunk all the Hollands, and then fallen asleep on the flat tombstone
[...],” 405; ch. 29)00

0000000000000 D00D00D00D00D0D0DOooDooooooon
ooooooooooooon

‘The story about what? said Mr. Pickwick.

‘Oh, nothing, nothing,” replied Wardle. ‘About an old sexton, that the good
people down here suppose to have been carried away by goblins.’

‘Suppose!” gaculated the old lady. ‘Is there any body hardy enough to disbe-
lieve it? Suppose! Haven't you heard ever since you were a child, that he was
carried away by the goblins, and don’t you know he was? (395; ch. 28)
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‘Everybody believed the story, didn’t they? said the dirty-faced man . . .].
‘Except Tom's enemies,” replied the bagman. ‘ Some of "em said Tom invented
it altogether; and others said he was drunk, and fancied it [. . .]." (191; ch. 14)
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‘That ain't bad, if it's true, said the man in the Mosaic studs, lighting a fresh
cigar.
‘If!” exclaimed the old man, with alook of excessive contempt. (283; ch. 21)
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The one was soft-spoken, delicately made, precise, and elegant; the other, a
burly square-built man, negligently dressed, rough and abrupt in manner, stern,
and, in his present mood, forbidding both in look and speech. The one preserved a
calm and placid smile; the other, a distrustful frown. The new-comer, indeed,
appeared bent on showing by his every tone and gesture his determined opposition
and hostility to the man he had come to meet. The guest who received him, on the
other hand, seemed to feel that the contrast between them was all in his favour, and
to derive aquiet exultation from it which put him more at his ease than ever.

(p. 143)
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‘I have had my share of sorrows — more than the common lot, perhaps, but |
have borne them ill. | have broken where | should have bent; and have mused and
brooded, when my spirit should have mixed with all God's great creation. The men
who learn endurance, are they who call the whole world, brother. | have turned
fromtheworld, and | pay the penalty.’ (p. 706)
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every man feel small. But the real great

man is the man who makes every man

feel great. / The optimist is a better

reformer than the pessimist; and the

man who believes life to be excellent is

the man who altersit most.
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Special Guest Lecture
Chair by Eiichi Hara(Tohoku University)
Dr Adrian Poole (Fellow and Director of English Studies, Trinity College, Cambridge)

“The Martyr in Dickens’

1

Dr Adrian Poole, Fellow and Director of English Studies at Trinity College, University of
Cambridge, was invited to our Special Guest Lecture at the AGM, 2003. Widely read both in
the Classics and modern English Literature, he has published books and articles on varied sub-
jects which include Tragedy: Shakespeare and the Greek Example, Henry James, and The
Oxford Book of Classical Versein Trandation of which he is a co-editor. He has aso edited a
number of nineteenth-century novels: The Americans, What Maisie Knew, and The Aspen
Papers by Henry James for the Oxford World's Classics, as well as The Master of Ballantrae
by Robert Lewis Stevenson for the Penguin Classics. His most recent book is Shakespeare and
the Victorians in the Arden Shakespeare series. He is aso co-editor with Gail Marshall of
Victorian Shakespeare Volume 1: Theatre, Drama, and Performance and Volume 2: Literature
and Culture. These books will be indispensable to any scholar speciaizing in the study of
Shakespeare and Victorian drama. What has made Dr Poole familiar to Dickensians, however,
is his Penguin Classics edition of Our Mutual Friend published in 1997. In its highly readable
Introduction he has done full justice to the rich texture and elusive fluidity of Dickens last
completed novel.

The subject of Dr Pool€’s lecture is the “martyr” in Dickens. This seems to be an unusua
choice since what the word instantly calls to mind are such self-styled martyrs as Chadband,
Pecksniff, Mrs Clennam, Mrs Joe, and others, a rather dubious lot to which Dickens' scathing
satire is often mercilessly directed. Surprisingly, Dr Pool€'s inquiry into this idea has revealed
to us how genuine martyr figures are created and presented in the novels. Dickens has taken
quite seriously such religious martyrs as those represented in Foxe's Book of Martyrs and this
seriousness goes into the creation of Sydney Carton, the foremost of the martyrs with whom
the novelist obviously identified himself. Dr Poole stresses the importance of witnesses to
martyrdom, examining at length Jo's death and the famous last scene of A Tale of Two Cities.
These readings amply attest to the depth of his understanding of and sympathy with Dickens, a
kind of martyr himself, to whose greatness we all are witnesses. See the full text of the lecture
kindly contributed by Dr Poole in pages 99-112 of this number.

EncHi HARA
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Reading and Talk

Dr Peter Robinson
(Tohoku University)

‘Thisfiction of an occupation’:
Mr Boffin’s encounter with Blight

Introduction by
Professor David Rycroft (Konan University)

Peter Robinson graduated from Y ork University with afirst class degree in English and Related
Literature in June 1974. The following year he started work on his Ph.D. thesis on Donald Davie,
Roy Fisher and Charles Tomlinson and was awarded his doctorate in 1981. He held a number of
temporary lectureships, including one at Cambridge, edited the magazine Perfect Bound and helped
to organize the Cambridge International Poetry Festival. Then in 1988 he was offered a two-year
visiting lectureship at Kyoto University. He intended to return to the U.K. when the contract ended,
but like many foreigners who take up temporary employment in Japan, Peter found his plans
changed for him while he was here when he was offered a permanent position at Tohoku
University, which he still holds.

Peter very successfully combines the rather differing skills of the poet and the critic. But poets
as well as critics must believe in the power of the word and the possibility that what we write
means something—or more particularly, conveys something of what we want it to convey, however
mysterious and complex the process of communication may be.

Reviewing Peter’s recent book, Poetry, Poets, Readers—Making Things Happen, in the Times
Literary Supplement, Peter MacDonald writes: ‘Robinson’s critical senses are fine-tuned ... this
results in some bracing analyses of poems, and the ways of happening they embody ... His criticism
insists on the really important questions to which only the best poetry is equal.’

But it is not only in his criticism that Peter Robinson is able to ‘reclaim for poetry the serious-
ness and centrality it demands.” His own work has received critical acclaim from others. He was
awarded the Cheltenham Prize for Literature in 1988, allowing publishers to use their favourite epi-
thet ‘award-winning' on the dust jackets of his books (well-deserved in this case, though Peter is
too modest to make much of it himself). A number of his collections, including This Other Life
(1988), Entertaining Fates (1992) and Lost and Found (1997) are till in print. About Time Too was
published in 2001.

His poetry evokes the distinctive taste of ‘lived occasions', addressing the complexity of experi-
ence and memory, and the inseparability of dream and recollection from the present. He writes
perceptively about Japan, but does not dwell on the experience of foreigners coming to terms with
life here, concentrating rather on life anywhere that it is lived. At York he concentrated on the
French Symbolists. More recently he has learned Italian to better understand and enjoy poets such
as Vittorio Sereni.

The Japan Branch of the Dickens Fellowship is honoured to have been able to welcome Peter
Robinson to talk about and read from Our Mutual Friend at our Spring Conference, 2004.

Homepage: http://charles.sal .tohoku.ac.j p/robinson/index.html

Interview: http://www.poetrykit.org/iv/robinson.htm

Text of Deep North:  http://themargins.net/anth/1990-1999/robinsondeepnorth.html
Publications: http://www.carcanet.co.uk/

DAVID RYCROFT

See pages 113 —119 of this number for the full text of thistalk kindly provided by Dr Robinson.
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Dickens and Shakespeare

PauL ScHLICKE

University of Aberdeen

For Dickens Shakespeare was “the great master who knew everything,”
whose plays were “an unspeakable source of delight.”* It has been well said
that “No one is better qualified to recognise literary genius than a literary
genius,”2and no other author has had so profound an effect on Dickens.
From the outset of his career his achievement has been compared to that of
Shakespeare, and it is a mark of his stature that to this day the comparison
commands assent.

His interest in Shakespeare began from a very early age. As a youngster
he went with his cousin James Lamert to the Theatre Royal, Rochester,
where he was terrified as Richard 11l “backed up against the stage-box in
which | was posted.” There he learned “many wondrous secrets of nature. . .
of which not the least terrific were, that the witches of Macbeth bore an
awful resemblance to the Thanes and other proper inhabitants of Scotland;
and that the good King Duncan couldn’t rest in his grave, but was constantly
coming out of it and calling himself somebody else.”? The excitement of the
theatre was to be a life-long passion and, as recounted in this passage, one
principal source of delight was the endlessly fascinating relationship
between pretence and reality.

When he was “a queer small boy. . .not more than half as old as nine” his
father took him on walks to look at the house at Gad's Hill, “where Fal staff
went out to rob those travellers, and ran away.”

And ever since | can recollect, my father, seeing me so fond of it, has
often said to me, ‘If you were to be very persevering and were to work
hard, you might some day cometo liveinit.’*

It was thus a dream come true when, many years later, that very house
came up for sale, and Dickens purchased it. It was to be his home for the last
decade of hislife, and he took enormous pleasure in its Shakespearean asso-
ciations. He had a commemorative stained glass window made and placed
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prominently in the house to greet visitors. Now on display in the Charles
Dickens Museum in London, its inscription reads:

This house, Gadshill Place, stands on the summit of Shakespeare’'s
Gadshill, ever memorable for its association with Sir John Falstaff and
his noble fancy. But, my lads, to-morrow morning, by four o’clock, early
at Gadshill! there are pilgrims going to Canterbury with rich offerings,
and traders riding to London with fat purses: | have vizards for you all;
you have horses for yourselves.®

Dickens's engagement with Shakespeare was lifelong. On the day after
his eighteenth birthday, the earliest date he could gain admission to the
library of the British Museum, among the books he checked out were two
multi-volume editions of Shakespeare—one edited by a scholar suggestively
named Samuel Weller Singer.? On the occasion of the first anniversary of
the appearance of the first number of The Pickwick Papers his publishers
Chapman and Hall presented him with a set of Shakespeare.” In 1841 he pur-
chased the “third variorum” edition of Shakespeare's Plays and Poems in
twenty-one volumes, edited by James Boswell the younger from materials
left by the foremost early Shakespeare scholar, Edmund Malone.® And on the
eve of his departure for hisfirst trip to Americain 1842, his friend and biog-
rapher John Forster gave him a one-volume edition which, Dickens reported,
“1 constantly carry in my great-coat pocket.”®

From early adulthood he numbered among his friends and acquaintance
leading Shakespeare scholars, critics and actors. The foremost tragic actor of
the day, William Charles Macready, became one of his very closest friends,
looking after the Dickens children when Dickens and his wife were in
America. During the actor’s management of Covent Garden Theatre Royal
in 1837-38, when Macready attempted to restore English dramato its former
grandeur, Dickens served as an intimate artistic adviser, and he dedicated
Nicholas Nickleby, with its depiction of Vincent Crummles and his acting
company, to Macready. Another close friend was the artist Daniel Maclise,
whose paintings of Shakespearean subjects were among his most popular
and respected works. Later Dickens enthusiastically helped to promote the
career of the actor Charles Fechter, whose renditions of Hamlet and lago
were among his most important roles. It was Fechter who gave Dickens the
miniature Swiss chalet on stilts which the novelist used as a study in the gar-
den at Gad's Hill.

Dickens was an active member of the Shakespeare Club, an association of
some 70 leading writers, actors, painters and musicians who met weekly
during 1838-39 for readings, papers and discussion. The Club broke up at
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the annual dinner in December 1839, with Dickens in the chair, when
Forster provoked an altercation. The following year former Club members
founded the Shakespeare Society, a subscription publishing venture which
flourished until 1853. Dickens served as a member of the Society’s Council
in 1843-44, and 49 of its publications were in his library at the time of his
death in 1870.

In 1848 Dickens busied himself with the London Shakespeare
Committee, which had purchased Shakespeare's birthplace in Stratford-
upon-Avon. More than a decade earlier Dickens had left his autograph in the
room where Shakespeare was born.”® Learning of the bankruptcy that year of
the playwright and actor James Sheridan Knowles, Dickens organised ama-
teur theatrical productions to raise money on his behalf. The plays chosen
were The Merry Wives of Windsor and Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His
Humour. Dickens undertook the roles of Justice Shallow in the one and
Baobadil in the other, and a series of performances in the provinces followed.
Plans to use some of the proceeds to establish a curatorship for
Shakespeare’s house, with Knowles as the first incumbent, proved unneces-
sary when Knowles was granted a government pension.

From his close and repeated reading of Shakespeare, from friendships and
from his participation in organisations devoted to Shakespeare, Dickens
maintained close familiarity with the bard’s life and works. But it was in the
theatre that Dickens knew Shakespeare best. He told Forster that as a young
man he went to the theatre “every night, with a very few exceptions, for at
least three years.”® In those days his chief ambition was the stage, and the
description of private theatres in Sketches by Boz, in which aspiring young
actors paid money in order to assume roles such as that of Richard Ill, is
likely to derive from personal experience.

As achild he produced atoy theatre production of |saac Pocock’s popular
melodrama The Miller and His Men. By the time he was sixteen he had writ-
ten two plays (the text of neither has survived), and in 1833 he wrote and,
with his family and friends, produced a Shakespearean travesty, O’ Thello, or
The Irish Moor of Venice. It survives only in seven pages of doggerel verse
and songs, written to be sung to popular tunes, from his father’s manuscript
prompt copy.’? The play has only faint connection with Shakespeare's play
and is of no literary merit (Dickens later did his best to destroy all evidence
of his early playwriting). The comic misadventures depicted in his 1834
Sketch “Mrs Joseph Porter—Over the Way” (later collected in Sketches by
Boz) suggest that such a production of private theatricals was more than
likely to end with ludicrous results.

He wrote or collaborated on several more plays in the course of his
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career; he was the driving force behind and leading actor in a number of
amateur theatrical productions, and the final twelve years of his life were
dominated by public readings from his works, inspired in part by the success
of Shakespearean recitations by the retired actress Fanny Kemble.** In all of
his theatrical activities he was meticulous in preparation, energetic in his
involvement, and ubiquitous in his attention to detail. Macready, generally
contemptuous of amateur acting, considered Dickens one of only two ama
teurs “with any pretension to theatrical talent” and judged Dickens's
electrifying reading of the murder of Nancy, adapted from Oliver Twist, to
be as powerful as “two Macbeths!”*

Of the many theatrical productions Dickens was involved in, only asingle
play, The Merry Wives of Windsor, was by Shakespeare. Originally planned
for performance at Covent Garden Theatre Royal in London in spring of
1847 for the benefit of Leigh Hunt (the perpetually indigent radical journal-
ist later satirised by Dickens as Skimpole in Bleak House), production was
abandoned when Hunt was granted a Civil List pension. A year later
Dickens organised his amateur players once more, this time for the benefit
of Sheridan Knowles. After considering and rejecting Jonson’s The
Alchemist, Bulwer’s Money and Douglas Jerrold’s The Rent Day, the compa-
ny settled on Shakespeare’'s Merry Wives, alternating with Jonson’'s Every
Man in His Humour, with Dickens firmly in charge.

Forster describes how Dickens threw himself into theatrical production:

He was the life and soul of the whole affair. . .He took everything on
himself, and did the whole of it without an effort. He was stage-director,
very often stage carpenter, scene-arranger, property-man, prompter, and
bandmaster. Without offending any one he kept every one in order. For
al he had useful suggestions, and the dullest of clays under his potter’s
hand were transformed into little bits of porcelain. He adjusted scenes,
assisted carpenters, invented costumes, devised playbills, wrote out calls,
and enforced as well as exhibited in his proper person everything of
which he urged the necessity on others.*®

Merry Wives was first performed at the Haymarket Theatre, London, on 15
May 1848 and subsequently in Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham,
Edinburgh and Glasgow. Dickens arranged and conducted the rehearsals
with rigour, negotiated the venues, dispatched the advertisements, ordered
the props, arranged for period costumes, selected the music, designed the
tickets, numbered the seats—in short, orchestrated every detail, as well as
acting the role of Justice Shallow. Mark Lemon, editor of Punch, played
Falstaff; Mary Cowden Clarke, author of The Complete Concordance to
Shakespeare (1844-45), was Mistress Quickly. She described Dickens as
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stage-manager, “superintending, directing, suggesting, with sleepless activi-
ty and vigilance,” and of his performance as Shallow she wrote,

His impersonation was perfect; the old, tiff limbs, the senile stoop of the
shoulders, the head bent with age, the feeble step, with a certain attempt-
ed smartness of carriage, characteristic of the conceited Justice of the
Peace, were all assumed and maintained with wonderful accuracy; while
the articulation, part lisp, part thickness of utterance, part a kind of
impeded sibilation like that of a voice that “pipes and whistles in the
sound” through loss of teeth, gave consummate effect to his mode of
speech.lﬁ

In addition to his own theatrical performances, Dickens took keen interest
in productions which he saw. Kate Field described him as “that best of dra-
matic critics.”*” He wrote a number of theatrical reviews, three of which deal
with productions of Shakespearean drama: “Macready as Benedick”
(Examiner 4 March 1843), “Macready as King Lear,” (Examiner 27 October
1849), and “On Mr Fechter’'s Acting” (Atlantic Monthly August 1869). He
collaborated with R. H. Horne on another, “ Shakespeare and Newgate,”
(Household Words 4 October 1851). A fifth, on Macready’s 1838 production
of Lear (Examiner 28 January 1838) was written by Forster who, being
indisposed on the night, quoted at length from “a friend, on whose judge-
ment we have thorough reliance” — almost certainly Dickens. A sixth, “The
Restoration of Shakespeare’'s Lear to the Stage,” (Examiner 4 February
1838) mistakenly included by B. W. Matz in his collection of Miscellaneous
Papers for the Nationa edition of Dickens's works in 1908, and routinely
attributed to Dickens ever since, was actually written by Forster, although
Dickensis certain to have sympathised with its content.:®

In these reviews Dickens singles out intelligent attention to Shakespeare’s
text and scrupulous attention to detail as prime elements for praise. His
belief in the powerful educative force of the drama underlies everything he
says, as does his conviction that an audience unprejudiced by preconcep-
tions will enjoy and learn from “rational entertainment”. His is in complete
accord with his friend Macready’s concern — unusual at the time — with the
coherence of production, achieved through a determined striving for artistic
excellence, truthfulness and passion, through careful planning and good
casting, and through hard work in rehearsal.

Of the Lear production, Dickens (and Forster) single out for particular
praise Macready’s return to Shakespeare's text (after a century and a half
during which the English stage witnessed only Nahum Tate's “ disgusting”
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adaptation), in particular the re-introduction of the Fool to the cast. Dickens
describes the presence of the Fool as “singular and masterly relief” to the
character of Lear, which he proclaims to be Macready’s “finest role”.
Rejecting Lamb’s belief that the play is too intellectual to be adequately
realised on stage, Dickens calls Macready’s production “magnificent”:

The heart, soul and brain of the ruined piece of nature, in all the stages of
its ruining, were laid bare before us. . . The tenderness, the rage, the mad-
ness, the remorse, and sorrow, all come of one another, and are linked
together in one chain.*

Of Macready’s impersonation of Benedick in Much Ado about Nothing
Dickens praises the actor’s “masterly discrimination,” and addresses the “risk”
involved for atragic actor undertaking a comic réle. Describing as prejudice
the assumption that an actor’s range is narrowly confined, and rejecting the
expectation that an actor must davishly follow traditional conventions in the
portrayal of a part, Dickens declares Macready’s performance as “fresh, dis-
tinct, vigorous and enjoyable.”?

Charles Fechter was an actor Dickens had admired for many years before
writing a eulogistic review in 1869, on the eve of the actor’s departure for
America. Having first come to fame in France, Fechter was manager of the
Lyceum Theatre in London (1863-67) and distinguished himself in 1867 as
the villain Obenreiser in Dickens's and Collins's play based on their
Christmas story No Thoroughfare. Dickens described Fechter as a great
romantic actor, of “delicate and subtle knowledge both of nature and of
art.”2 In his Shakespearean roles, Dickens admired Fechter’'s musical and
intelligent enunciation of blank verse. His lago, Dickens declared, was no
cardboard villain but a schemer whose deceptions were entirely believable,
and his Hamlet, animated “ by one pervading purpose,” achieved a consisten-
cy greater than portrayed by other actors, through the merit of “a distinctly
conceived and executed idea.” %

Undoubtedly the most interesting journalistic essay Dickens wrote on
Shakespeare was the one on which he collaborated with his Household
Words colleague Richard Henry Horne, celebrating Samuel Phelps's produc-
tions at Sadler’s Wells. After playing for several seasons in the shadow of
Macready, Phelps assumed the management of Sadler’'s Wells, situated far
from the West End in a neighbourhood notorious for profligacy, where he
boldly produced thirty-four of Shakespeare's plays between 1844 and 1862.
Dickens describes with admiration the ways in which Phelps systematically
rooted out “truly diabolical” behaviour and attracted attentive audiences to
productions mounted “with the utmost care, with great intelligence, with an
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evidently sincere desire to understand and illustrate the beauties of the
poem.” Dickens gives voice to some of his most heartfelt convictions when
he praises Phelps's achievement in inspiring audiences to appreciate produc-
tions for their artistic excellence, their attention to detail and the coherence
of the whole.

There are not many things of which the English as a people stand in
greater need than sound rational amusement. As a necessary element in
any popular education worthy of the name; as a wholesome incentive to
the fancy, depressed by the business of life; as arest and relief from reali-
ties that are not and never can be al-sufficient for the mind — sound
rationa public amusement is very much to be desired.®

In addition to the articles which he himself wrote, as editor he oversaw
the publication of a further number of essays dealing with Shakespeare.
Under his editorship in Bentley's Miscellany he published a series of six
studies of Shakespeare’s characters by William Maginn, the prominent
Regency journalist. Household Words included “Something that
Shakespeare Lost” (17 January 1857), by his staff writer Henry Morley, on
contemporary reviewing of Hamlet; “ Touching the Lord Hamlet,” a source
study of Hamlet by John Oxenford (17 October 1857); and “Re-Touching
the Lord Hamlet” by J. A. Heraud (5 December 1857).

In Nicholas Nickleby Dickens ridicules wrong-headed scholarship in the
person of Mr Curdle, who

had written a pamphlet of sixty-four pages, post octavo, on the character
of the Nurse's deceased husband in Romeo and Juliet, with an inquiry
whether he really had been a ‘merry man’ in his lifetime, or whether it
was merely his widow’s affectionate partiality that induced her so to
report him. He had likewise proved, that by altering the received mode of
punctuation, any one of Shakespeare's plays could be made quite differ-
ent, and the sense completely changed; it is needless to say, therefore,
that he was a great critic, and a very profound and most original thinker
(NN chp 24).

And in the same novel Dickens satirises mindless gushing over the bard as
seen in silliness of Mrs Wititterly:

“I'm aways ill after Shakespeare,” said Mrs Wititterly. “| scarcely exist
the next day; | find the reaction so very great after atragedy, my lord, and
Shakespeare is such adelicious creature” (NN chp. 27).

To understand Dickens's attitudes to Shakespeare it is essential to recog-
nise that he knew the plays not simply in scholarly texts and in serious
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productions. In the tradition of Shakespearean adaptation in minor theatres,
fairground booths, public houses and other unprepossessing venues, Dickens
had at hand an example of great art that was vigorously popularised. Despite
legal regulations in force throughout the eighteenth century and well into the
nineteenth, Shakespeare has never been the exclusive property of an €litist
culture. His works regularly percolated down to the lowliest stages in the
land, and Shakespearean adaptation was a burgeoning phenomenon in the
decade when Dickens produced his own first popular works.

In the Restoration period of the late seventeenth century, principal actors
and actresses from Covent Garden and Drury Lane found that a quick way
to cash in on their fame and make money during the off-season was to per-
form in fairground booths. After the duration of Bartholomew Fair was
reduced in 1735 from a fortnight to three days, the actors found it more prof-
itable to turn to the provinces when the London theatres were closed, but
even after the actors from the patent houses had deserted the fairs, the plays
remained: versions of The Merchant of Venice, Henry 1V, The Tempest and A
Comedy of Errors are on record. Emphatically, these were not full versions
of Shakespearean drama, but adaptations carved out of Shakespeare to make
his works suitable for the fair booths. They were shortened to reduce com-
plexity and to heighten comedy, spectacle and action. New titles indicate the
elements of appeal, asin a 1733 adaptation, The Comic Humours of Sir John
Falstaff, Justice Shallow, Ancient Pistol, and Others.®

But if the booth theatres were not faithful to the Shakespearean text, nei-
ther were the most prestigious playhouses in the land. It was an age of
wholesale tampering with Shakespeare, as Nahum Tate, Colley Cibber and
their ilk rewrote plays to suit the taste of their time. And along time it was:
not until1838 did a production of King Lear based on Shakespeare's text
appear on an English stage in place of Tate's version with its love interest
between Edgar and Cordelia and its happy-ever-after ending. There
remained a great distance between a full-length production in an elegant
playhouse and a booth theatre performance competing for patrons with freak
shows, rope dances, gingerbread stalls and puppet plays. But the point
stands that the legacy of eighteenth-century Shakespearean production at all
levels was one of adaptation. In this context one can see why Dickens, with
his passionate devotion to the theatre, so highly valued Macready’s endeav-
ours to mount productions which took Shakespeare's dramatic and literary
guality seriously. But one can also see that Dickens would find nothing
extraordinary in the notion that excellence and popularity could be bedfel-
lows. In the theatrical tradition which he inherited the difference was one of
degree rather than of rigid compartmentalization.
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Compartmentalization, however, was precisely what the theatrical licens-
ing laws were designed to enforce. Enacted in 1737 and not revoked until
1843, the law decreed that spoken drama could be performed only in the two
patent theatres. The act met with ineffective resistance in the eighteenth cen-
tury, but by the early nineteenth century, as theatres proliferated in response
to the rapid increase in urban population, the monopoly restrictions began to
be circumvented. The law forced the unpatented theatre to become innova-
tive to create attractive entertainment without breaking the law.? Since
straight drama could not be legally presented outside the patent theatres, two
courses were open to managements wishing to produce Shakespeare: illegal
production, or adaptation away from spoken text into mime, music and spec-
tacle. In either case, Shakespearean drama was what it had been in the
eighteenth-century fairground: avigorously popularised form.

In the unlicensed penny gaffs, which flourished in poor neighbourhoods
throughout the nineteenth century and were by many accounts the nadir of
theatrical activity, Shakespeare's plays took their place alongside the most
scabrous melodrama. As in the fair booths, and entire programme, including
two or three separate entertainments, took less than an hour to perform and
was repeated several times each night. Heavy emphasis on murder, madness,
ghosts, fights and deaths make it easy to imagine how Macbeth and Hamlet
could fit so easily into the repertoire of the gaffs.?

More respectably, in the minor theatres, which saw much of the creative
innovation in nineteenth-century production, Shakespeare was sgueezed to
fit within the letter of the patent laws. In 1809 Robert Elliston produced at
the Surrey Theatre a “ballet of music and action” entitled The History,
Murders, Life, and Death of Macbeth which skirted the law by virtually
eliminating dialogue and concentrating on action and spectacle, heightened
by music. Twenty years later, with the monopoly rapidly eroding, Elliston
acted the roles of Hamlet, Othello, Mercutio and Falstaff, in shortened musi-
cal versions of Shakespearean drama.®

In 1834 and 1835 Astley’s Circus presented plays based on Shakespeare
under the titles the Life and Death of King Richard I1; or Wat Tyler and Jack
Sraw and The White and Red Rose; or The Battle of Bosworth Field. At
Astley’s, drama was enacted on horseback according to the dictum of the
manager and star of the arena, Andrew Ducrow, “Cut the dialect and come to
the "osses,” and in the 1835 production, John Cartlitch, the tragedian from
John Richardson’s fair booth, took the réle of Richmond.?

Meanwhile an increasing number of burlesques of Shakespeare began to
appear. The weakening of the patent regulations meant that theatres could
place greater reliance on spoken dialogue without facing prosecution, and



Paul Schlicke 93

(as noted above) Dickens contributed his mite to the vogue with a travesty
of his own, O’ Thello. Stanley Wells, who has selected a sufficient quantity
of nineteenth-century Shakespearean burlesques to fill five volumes,
observes that the emergence of Shakespearean burlesque coincided with the
rise of a new seriousness about textual matters and about historical accuracy
in major productions.®* Popularization and attention to excellence once again
converge.

Dickens clearly recognized in Shakespeare one of the great creative writ-
ers and dramatists in the language. He was alert to the gulf between
ambitious, faithful dramatization and vulgar triviaizing; as he said in aletter
to Macready in 1839 (glancing at the packed houses which the lion-tamer
Isaac Van Amburgh attracted to Drury Lane that winter), “1 hold any society
to be valuable which recognizes something of dlight interest in the Drama
shorn of Lions and Tigers.”** At the same time, Dickens was far from
solemn in his veneration for the bard: the early O’ Thello and the late hilari-
ous portrayal of Mr Wopsle as Hamlet are evidence in point. He was fully
capable of distinguishing between the great tragedies of Shakespeare on the
one hand and the brisk melodramas of Richardson, the wretched depravity
of the penny gaffs and the derisory incompetence in private theatres.
Without question, he knew the difference.

Rather, Dickens saw that Shakespeare was freely appropriated by the
most unpretentious theatres, catering to poorly educated audiences for
whom, according to one of Henry Mayhew’s informants, a faithful produc-
tion of Shakespeare was incomprehensible. In this coster’s opinion, Hamlet
was better when confined to the ghost scenes, the funeral and the final
killings, and Macbeth to the witches and the fighting.®* Dickens knew from
close and extensive observation how the lower classes chose to amuse them-
selves, and he expressed confidence in his anti-Sabbatarian pamphlet
Sunday Under Three Heads, written when Pickwick was just underway, that
most people prefer good entertainment to bad. He was later, in his important
Household Words essay “The Amusements of the People’ to articulate his
conviction that people were susceptible of improvement through entertain-
ment, because love of dramatic representation was “inherent in human
nature.”* This is not the crude condescension of a “moral uplift” theory of
art, but abelief that, properly presented, artistic excellence would appeal to a
broad audience. From this perspective, one facet of Shakespeare's genius
was to have a core of artistry which appealed to the sophisticated and unso-
phisticated alike. The presence on Shakespearean adaptations outside the
patent theatres offered Dickens a supreme example that popularity need not
mean hackneyed frivolousness, and that achievement of lasting worth could
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exist in popular forms.,

Dickens's novels, journalism and letters are saturated with quotations,
creative misguotations, and allusions to Shakespeare. The extent of his refer-
ences to Shakespeare is suggested by a catalogue compiled by Valerie Gager
in her book Shakespeare and Dickens: The Dynamics of Influence, which,
admittedly incomplete, neverthel ess extends to some 120 pages. In his early
essay “The Pantomime of Life,” Dickens refers to himself as a follower of
Shakespeare, “tracking out his footsteps at the scarcely-worth-mentioning
little distance of afew millions of leagues behind,”* and in a speech honour-
ing his fellow-novelist William Makepeace Thackeray in 1858 he declared,
“Every writer of fiction, though he may not adopt the dramatic form, writes
in effect for the stage.”*

His fiction contains memorable comic descriptions of Shakespearean
tragedies. Othello is the play chosen for amateur theatricals by Mrs Joseph
Porter in Sketches by Boz; Romeo is the character in which Nicholas
Nickleby achieves his finest hour with Vincent Crummles and his strolling
players; and the most extended account of a Shakespearean performance
appears in Great Expectations, when Pip and Herbert go to see Mr Wopsle
undertake the réle of Hamlet.

There are references by Dickens to the majority of Shakespeare's works,
but the overwhelming preponderance come from two plays, Hamlet and
Macbeth. These seem to indicate that Dickens uses Shakespeare's lines as
vehicles for his own thought, both from the frequency of alusion and from
the active way in which Dickens adapts quotations to suit his own purposes.
But he also uses at least one play as a structural model for his novels; anum-
ber of critics, most notably Alexander Welsh, have explored parallels
between King Lear and The Old Curiosity Shop, Dombey and Son, and Hard
Times in particular. In Welsh’'s words, “whenever Dickens required an exalt-
ed test of love and truth in his fiction, he tended to favour the Cordelia
model of loyalty to a difficult father. . . Dickens, in fact, cannot be said ever
to have completed the study of King Lear inspired by Macready’s produc-
tion of 1838.”%

Dickensinvariably thought of Macbeth when he thought of murder, an act
which fired his imagination throughout his career.*” His most powerful evo-
cation of Macbeth appears in Oliver Twist, when he describes Sikes's
psychological anguish after the murder of Nancy. “So much blood!” Sikes
cries, echoing Lady Macbeth (Macbeth 5.1.44). Just as Banquo’s ghost terri-
fies Macbeth, so Nancy’s eyes haunt Sikes, and in his tormented flight he,
like Macbeth, hasindeed “murder[ed] sleep” (Macbeth 2.1.36).

Hamlet, on the other hand, is a character whom Dickens was unable to
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take serioudly, and he repeatedly invokes the Prince for comic purposes. As
Juliet John cogently argues, Dickens was deeply suspicious of excessive
introspection when socially constructive action is more appropriate, and he
considered Hamlet the very type of the Romantic intellectual.® As Dickens
remarked in a cancelled passage from A Christmas Carol,

Perhaps you think that Hamlet’s intellects were strong. | doubt it. If you
could have such a son tomorrow, depend upon it, you would find him a
poser. He would be a most impracticable fellow to deal with, and howev-
er creditable he might be to his family after his decease, he would prove a
specia incumbrancein his lifetime, trust me.®

King Lear provided Dickens with a model for one of the relationships
which interested him most, namely that of father and daughter. Like
Macready, Dickens conceived the play as sentimental tragedy, in which
pathos was the primary emotion evoked.” The Old Curiosity Shop contains
a number of explicit references to Shakespeare's play, in which Nell guides
her grandfather after he loses his sanity, until both she and the old man die.
In Dombey and Son the proud and errant father-figure is redeemed by the
unswerving love of a daughter, and in Hard Times Sissy Jupe exemplifies“a
wise and loving passivity” which enables Gradgrind to learn wisdom and
love

Angus Wilson has well observed that literary influence is not the lifting of
identifiable snippets, but a response which “affects your whole outlook, the
whole fictional world you live in, and that isn't a matter of taking little
pieces and incorporating them, however transformed.”* Dickens's art is like
Shakespeare’s in three magjor ways: it is entertaining, it is theatrical, and it is
verbally inventive.

Like Shakespeare, Dickens was an entertainer who saw no conflict
between popular appeal and artistic excellence. His fiction is essentially
histrionic: he visualises the appearance of his characters; he depicts them
dramatically interacting with one another; and when they talk, they invari-
ably declaim. His daughter Mamie recounted how she watched one day as
he wrote--grimacing in a mirror in order himself to enact the scene he would
then retreat to his desk to transcribe © One of his richest and most typica
comic veinsis the pretence that people behave the same in private as in pub-
lic; that is, his characters are invariably seen performing their own
digtinctive réles. The law-clerk Mr Guppy proposes marriage to Esther by
asking to be allowed to ‘file a declaration’ (Bleak House chp 9); Mr
Lillyvick talks in the argot of a water-rates collector in the Kenwigses draw-
ing room (Nicholas Nickleby chp 15). Often an audience gathers to witness
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set pieces. a crowd “to the number of some five-and-twenty” follows
Bounderby to his self-exposure as a fraud (Hard Times 3.5); the village
urchins watch Trabb’s boy mimicking Pip (Great Expectations chp 30).
Dickens has an eye for group scenes, in which characters are carefully
placed in relation to one another, and action regularly ends in tableau, such
as the finale of Martin Chuzzewit, when Old Martin thrashes Pecksniff (chp
52). Thisis one reason why Dickens's fiction lends itself so well to illustra-
tion, and it is notable that some dramatizations of Dickens's works consisted
of little more than tableaux in which actors arranged themselves in living
representations of Phiz's drawings. Dickens was an inferior playwright, but
his novels are Shakespearean in their vital theatricality.

Finally, Dickens is like Shakespeare in his verbal inventiveness. Both
writers extended and enriched the language; both delight in the novel turn of
phrase, the vivid yoking of words not usually heard together. This produces
the animism so characteristic of their language: inert things take on alife of
their own, whereas living creatures are grotesquely reified. It produces the
dynamic interrelation between the mundane and the imaginary, constantly
testing the boundaries between the real and the fanciful. And it produces
extraordinary richness of texture, in which the local life of a phrase encapsu-
lates the wider themes of a work, functioning as an “expanded metaphor”
(Wilson Knight's description of Shakespearean language, which Steven
Marcus tellingly applies to Dickens).* In this sense Dickens, like
Shakespeare, is a supreme poet of the English language. As F. R. Leavis
observed, “Dickens's command of word, phrase, rhythm and image: in ease
and range there is surely no greater master of English except Shakespeare.”*
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Would Dickens have made a good judge? He was certainly not afraid to
pass damning judgments on the men who administered justice in a court of
law, like the Court of Chancery in Bleak House. And when he looked at the
past he did not shrink from passing judgment on the great figures of English
History. King Henry the Eighth for example: ‘ The plain truth is, that he was
a most intolerable ruffian, a disgrace to human nature, and a blot of blood
and grease upon the History of England.” (vol. I1I, p. 59) This is from A
Child's History of England.* | should mention that the Fellows and students
of my College in Cambridge have to eat and drink under the beady gaze of
this intolerable ruffian, whose portrait by Holbein hangs at the head of
Trinity's Great Hall.

Dickens was no less forthright about Henry’s daughter, ‘Bloody Queen
Mary’ (whose portrait also hangs in our Hall). *“By their fruits ye shall
know them,” said OUR SAVIOUR, Dickens wrote. * The stake and the fire
were the fruits of this reign, and you will judge this Queen by nothing else.’
Queen Mary is supposed to have said that when she was dead and her body
opened they would find the name of the French port *Calais written on her
heart. But, said Dickens, if anything were written on her heart, it should
have been the names of the Protestant martyrs she had put to death: * JANE
GREY, HOOPER, ROGERS, RIDLEY, LATIMER, CRANMER, AND
THREE HUNDRED PEOPLE BURNT ALIVE, . .. INCLUDING SIXTY
WOMEN AND FORTY LITTLE CHILDREN. But it is enough that their
deaths were written in Heaven.” (vol. 11, p. 96)

We may not share Dickens's religious convictions, but when we read him
it is hard to resist the confidence with which he passes such judgments on
the saved and the damned, the sheep and the goats. It is exhilarating to con-
demn the goats, the monsters like Henry the VII1 and Queen Mary — or the
‘drunken ruffian’ Judge Jeffries, favourite of Charles 11. Dickens described
Jeffries as the ‘great crimson toad, sweltering and swelling with rage’ who
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presided over the trial of Algernon Sidney in 1683 (val. I11, p. 290). Sidney
was another martyr. His surname provides the first name of Dickens's own
great fictional martyr, Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities, but Carton’s
drinking also provokes an explicit association with Judge Jeffries. Henry
VI, Queen Mary, Judge Jeffries. When we read Dickens we share with him
ajoyous violence in cursing the great crimson toads of history, in damning
the monsters and exalting the martyrs. This answers to a vision of justice
with which we can al identify. This vision derives from a passionate identi-
fication with the victim of injustice, especially when the victim is a child. |
have been quoting from A Child’s History of England. But what if the victim
isnot a child, or no longer achild — as Sydney Carton is not?

My subject is ‘the martyr in Dickens', and the questions about judgment,
justice, conviction and compassion raised by the figure of the martyr. All
martyrs are victims, but not all victims are martyrs. Dickens was passionate-
ly concerned with the victims of the modern world whose sufferings he saw
around him in the streets of London by day, and even more by night. He was
moved to identify with these victims, especially with the figures of children
and women, but also with the outcasts driven to violent crime. He tried to
bear witness to these sufferings, to expose them to view, to make his readers
realize their hidden, secret existence. He also wanted to accuse, to prosecute
and to pass judgment on the oppressors, the tyrants, villains and torturers
who caused this suffering. Who are they? Where are they? For such suffer-
ing someone must be responsible. Someone must be named and blamed and
shamed — preferably, if one can still find them in the modern world, a mon-
ster or agreat crimson toad.

When David Copperfield's beloved old nurse Peggotty marries Mr Barkis
the carrier, young David goes to visit her in her beautiful little new home. As
he writes the personal history of life now, looking back across the years,
David remembers best of all a certain old desk and inside it alarge edition of
Foxe's Book of Martyrs. This was the popular title for the influential com-
memoration of the Protestants martyred under Queen Mary, first published
in England in 1563.

This precious volume, of which | do not recollect one word, | immediate-
ly discovered and immediately applied myself to; and | never visited the
house afterwards, but | kneeled on a chair, opened the casket where this
gem was enshrined, spread my arms over the desk, and fell to devouring
the book afresh. | was chiefly edified, | am afraid, by the pictures, which
were numerous, and represented all kinds of direst horrors, but the
Martyrs and Peggotty’s house have been inseparable in my mind ever
since, and are now. (ch.10)
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Why?

As we shall see, when Dickens explicitly refers to ‘martyrs’ in the world
of his fiction, it is usualy in a comical vein. But he looked back without
irony to the real victims of religious persecution in the sixteenth century.
They were types of true martyrdom, men and women who died bravely for
what they believed in, including the Latimer who famously said to his fel-
low Bishop as the bonfire that would consume them was being lit: ‘Be of
good comfort, Master Ridley, and play the man. We shall this day light such
a candle, by God's grace in England, as (I trust) shall never be put out.’?
Unlike many of his contemporaries, Dickens did not idealize England's his-
torical past. On the contrary, think of Mrs Skewton in Dombey and Son with
her vacuous gushing sentiment.

‘Those darling byegone times . . . with their delicious fortresses, and their
dear old dungeons, and their delightful places of torture, and their roman-
tic vengeances, and their picturesque assaults and sieges, and everything
that makes life truly charming! How dreadfully we have degenerated!’
(ch. 27)

Thisis not quite how Dickens saw it. But if there was one thing he admired
in the past it was heroism, especially when it took the form of religious con-
viction. Dickens shared with Carlyle and Ruskin a conviction that the
modern world needed heroes, more badly than ever. But did it need martyrs?
Do we need martyrs?

Let me turn back to David Copperfield and the book he devoured at
Peggotty’s. Why does he devour it? David is happy with Peggotty. He feels
secure and this allows him to contemplate the ‘ direst horrors' in the Book of
Martyrs from a safe distance. Similarly with the other book he associates
with Peggotty’s, the ‘ Crocodile Book’ that he keeps on a shelf by the bed's
head. This experience stands in contrast to the one he is about to describe
when he leaves the security of the happy adopted family at Lowestoft, Mr
Peggotty and Ham and Mrs Gummidge and Little Em'ly. He returns from
them to his ‘real’ unhappy family, the miserable home where ‘there was no
face to look on mine with love or liking any more'. Only the Murdstones.

And now | fell into a state of neglect, which | cannot look back upon
without compassion. | fell at once into a solitary condition, — apart from
al friendly notice, apart from the society of all other boys of my own age,
apart from all companionship but my own spiritless thoughts, — . . . |
was not actively ill-used. | was not beaten, or starved; but the wrong that
was done to me had no intervals of relenting, and was done in a systematic,
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passionless manner. Day after day, week after week, month after month, |
was coldly neglected. (ch. 10)

This is not martyrdom: indeed in a sense it is exactly the opposite of it.
Martyrdom takes place in public, in front of witnesses. The word ‘ martyr’
may derive from the ancient Greek for ‘witness’, and in its root meaning,
martyrs do ‘bear witness' or ‘testify’ to the religious faith for which they
sacrifice their lives. But — bear witness to whom? To God, no doubt, so the
martyr must believe, but also to his or her fellow beings, to an audience of
human witnesses. Suppose that the martyr’s agony went unwitnessed, unno-
ticed, condemned simply to cold neglect? Here we touch on one of
Dickens's great motives: to expose to view the suffering that lacks al the
glory of martyrdom, the spectacle, the public acclaim, the fame, the noise —
the suffering that is by total contrast silent, unnoticed, neglected. It is akind
of anti-martyrdom. So in an important sense, the Book of Martyrs over
which David pores at Peggotty’s represents a desirable ideal. He looks envi-
oudly at images of suffering that have been noticed, that have gone down
into history, that have lodged in everyone's memory.

However the Murdstones' cold neglect is not the only form that the young
David's suffering takes. When he is sent away to Mr Creakle's, he does suf-
fer public humiliation. He is made to wear the placard that says ‘ Take care of
him. He bites' (ch. 5). He is exposed to the eyes of others, as the young
Dickens had himself been at Warren's blacking warehouse, when he was set
to work in the window with his mate Bob Fagin. Dickens recalled that the
people used to stop and look, and sometimes quite a crowd would gather.
This is spectacular, a burning shame that is the opposite of cold neglect; but
it isstill some way from martyrdom. Cruel and excessive as this punishment
may be, David does not feel innocent because he has indeed bitten Mr
Murdstone. For the best of reasons to be sure: he is desperately trying to
defend himself. But this does not prevent, indeed it only aggravates the terri-
ble beating he suffers. When it is over David crawls off the floor and looks
a his face in the glass ‘so swollen, red, and ugly, that it amost frightened
me. My stripes were sore and stiff, and made me cry afresh, when | moved,;
but they were nothing to the guilt | felt. It lay heavier on my breast than if |
had been a most atrocious criminal, | dare say’ (ch. 4). So it is not just the
crimson toad Judge Jeffries who can be swollen, red and ugly. Thisiswhat a
victim can look like too.

We are touching here on some of the deepest and most powerful feelings
in Dickens, feelings that are certainly connected to his own experience of
humiliation at the blacking factory, famously recorded in the autobiographi-
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cal fragment preserved by his friend John Forster.

It is wonderful to me how | could have been so easily cast away at such
an age. . . . The deep remembrance of the sense | had of being utterly
neglected and hopeless; of the shame | felt in my position; of the misery
it was to my young heart to believe that, day by day, what | had learned,
and thought, and delighted in, and raised my fancy and my emulation up
by, was passing away from me, never to be brought back any more; can-
not be written. My whole nature was so penetrated with the grief and
humiliation of such considerations, that even now, famous and caressed
and happy, | often forget in my dreams that | have a dear wife and chil-
dren; even that | am a man; and wander desolately back to that time of
my life?

‘Famous and caressed and happy’ with a dear wife and children. Dickens
wrote this in the spring of 1847 when he was in his mid 30s, just prior to the
germination of his first great first-person novel, David Copperfield. Ten
years later he was in his mid 40s. he was even more famous and no less
caressed, but he was not happy, not happy at al. In 1857 his long marriage
to Catherine Hogarth was about to explode. These were the years of crisis
that led up to the creation of his fictional martyr Sydney Carton, and to the
second of the two great novels written entirely in the first person, Great
Expectations. (I say ‘entirely’ because it is important that half of Bleak
House is aso written in the first person.) Into both these novels, A Tale of
Two Cities and Great Expectations, Dickens pours a great deal of his own
guilt and shame, his self-pity and self-dislike — and his longing for vindica-
tion and reparation.

So what do | mean by ‘the martyr in Dickens ? | want to suggest that the
martyr represents for Dickens an ideal of ‘good suffering’ that standsin con-
trast to both the kinds of suffering associated with the young David
Copperfield (and with the young Dickens himself). The martyr dies bravely,
heroically and even joyously in a good cause recognized and acknowledged
by a world of witnesses. This is neither the suffering of cold neglect nor the
suffering of shame, guilt and exposure to the derision of others. The martyr
redeems both these ‘bad’ kinds of suffering. However — and thisis the twist
— because the martyr represents such a desirable idedl, it is particularly vul-
nerable to abuse. The role of the martyr provides all sorts of opportunity for
self-aggrandisement, for spiritual pride and vanity, and for self-pity. So
much depends on those witnesses. They can confirm but they can also reject
the claims that the martyr makes for himself or herself. There is a particular
temptation for martyrs to become their own audience in the interest of self-
justification. This is a motive to which Dickens gives extraordinary creative



104 The Martyr in Dickens

expression in the conception of Sydney Carton.

I want now briefly to sketch the range of Dickens uses of the word *mar-
tyr’, often in passing, for comical and satirical purposes. Here are Mr Toots
and Mr Feeder at Dr Blimber’s in Dombey and Son. Toots has got hold of a
large green jar supposed to have been the property of the Prince Regent, and
he and his friend are cramming snuff up their noses: ‘In the course of which
. . . they endured surprising torments with the constancy of martyrs: and,
drinking table-beer at intervals, felt al the glories of dissipation’ (ch. 14).
Then there are the many women who pride themselves on their physical
infirmities, like Mrs Crupp, David Copperfield's landlady when heis an arti-
cled clerk and in love with Dora Spenlow. Mrs Crupp is ‘a martyr to a
curious disorder called “the spazzums,” which was generally accompanied
with inflammations of the nose, and required to be constantly treated with
peppermint’. (ch. 26) Or Mrs Jarley in The Old Curiosity Shop, proprietress
of the travelling waxworks, who remarks on the blessings of sleep. Little
Nell asks her if she's had a bad night: ‘1 seldom have anything else, child’,
replied Mrs Jarley, with the air of a martyr: ‘1 sometimes wonder how | bear
it' (ch. 28). Or again there is the absurd Mrs Wititterly in Nicholas Nickleby,
employer of Kate Nickleby and favourite patient of Sir Tumley Snuffim.
Mrs Wititterley prides herself on her nervous sensitivity but she is surpassed
by her husband. He boasts to their aristocratic guests that the honour of their
visit will be such a shock to his wife's system that she's sure to collapse
tomorrow. *Mrs Wititterley is quite amartyr’, one of them murmurs (ch.28).

Such women as this brandish their self-pity as an aggressive weapon.
Like Mrs Skewton in Dombey and Son, who sees her daughter Edith flinch
nervously from the window at the sight of Mr Carker outside: ‘Don’t tell
me, my dear Edith, that you, so enviably self-possessed, are beginning to be
amartyr too, like your unfortunately constituted mother!” (ch. 37) Thiskind
of self-pity takes a particularly oppressive form when it is directed by awife
against a husband. These self-appointed martyrs include Gabriel Varden's
wife in Barnaby Rudge, Joe Gargery’'s wife (Pip’'s sister) in Great
Expectations, and Mrs Wilfer in Our Mutual Friend. Mrs Varden is
described as ‘A lady of what is commonly called an uncertain temper — a
phrase which being interpreted signifies a temper tolerably certain to make
everybody more or less uncomfortable . . . ' (ch. 7). Especialy her amiable
husband Gabriel. She concludes a typical little skirmish with him about
nothing, like this: *“1 know my duty. | need know it, | am sure. | am often
obliged to bear it in mind, when my inclination perhaps would be for the
moment to forget it. Thank you, Varden.” And so, with a mighty show of
humility and forgiveness, she folded her hands, and looked round again,
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with a smile which plainly said “If you desire to see the first and foremost
among female martyrs, here she is, on view!”’ (ch. 19) Or there is Mrs
Wilfer, one of Dickens's supremely self-appointed martyrs. Here she is on
the melancholy celebration of their wedding anniversary.

The noble lady’s condition on these delightful occasions was one com-
pounded of heroic endurance and heroic forgiveness. Lurid indications of
the better marriages she might have made, shone athwart the awful gloom
of her composure, and fitfully reveaed the cherub [her husband] as a lit-
tle monster unaccountable favoured by Heaven, who had possessed
himself of a blessing for which many of his superiors had sued and con-
tended in vain.

Her husband keeps on saying that he is afraid she is not enjoying herself.
She responds:

‘My face might be a martyrdom, but what would that import, or who
should know it, if | smiled? And she did smile; manifestly freezing the
blood of Mr George Sampson [one of the guests] by so doing . . .’

(Book 111, ch. 4)

The real martyrs here, the reader infers, are the husbands.

But this is not always the case. In The Old Curiosity Shop Mrs Quilp's
female neighbours (and mother) condole with her in her husband’'s absence.
How terrible to be married to Mr. Quilp! ‘All the ladies then sighed in con-
cert, shook their heads gravely, and looked at Mrs Quilp as at a martyr.” But
she is: ‘A pretty little, mild-spoken, blue-eyed woman, who having alied
herself in wedlock to the dwarf in one of those strange infatuations of which
examples are by no means scarce, performed a sound practical penance for
her folly, every day of her life'. When Quilp arrives in person the neigh-
bours' courage instantly evaporates and they flee. Quilp tells his wife: ‘If
ever you listen to these beldames again, I'll bite you' (ch.4). Or consider the
scene at Warwick Castle as the doomed marriage looms between Edith and
Mr Dombey. Watching the cold couple at a distance, the narrator imagines
the pictures on the walls being ‘startled by the unnatural conjunction’ and
protesting against it: * Loves and Cupidstook to flight afraid, and Martyrdom
had no such torment in its painted history of suffering’ (ch. 27). Thisis what
lies ahead for the loveless couple. There are happy marriages in Dickens but
they are matched by his sense of the torment in marital misery, a martyrdom
that is most real when it is most silent.

When it is loudly voiced it is a different matter. In Dickens's fiction peo-
ple who proclaim themselves to be ‘martyrs’ are always demanding an
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attention they don’t deserve or a virtue they don't possess. In Pickwick
Papers Sam Weller is invited to a footmen's soirée in Bath. An individual
named Mr Whiffers announces that he has had to resign from job as a foot-
man. Why? Because his employers made him eat cold meat. ‘It isimpossible
to conceive the disgust which this avowa awakened in the bosoms of the
hearers. Loud cries of “Shame!” mingled with groans and hisses, prevailed
for a quarter of an hour.” Then ‘the health of the interesting martyr was
drunk in a most enthusiastic manner’ (ch. 36). Some of Dickens's most
shameless villains take the high moral ground in this way — Pecksniff for
example. ‘Perhaps there never was a more moral man than Pecksniff.” He
refuses to shake John Westlock’s hand but insists that he has forgiven John
for the wrong he has done him. Westlock explodes with savage irony:
‘““Here’'s a martyr!”’ (ch.2) Or Montague Tigg in the same novel, Martin
Chuzzewit. Tigg tries to get money out of Martin and Tom Pinch to pay his
friend Chevy Slyme's bill at the Blue Dragon: ‘“we have heard of Fox's
Book of Martyrs, | believe, and we have heard of the Court of Requests, and
the Star Chamber . . . "’ (108).

But even good characters can think better of themselves than they
deserve. When Nicholas Nickleby is persuaded by the Cheeryble brothers to
take part in a benevolent stratagem to help the penurious Madeline Bray, he
is faced with a small ethical dilemma. Nicholas really ought to confess that
he's in love with Madeline, but he persuades himself that by keeping it
secret he will be acting selflessly, in the Cheerybles' interests. This is thor-
oughly disingenuous:

persuading himself that he was a most conscientious and glorious martyr,
[he] nobly resolved to do what, if he had examined his own heart a little
more carefully, he would have found, he could not resist. (ch. 46)

The very idea of conscious martyrdom seems to be tainted by deception or
self-deception. Perhaps there is something to be said for his uncle Ralph
Nickleby's hard-heartedness, his refusal to be taken in by shows of suffer-
ing. When his sister-in-law says that her husband died of ‘a broken heart’,
Ralph comments sardonically that ‘“it’s the cant of the day. If a man can’t
pay his debts, he dies of a broken heart, and his widow's amartyr.”’ (ch. 3)
Let me close this swift display of examples with two more auspicious ref-
erences. The first involves one of Dickens's most admirable figures, Susan
Nipper in Dombey and Son. As with David Copperfield at Peggotty’s, it is
interesting here to find Foxe's Book of Martyrs being associated with the
idea of an abandoned child. Like Peggotty, Susan Nipper wants to protect
her young charge, Florence Dombey, but unlike Peggotty, Susan challenges
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the tyrannical father-figure, Mr Dombey. Indeed in boldly bearing witness to
the truth, she stands as the equivalent of Shakespeare’s Kent in King Lear or
Paulinain The Winter's Tale:

‘for | have seen her in her grief and | have seen her in her joy (there's not
been much of it) and | have seen her with her brother and | have seen her
in her loneliness and some have never seen her, and | say to some and all
— 1 do!" and here the black-eyed shook her head, and dlightly stamped
her foot; ‘that she's the blessedest and dearest angel is Miss Floy that
ever drew the breath of life, the more that | was torn to pieces Sir the
more |'d say it though | may not be aFox’s Martyr.” (ch. 44)

Of course she is not burned at the stake; she is only dismissed by Mrs
Pipchin. But in her brave comical mode Susan Nipper is the novelist’s aly.
Sheison his side, within the fictional text, giving a voice to the silent suffer-
ing child, the victim of cold neglect.

My second example is the selfless Daniel Doyce in Little Dorrit. His
friend and business partner Arthur Clennam sympathizes with Doyce for the
terrible disappointment he has suffered in the hopes he has had for hisinven-
tion. But Doyce tells Clennam: ‘| must not make a martyr of myself, when |
am one of so large a company.” (Book |1, ch. 8) So many characters in
Dickens feel sorry for themselves, a few of them with good reason. Daniel
Doyce does have good reason but he does not indulge in self-pity. This
makes him good — but rather dull.

| want now to consider — and to contrast — two more weighty examples,
figures who stand at the centre of their respective novels, Jo the crossing-
sweeper in Bleak House and Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities. Jo is
certainly a victim. But is he a martyr? A martyr must surely die for some-
thing, in some good cause in which he believes. Poor Jo knows nothing of
causes, but he is grateful to the nameless man who took pity on him, the
self-named ‘Nemo’ ‘who wos wery good to me'. Jo's gratitude represents
for Dickens a primary ethical instinct. This is the good cause in which the
narrator must speak for Jo, more fully than Jo can speak for himself. What is
more, the narrator speaks not only for Jo. He speaks aso against the forces
of indifference that have left Jo to rot in cold neglect. The famous passage
describing Jo's death closes with a great paragraph in which Dickens bears
witness to the reader on behalf of the victim who cannot speak for himself.
Let me lead up to it with some of the dialogue between Jo and the compas-
sionate doctor, Allan Woodcourt.
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*Jo, my poor fellow!”

‘I hear you, sir, in the dark, but I’'m a gropin—a gropin— et me catch
hold of your hand.’

*Jo, can you say what | say?

‘I'll say anythink asyou say, sir, for | knowsit’s good.’

‘OUR FATHER!

‘Our Father! — yes, that’s wery good, sir.’

‘WHICH ART IN HEAVEN.’

‘Artin Heaven — isthelight acomin, sir?

‘Hallowed be — thy —'

Thelight is come upon the dark benighted way. Dead!

Dead, your Majesty. Dead, my lords and gentlemen. Dead, Right
Reverends and Wrong Reverends of every order. Dead, men and women,
born with Heavenly compassion in your hearts. And dying thus around us
every day. (ch. 47)

This is effective precisely because of the distance between the victim who
suffers and the witness who speaks on his (or her) behalf. So much in Bleak
House depends on a true acknowledgment of the distances between those
suffering and those witnessing it. Think of Esther and Ada visiting the brick-
maker’s family where they will see a child die before their eyes. ‘We both
felt painfully sensible that between us and these people there was an iron
barrier ...’ (ch. 8).

However it can be a different matter when Dickens tries too closely to
identify with the victim himself. | am thinking here of the fictional figurein
which Dickens most directly, even flagrantly, embodied his idea of the mar-
tyr. | say ‘flagrantly’ because Sydney Carton so obviously fulfils a personal
fantasy for Dickens himself. | do not believe that this represents the deepest
or most successful aspect of Dickens's creative imagination. The compari-
son and contrast with the great first-person novel that he went on to write
immediately afterwards tells very distinctly in favour of the latter (Great
Expectations). Nevertheless Sydney Carton is an unforgettable creation and
the novel that is built around him, though it has never been a favourite with
critics, has been ‘hugely popular with the general reader’ — and with audi-
ences for the plays and films that have been made out of it (the latter starring
Ronald Colman in 1935 and Dirk Bogarde in 1958).*

| say a‘personal fantasy’. In his Preface to the novel Dickens tells us that
he got the idea for Sydney Carton from the role he played in Wilkie
Coallins's melodrama The Frozen Deep (1857). Dickens's performance as
Richard Wardour electrified audiences and fellow-actors. It also had a pro-
found effect on Dickens himself. In Wardour he played the part of a man
rejected in love who swears vengeance on the rival who has supplanted him.
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The play is set in the Arctic and draws on the expeditions led by Sir John
Franklin, the last of which came to a calamitous end. In the 1850s there were
rumours that the starving crew had degenerated into cannibalism. Dickens
refused to believe it and spoke up in defence of Franklin and his officers.
Franklin was a Hero, even perhaps a martyr of sorts. And the role played by
Dickens in Collins's play was certainly that of a martyr. Even more to the
point, it was that of a martyr who redeems himself from the temptation to
murder. Collins's title The Frozen Deep refers not only to its Arctic setting
but also to the secret depths within Wardour himself. At the climax of the
play Wardour has his rival at his mercy but instead of murdering him
Wardour saves his life and returns him to the woman the two men have both
loved. Wardour himself diesin her arms, as her grateful tears pour down on
him.

Dickens had aways enjoyed performing on stage, but Richard Wardour
was something different. He wrote that he had been ‘very much excited by
the crying of two thousand people over the grave of Richard Wardour’ and
that this had put new ideas for a story into his head.® He had also been excit-
ed by first meeting the young actress Ellen Ternan, who took a small rolein
The Frozen Deep aong with other members of her family, in Manchester.
He started mulling over what would turn into A Tale of Two Citiesin January
1858 but he did not truly begin writing until a year later. Meanwhile the
experience of The Frozen Deep ignited or reinforced the idea of giving pub-
lic readings from his own fiction. He had done this before for charity, but he
decided now do it for profit. Despite the doubts of some of his friends,
including Forster, the following April, 1858, he gave the first professional
public reading of A Christmas Carol. A few weeks later his long marriage to
Catherine Hogarth effectively came to an end when they separated.

| am not the first person to see a connexion between the distress of his
private life and the impulse towards performance in public, as if he were
seeking from the multitude of witnesses in public some affirmation or vindi-
cation. Not of course that the public readings entailed alot of explicit agony
on Dickens's part. He had too fine a sense of his audience’s appetite for that:
he made them cry, of course, but he also made them laugh. My point is that
when Dickens sat down to write A Tale of Two Cities in early 1859 he was
ready to try and reproduce in writing two things: both the excitement he had
discovered from playing to full houses in public and the misery he had
endured in his personal life, the fear of being unloved, the guilt at being
unlovable, the yearning for intimate sympathy, forgiveness, pity. To put it
simply, Dickens was ready to dramatize his own self-pity on the grandest of
scales, against the most massive of backdrops, the French Revolution. The
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novel contains some leading characters, along with innumerable minor ones,
who could be thought of as victims and even martyrs to History. Charles
Darnay could have been just such afigure, the Martyr to History. But instead
Sydney Carton substitutes himself, the Martyr to — what — Love?

Sydney Carton believes himself to be unloved and perhaps unlovable.
When we first meet him he is consumed by self-pity and self-contempt, a
gloomy version of the jolly miller of Dee who sings ‘1 care for nobody, no!
not I, / If nobody cares for me.” But Sydney does learn to care for Lucie
Manette and he is partly redeemed by her pity. This means he is no longer
alone in feeling sorry for himself; now he has found someone else who can
share the task or even do it for him. Sydney concludes his redemption by
sacrificing his life for the man Lucie does truly love, his double Charles
Darnay. Sydney’s martyrdom ensures that the happy surviving couple and
their children will never be able to forget him. What a great gift and what a
great burden he leaves them, dying like Christ on the Cross. Or like King
Charles the Martyr, whose last word was ‘Remember’. Or like the ghost of
Hamlet's father, who tells his son to ‘Remember me'. Early in the novel we
are told ‘that every human creature is constituted to be that profound secret
and mystery to every other’ (ch. 3). Sydney Carton has been the epitome of
this unreachable inner mystery. Yet in the extraordinary final paragraphs, the
frozen deep melts. The writer enters Carton’s innermost mind and gives
voice to hisvision of the future. Carton sees the namesake who will grow up
to become ‘foremost of just judges and honoured men’ and will pass his
story on to his own son, yet another Sydney Carton. The martyr’s famous
final words are not heard by anyone within the fictional world of the novel.
They are directly addressed to us the readers: ‘It is afar, far better thing that
| do, than | have ever done; it is afar, far better rest that 1 go to than | have
ever known.” Curtain. Applause.

Let me return in conclusion to A Child’s History of England. You will
remember the trouble that King Charles's Head causes Mr Dick in David
Copperfield. Dickens was troubled and excited by the idea of people ‘losing
their heads' . We use the phrase as afigure of speech, but in Dickens's imagi-
nation the figurative passes easily into the literal and vice-versa. In the
course of his own turbulent life there must have been occasions when
Dickens felt he was losing his head, especially during the years in the late
1850s, around the break-up of his marriage. But unlike Mr Dick, Mr
Dickens does not seem to have been particularly troubled by the fate of King
Charles the Martyr. He describes without sentiment the emotional scene in
which the King says farewell to his darling children and tells them that he is
dying ‘for the laws and liberties of the land’. Dickens comments: ‘| am
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bound to say that | don't think he did, but | dare say he believed so.” (vol.
[11, p. 220) The last moments of the execution scene itself are similarly vivid
and matter-of-fact, with the King's memorable final injunction to Bishop
Juxon: ‘Remember!’ But the writer’s judgment is firm:

With al my sorrow for him, | cannot agree with him that he died ‘the
martyr of the people;’ for the people had been martyrs to him, and to his
ideas of aKing'srights, long before. Indeed, | am afraid that he was but a
bad judge of martyrs; for he had called that infamous Duke of
Buckingham ‘the Martyr of his Sovereign.” (vol. I11, pp. 223-4)

In other words, King Charles stands as the supreme model for all those char-
acters in Dickens who see themselves as martyrs. Anyone can claim to be a
martyr. Anyone can call themselves anything, as Captain Hawdon calls him-
self ‘“Nemo’. Names and titles are conferred on us by others, as David
Copperfield is called Trotwood, Brooks of Sheffield, Doady and Daisy.
‘Martyr’ is like ‘Saint’, a name that makes a very special claim. King
Charles may have been ‘abad judge of martyrs' but who would claimto be a
good judge of martyrs? Shouldn’t we leave that to God?

This is why, for all Dickens's passionate desire to reward the just and to
punish the unjust, his best position is not in the seat of judgment. He is a
wonderful advocate, both for the defence and for the prosecution. But he is
at his best — as perhaps all great artists are or should be — as awitness.

Notes

| must express my warm gratitude to the Dickens Fellowship of Japan for their invitation to
deliver this lecture to their Annual Conference at Konan University on 4 October 2003. Also to the
British Academy for the Readership that allowed me time for the research that went into it, and to
Michael Heyns for some helpful suggestions in the course of its preparation.

! Referencesto A Child's History of England are to the first edition in three vols (1852-4). As for
the novels referred to, given the variety of easily available good modern editions in which they
can be read, | have supplied references to chapters only (or where relevant, to Book and chapter).
The texts are taken from the Oxford World' s Classics editions.

2 John Foxe, Actes and Monuments, popularly known as the Book of Martyrs (1570 edn), p. 1937,
and quoted by Dickensin A Child’s History.

3 John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, 2 vols, (Everyman, 1966), pp. 21-3.

4 According to George Ford in 1968 A Tale of Two Cities had sold more copies than any other
Dickens novel — some 300,000. This was 50,000 more than the next best-seller, Great
Expectations (Oxford Reader’s Companion to Dickens, ed. Paul Schlicke [Oxford: Oxford
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University Press, 1999], p. 554).

5 Letter to Miss Burdett Coultts, 5 September 1857 (The Letters of Charles Dickens, Pilgrim
Edition, vol. 8, 1856-1858, eds Graham Storey and Kathleen Tillotson [Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995], p. 432).
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‘Thisfiction of an occupation’:
Mr Boffin’s Encounter with Blight
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I would like to begin this afternoon by reading you the passage in ques-
tion, one which goes like this:

“Morning, morning, morning!” said Mr. Boffin, with a wave of his
hand, as the office door was opened by the dismal boy, whose appropriate
name was Blight. “ Governor in?’

“Mr. Lightwood gave you an appointment, sir, | think?’

“I don’'t want him to give it, you know,” returned Mr. Boffin; “I’ll pay
my way, my boy.”

“No doubt, sir. Would you walk in? Mr. Lightwood ain't in at the pre-
sent moment, but | expect him back very shortly. Would you take a seat
in Mr. Lightwood' s room, sir, while | look over our Appointment Book?’
Young Blight made a great show of fetching from his desk a long thin
manuscript volume with a brown paper cover, and running his finger
down the day’s appointments, murmuring, “Mr. Aggs, Mr. Baggs, Mr.
Caggs, Mr. Daggs, Mr. Faggs, Mr. Gaggs, Mr. Boffin. Yes, sir; quite
right. You are a little before your time, sir. Mr. Lightwood will be in
directly.”

“I'mnot inahurry,” said Mr. Boffin.

“Thank you, sir. I'll take the opportunity, if you please, of entering
your name in our Callers’ Book for the day.” Y oung Blight made another
great show of changing the volume, taking up a pen, sucking it, dipping
it, and running over previous entries before he wrote. As, “Mr. Alley, Mr.
Baley, Mr. Calley, Mr. Daley, Mr. Faley, Mr. Galley, Mr. Halley, Mr.
Lalley, Mr. Malley. And Mr. Boffin.”

“Strict system here; eh, my lad?’ said Mr. Boffin, as he was booked.

“Yes, sir, ” returned the boy. “1 couldn’t get on without it.”

By which he probably meant that his mind would have been shattered
to pieces without this fiction of an occupation. Wearing in his solitary
confinement no fetters that he could polish, and being provided with no
drinking-cup that he could carve, he had fallen on the device of ringing
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alphabetical changes into the two volumes in question, or of entering vast
numbers of persons out of the Directory as transacting business with Mr.
Lightwood. It was the more necessary for his spirits, because, being of a
sensitive temperament, he was apt to consider it personally disgraceful to
himself that his master had no clients.

“How long have you been in the law, now?’’ asked Mr. Boffin, with a
pounce, in hisusua inquisitive way.

“I’ve been in the law, now, sir, about three years.”

“Must have been as good as born in it!” said Mr. Boffin, with admira-
tion. “Do you like it?’

“l don’t mind it much,” returned Young Blight, heaving a sigh, as if
its bitterness were past.

“What wages do you get?’

“Half what | could wish,” replied young Blight.

“What's the whole that you could wish?’

“Fifteen shillings aweek,” said the boy.

“About how long might it take you now, at a average rate of going, to
be a judge?’ asked Mr. Boffin, after surveying his small stature in
silence.

The boy answered that he had not yet quite worked out that little cal-
culation.

“1 suppose there's nothing to prevent your going in for it?’ said Mr.
Boffin.

The boy virtually replied that as he had the honour to be a Briton who
never never never, there was nothing to prevent his going in for it. Yet he
seemed inclined to suspect that there might be something to prevent his
coming out with it.

“Would a couple of pound help you up at all?" asked Mr. Boffin.

On this head, young Blight had no doubt whatever, so Mr. Boffin
made him a present of that sum of money, and thanked him for his atten-
tion to his (Mr. Boffin's) affairs; which, he added, were now, he believed,
as good as settled.

from Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, Book the First, Chapter VI11.

Almost a quarter of a century ago | was working as a temporary lecturer
in the English Department of the University of Wales at Aberystwyth. The
job was only to last eighteen months. My office was someone else’'s — with
his books still on the shelves. | lived in one rented room of a seaside board-
ing house that had seen better days. In my spare time, of which there was
plenty, | was trying to complete a second publishable collection of poems.
The manuscript would go through a number of metamorphoses before reach-
ing print in 1988 as This Other Life. Those six or so years earlier it was
called Temporary Poems. | still have a manuscript page containing two



Peter Robinson 115

epigraphs, one of them showing where | found the title. Samuel Johnson’s
dictionary definition of Grub Street reads: ‘Originally the name of a street
near Moorfields in London, much inhabited by writers of small histories,
dictionaries, and temporary poems; whence any mean production is called
grubstreet.” This Other Life contains a series of three lyrics from those days
entitled, exactly, ‘ Temporary Poems'.

Below that quotation from Johnson’s Dictionary is the other one, lifted
from the passage which I've just read to you: ‘* Strict system here; eh, my
lad?’ said Mr. Boffin, as he was booked. “Yes, sir,” returned the boy. “I
couldn’t get on without it.” By which he probably meant that his mind
would have been shattered to pieces without this fiction of an occupation.’ It
was, | hope you agree, wise of me to drop the falsely modest title and self-
denigrating epigraphs for the finally published book. That manuscript page
preserves as if in aspic the situation of the young poet and teacher trying to
‘get on’ and feeling that his mind might be ‘shattered to pieces’ if he didn’'t
keep up one or other fiction of an occupation.

What drew me to the passage from Our Mutual Friend will have been the
gratuitously equivocal nature of the narrated incident that | would like to
spend alittle time exploring this afternoon. It seems gratuitous because these
two pages, aside from giving incidental details about lawyer Lightwood and
further exemplifying Mr. Boffin's shining character, have barely any struc-
tura purpose in the novel. ‘ Young Blight' is named on the Number Plan: he
is not a stop-gap improvisation. His cameo reappearance at the very end of
Book the Third does, however, seem opportunistic. There, the ‘dismal boy’
of our first meeting has happily evolved into the discreet and efficient * sharp
boy’, as Eugene Wrayburn repeatedly calls him.

That first encounter in Lightwood's chambers opens with Mr Boffin's
repeated ‘morning!” and his cockney ‘Governor in? — as if attempting to
bring a Pickwickian joviality to whatever he meets. We might be inclined to
think these are the results of his natural good will and high spirits, but as the
scene progresses We' re brought to see them as part of a performance with a
purpose. Blight seems at first to turn the tables on Boffin by adopting a coolly
professional manner. This is a lawyer’s office, and you can’t just chat your
way into seeing his employer. The pretence of formality is then punctured by
the Golden Dustman with that little joke on Blight's word ‘gave’: ‘I don't
want him to give' an appointment, he says, ‘I'll pay my way’. Such geniaity
doesn't suit the pretended seriousness of the situation, and Blight refuses it
with his‘No doubt, sir’. But then Dickens alows the professional mask to dip
slightly with his clerk’s colloquial ‘ain’'t’ in the would-be officious ‘Mr
Lightwood ain't in at the present moment’. The crack in hisidiomis Dickens's
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overture to the more elaborate pretence — and therefore absurd comedy — of
the Appointment Book, the Callers' Book, and young Blight's ‘ great show’.

Mr Boffin's play on the word ‘gave’ has also sidestepped the question of
whether he does or does not have an appointment. With the fictional alpha-
betic variants on a name, punctured once again by the comic reality of ‘Mr.
Boffin', Blight not only pretends that his employer has a full diary, but also
that Boffin is, after all, expected. The Golden Dustman plays along with, but
deflects, the clerk’s self-important fiction by saying that he's ‘not in a
hurry’. What rescues the passage’s jokes from mere slapstick is a vein of
authorial identification. We don’t have difficulty assuming that the narrator
sides with Boffin; but now the Dickens voice takes on the colouring of his
minor character too.

He has aready prepared us for such an implicit level of reading by intro-
ducing ‘the dismal boy, whose appropriate name was Blight.” When he is
thus first introduced, we can't be sure if what makes Blight’s name appropri-
ate is that it's because he spreads blight, or because he is the victim of
blight. He could even be both. In being ‘appropriate’ the name does, howev-
er, tell usthat the author-narrator knows perfectly well what kind of book we
are reading. Our Mutual Friend is a novel in the English comic tradition
where characters' names will likely match their attributes and vice-versa.
There is art, too, in the writer’s settling on a name. Mortimer Lightwood,
whose name began perhaps over-appropriately as ‘Lightword’, has a clerk
who also writes imaginary variants on names in a Book of Memoranda so as
to populate his world and give his work a purpose. Blight too is the author of
afiction.

Nor can Dickens have failed to notice that the phrase ‘this fiction of an
occupation’ might be an adjusted inversion of ‘this occupation of fiction'.
Recalling the author’s early life and journalistic beginnings, an early life
which — he ‘being of a sensitive temperament’ — is reported to have perma-
nently scarred him, | see that his first employment after the blacking
warehouse episode was as a solicitor’s clerk. For Dickens too invented ‘vast
numbers of persons and put them into the ‘volumes in question’ with a ‘great
show’; and this alowed him to effect a definitive escape from alife of menia
and humiliating jobs. Yet it also issued him into another struggle — in the
form of thirty-two pages of printed matter per month. The author-narrator’s
description of how his writing activity saves Blight is also a displaced reflec-
tion on this other life. It's asif areworking of Mr Pickwick were here to help
change the life of a disguised young Dickens. Yet the author’s rendering of
Blight at work on his book of imaginary clients shows him behaving in amad
fashion so as to protect himself from the madness of having his mind ‘ shat-
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tered to pieces' . The author might seem to be underlining the pathetic point-
lessness of Blight's literary activity by comparing it with a prisoner in
solitary confinement who is lucky enough to have ‘fetters to polish’ or a
‘drinking-cup to carve'. The transposition of such a reflection to the novel-
ist's art would cast an oblique light on the usua assumptions about why we
celebrate Dickens and his writings.

The passage draws to a close with a collaborative effort on the part of
Boffin and the author-narrator to cheer Blight up and give a semblance of
purpose to his vacant situation. The Golden Dustman not only continues but
also elaborates the fiction of Blight’s occupation by alowing his job to be
graced with the phrase ‘in the law’. He then alludes to young Blight's youth
by suggesting that he must be ‘as good as born in it!” However, this phrase
can't fail to include the implication that Blight might have come from a fam-
ily of lawyers — something that his word ‘ain’t’ and his being Lightwood’s
clerk makes clear is not the case. Boffin doesn’t let that reflection worry
him, though, but presses on with the fiction that Blight isin a career with an
upward curve and that, given time, he may eventually reach the very top.
Here the self-help theory that people can improve themselves by their own
efforts meets the more coldly redlistic thought that if you are not born in the
law or have magically inherited a vast sum of money, then you won't be able
to compete with those who were or have.

The fragmentary citation from ‘Rule Britannia by James Thomson is a
signature trace of equivocation in the scene. ‘ Britons never will be slaves' is
the last line of Thomson's chorus, but the sung version from Act 1| Scene V
of Alfred: A Masque (1740) famously repeats the ‘never’ to furnish
Dickens's narrator with his alusion. In a post-imperial era, and to a practi-
cally post-national ear, the problem with this piece of cultural heritage is that
the poem proclaims Britons as called by God to conquer the entire globe:
‘All thine shall be the subject main, / And every shore it circles thine. /
“Rule,” &c.” — as the printed text renders, with unintended irony, the
poem’s refrain. To Dickens and his audience, though, the problem will have
been the contrast between Thomson's ideal and ‘ Thy cities' (especially
Dickens's London) which don’t, as the same verse has it, ‘with commerce
shine’. They as good as enslave people with the *appropriate name of
Blight.’

However, Dickens's allusion is not sourly ironic in a contemporary sense.
The passage believes in the chorus of Thomson's ode. Yet it has noticed,
within a context of national self-belief, the human price paid for its loca
betrayals. This form of equivocation is fundamentally loya to the terms of
the national identity and projected destiny. It simply wants them more fairly
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applied at home. Thus, in his piece of generosity to the dismay boy, Mr.
Boffin is enacting an aspect of Thomson's patriotic fiction too. However
much the clerk doubts the likelihood that, in his situation, he could ever
‘come out with' a seat on the bench, the Golden Dustman will give Blight a
hand up to becoming a Judge.

As the encounter draws to a close, the narrator renders Blight's responses
in indirect speech. One purpose of this switch is to fade Blight out of the
scene, while keeping the novel’s main character at centre stage. It also
serves to confirm the identification between the narrative voice and Blight.
Dickens can thus attribute ironic turns of thought to the dismal boy, turns
that seem inappropriate to the clerk’s character as so far defined by his
behaviour and direct speech. ‘The boy virtually replied that as he had the
honour to be a Briton who never never never, there was nothing to prevent
his going in for it.” How would Blight have ‘virtually replied ? It sounds as
if he didn’t actually say it. By now the dismal boy is afictiona convenience
too.

Then Mr. Boffin ‘made him a present of the sum of money, and thanked
him for his attention to his (Mr. Boffin's) affairs, which, he added, were
now, he believed, as good as settled.” Has Boffin bribed Blight? No, but he
has pretended to bribe him. Dickens's final paragraph is afurther instance of
Mr. Boffin's playing along with the fiction. It would be demeaning for
Blight to receive ‘a present of that sum of money’, demeaning for him to be
the subject of a mere act of charity on Boffin's part — though that’s what is
happening. So, to conceal such an implicitly humiliating interpretation, Mr.
Boffin makes out that the money is a lubricant given to the clerk to ensure
that his appointment will take place, and that Blight will help to facilitate the
successful outcome of his, Mr. Boffin's, affairs. The fiction of Blight’s occu-
pation is maintained by Boffin (and by Dickens) to the very end. It has been
revealed to us as a most ludicrous fiction, and in the equivocation between
those levels of game playing, more pointed reflections on the nature and
purpose of the novelistic art than Dickens might have cared openly to
acknowledge are allowed to proliferate.

That's why Blight's strict system and the narrator’s comment could be
adopted by another dismal boy to cast a cold eye on hisfirst job, and to worry
about the function of his desire to write and publish poetry. Nor am | the only
one to have adopted an allusion to Our Mutual Friend. The Waste Land
manuscript, published in 1971, revealed how the Lloyds Bank clerk T. S. Eliot
might have called his poem He Do the Police in Different Voices. Betty
Higden's comment on her adopted foundling Sloppy’s skills as a performer of
newspaper reports would have signaled the height of avant-garde art circa
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1922. Similarly, in his 1995 book Catching up with History, the Liverpool
poet Matt Simpson takes a snatch of dialogue between Silas Wegg — that, |
hope you'll grant, less savoury public reader — and Mr. Boffin. Simpson’s
epigraph starts with the Golden Dustman remarking that ‘if you don't read ...
many a book in summer, ay, and as a friend, drop into poetry too, it shan’t be
my fault.” These three borrowed passages each comment on written texts and
social performances, on how fictions can be convenient deceptions or psycho-
logical necessities. They deploy the comic to disarm the dismal and the
sinister. Little wonder, then, that struggling poets, whether their works prove
temporary or not, should be so drawn to Charles Dickens's great swan song.
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0000000000 00000" was more successful in the counsel | gave against a
fancy he had at this part of the story, that he would introduce as actors in the Gordon riots three
splendid fellows who should order, lead, control, and be obeyed as natural guides of the crowd in
that delirious time, and who should turn out, when all was over, to have broken out from
Bedlam: but though he saw the unsoundness of this, he could not so readily see, in Gordon's
case, the danger of taxing ingenuity to ascribe a reasonable motive to acts of sheer insanity. ”
(Forster |: 142).
0000000000000 000O0OMHabageD O OO ODOOOODODOO
oomoooooooooooo0oooooooooooo0oooooOoooooooDoOO
oooo
“Enter HODGE, FIRK, RALPH, and five or six shoemakers, all with cudgels, or such

weapons
HODGE

Come, Ralph. Stand to it, Firk. My masters, as we are the brave bloods of the shoemak-

ers, heirs apparent to Saint Hugh, and perpetua benefactors to all good fellows, thou
shalt have no wrong. Were Hammon a king of spades, he should not delve in thy close
without thy sufferance.

And for Hammon, neither Hammon nor hangman shall wrong theein London. I's not our
old master Eyre Lord Mayor? Speak, my hearts!



ooooa
ALL
Y es, and Hammon shall know it to his cost. ”
5 “RALPH

[...] How am | amazed
At this strange accident! Upon my life,
Thiswas the very shoe | gave my wife
When | was pressed for France; since when, aas,
| never could hear of her. It isthe same,
And Hammon's bride no other but my Jane.”
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S o o 41

Counters’0 0 OO O0ODO

® “Quick. [sings] .. ..
| cast my coat and cap away,
| went in silks and satins gay;
False metal of good manners|
Did daily coin unlawfully.
| scorned my master, being drunk;
| kept my gelding and my punk;
Farewell, Cheapside, farewell, sweet trade
Of goldsmiths all, that never shall fade;
Farewell, dear fellow prentices all,
And be you warned by my fall:
Shun usurers, bawds, and dice, and drabs;
Avoid them as you would French scabs.
Seek not to go beyond your tether,
But cut your thongs unto your leather;
So shall you thrive by little and little,
Scape Tyburn, Counters, and the Spital.”

© “Barnwell. [...] From our example may all be taught to fly the first approach of vice, but, if
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1

14

15

16

o'ertaken / By strong temptation, weakness, or surprise, / Lament their guilt and by repentance
rise, [...]."

“1 know but of one Instance, and that a very late one, where the Stage has condescended to make
itself useful to the City-Y outh, by a dreadful Example of the Artifices of alewd Woman, and the
Seduction of an unwary young Man ; and it would favour too much of Partiality, not to mention
it. | mean, the Play of George Barnwell, which has met with the Success that | think it well
deserves ; and | could be content to compound with the young City Gentry, that they should go
to this Play once a Y ear, if they would condition, not to desire to go oftner, till another Play of an
equally good Moral and Design were acted on the Stage.”

“When my mother died | was very young, / And my father sold me while yet my tongue / Could
scarcely cry weepweepweepweep”.0 0 000000000000 0OOOOOOOOOO
(“Sweep, sweep, sweep, sweep!” ) D OO0 M OO0 (weepD OOOODDOOOOODOOOO
oooooooo
DNBOOOOOOOOOOODODOD0OO0OO0ODO00O0O0OODO“Montagu, Mrs. Elizabeth
1720-1800, authoress and leader of society. [...] mindful of her poorer neighbours, she invited
the youthful chimney-sweepers of London to eat roast beef and plum pudding on the lawn before
her house every May-day morning. She is “the kind-hearted lady” commemorated in William
Lisle Bowles's poem on the “Little Sweep”. ”

“A mystery hung over the sweepsin those days. Legends were in existence of wealthy gentlemen
who had lost children, and who, after many years of sorrow and suffering, had found them in the
character of sweeps. Stories were related of a young boy who, having been stolen from his par-
ents in his infancy, and devoted to the occupation of chimney-sweeping, was sent, in the course
of his professional career, to sweep the chimney of his mother’s bedroom; and how, being hot
and tired when he came out of the chimney, he got into the bed he had so often slept in as an
infant, and was discovered and recognised therein by his mother, who once every year of her life,
thereafter, requested the pleasure of the company of every London sweep, at half-past one
o' clock, to roast beef, plum-pudding, porter, and sixpence.”
oo0oo0oooo0o0o0ooOo0o0oooOo0oO0oooOO0o0OooODOOoOoOooooDoOO
oooooooooobooO0O00o0o0o0o000oooo0oo0o0o0ooooooooo
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Enter Bremo a wild man..
Bre. [...]
With restlesse rage | wander through these woods,
No creature heere but feareth Bremoes force,
Man, woman, child, beast and bird,
And euery thing that doth approch my sight,
Areforst to fal it [if] Bremo once but frowne,
Come cudgel come, my partner in my spoiles,
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For heere | seethisdaieit will not be,
But when it falles that | encounter anie,
One pat suffised for to worke my wil.”
v JoO0OOoQOOQoOoOOoQoDObOooOoOOoCOOOoobOOOoobOOo
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How he lived was a secret; where he lived was a secret; and even what he was, was
a secret. In his musty old pocket-book he carried contradictory cards, in some of
which he called himself a coal-merchant, in others a wine-merchant, in others a
commission-agent, in others a collector, in others an accountant, asif hereally did-
n't know the secret himself. He was always keeping appointments in the City, and
the other man never seemed to come. . . . He was mildewed, threadbare, shabby;
always had flue upon his legs and back; and kept his linen so secret by buttoning
up and wrapping over, that he might have had none— perhaps he hadn’t. He car-
ried one stained beaver glove, which he dangled before him by the forefinger as he
walked or sat; but even its fellow was a secret. (ch. 27: 424)
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He carried bits of sealing-wax and hieroglyphical old copper seal in his pocket,
and often secretly indited |etters in corner boxes of the trysting-places before men-
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tioned; but they never appeared to go to anybody, for he would put them into a
secret place in his coat, and deliver them to himself weeks afterwards, very much
to his own surprise, quite yellow. (ch. 28: 424)
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Some phrenologists affirm, that the agitation of a man’s brain by different pas-
sions, produces corresponding developments in the form of his skull. Do not let us
be understood as pushing our theory to the full length of asserting, that any alter-
ation in a man's disposition would produce a visible effect on the feature of his
knocker. Our position merely is, that in such a case, the magnetism which must
exist between a man and his knocker, would induce the man to remove, and seek
some knocker more congenia to his altered feelings. If you ever find aman chang-
ing his habitation without any reasonable pretext, depend upon it, that, although he
may not be aware of the fact himself, it is because he and his knocker are at vari-
ance. Thisisanew theory, but we venture to launch it, nevertheless, as being quite
as ingenious and infallible as many thousands of the learned speculations which
are daily broached for public good and private fortune-making.

(SB “Our Parish” ch. 7: 43)
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Another of the phantom forms of this terrific Truth! Another of the many
shapes in which it started up about him, out of vacancy. This man, of al men in the
world, a spy upon him; this man, changing his identity; casting off his shrinking,
purblind, unobservant character, and springing up into a watchful enemy! The dead
man might have come out of his grave, and not confounded and appalled him more.

The game was up. The race was at an end; the rope was woven for his neck. If,
by a miracle, he could escape from this strait, he had but to turn his face another
way, no matter where, and there would rise some new avenger front to front with
him; some infant in an hour grown old, or old man in an hour grown young, or
blind man with his sight restored, or deaf man with his hearing given him. There
was no chance. He sank down in a heap against the wall, and never hoped again
from that moment. (ch. 51: 740)
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Old Martin’'s cherished projects, so long hidden in his own breast, so frequently in
danger of abrupt disclosure through the bursting forth of the indignation he had
hoarded up during his residence with Mr Pecksniff, were retarded, but not beyond
afew hours, by the occurrences just now related. Stunned as he had been at first by
the intelligence conveyed to him through Tom Pinch and John Westlock, of the
supposed manner of his brother’ s death; overwhelmed as he was by the subsequent
narratives of Chuffey and Nadgett, and the forging of that chain of circumstances
ending in the death of Jonas, of which catastrophe he was immediately informed;
scattered as his purposes and hopes were for the moment, by the crowding in of all
these incidents between him and his end; till their very intensity and the tumult of
their assemblage nerved him to the rapid and unyielding execution of his scheme.
In every single circumstance, whether it were cruel, cowardly, or false, he saw the
flowering of the same pregnant seed. Self; grasping, eager, narrow-ranging, over-
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reaching self; with its long train of suspicions, lusts, deceits, and al their growing
consequences; was the root of the vile tree. (ch. 52: 747-48)
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“. .. And if you ever contemplate the silent tomb, sir, which you will excuse
me for entertaining some doubt of your doing, after the conduct into which you
have alowed yourself to be betrayed this day; if you ever contemplate the silent
tomb, sir, think of me. If you find yourself approaching to the silent tomb, sir,
think of me. If you should with to have anything inscribed upon your silent tomb,
sir, let it be, that | — ah, my remorseful sir! That |— the humble individual who
has now the honour of reproaching you, forgave you. That | forgave you when my
injuries were fresh, and when my bosom was newly wrung. (ch. 52: 762-63)
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[See] how eagerly this writer takes every suggestion, how little of self-esteem and
self-sufficiency there is, with what a consciousness of the tendency of his humour
to exuberance he surrenders what is needful to restrain it, and of what small
account to him is any special piece of work in his care and his considerateness for
the general design. (Forster 365-7)
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There isagenera delusion likewise, in these lower regions, on the subject of time;
everybody conceiving that it ought to be, at the earliest, ten o’clock at night,
whereat it is not yet three in the afternoon. A shadowy idea of wickedness com-
mitted, haunts every individual in the party; and each one secretly thinks the other
a companion in guilt, whom it would be agreeable to avoid. No man or woman
has the hardihood to hint at the projected visit to the play. Anyone receiving the
notion of the ball, would be scouted as a malignant idiot. (532)
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The Captain had spread the cloth with great care, and was making some egg-
saucepan a little saucepan: basting the fowl from time to time during the process
with a strong interest, as it turned and browned on a string before the fire. Having
propped Florence up with cushions on the sofa, which was aready wheeled into a
warm corner for her greater comfort, the Captain pursued his cooking with extraor-
dinary skill, making hot gravy in a second little saucepan, boiling a handful of
potatoes in a third, never forgetting the egg-sauce in the first, and making an
impartial round of basting and stirring with the most useful of spoons every
minute. Besides these cares, the Captain had to keep his eye on a diminutive fry-
ing-pan, in which some sausages were hissing and bubbling in a most musical
manner; and there was never such a radiant cook as the Captain looked, in the
height and heat of these functions: it being impossible to say whether his face or
his glazed hat shone the brighter. (773)
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