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1940 - Charl es Dickens
CHARLES DI CKENS (1940)

Di ckens is one of those witers who are well worth stealing. Even the
burial of his body in Westm nster Abbey was a species of theft, if you
come to think of it.

When Chesterton wote his introductions to the Everyman Edition of

Di ckens's works, it seened quite natural to himto credit Dickens with
his own highly individual brand of nmedievalism and nore recently a
Marxi st witer, M. T. A Jackson, has nade spirited efforts to turn

Di ckens into a blood-thirsty revolutionary. The Marxist clains himas
"alnost' a Marxist, the Catholic claims himas 'alnost' a Catholic, and
both claimhimas a chanpion of the proletariat (or 'the poor', as
Chesterton would have put it). On the other hand, Nadezhda Krupskaya, in
her little book on Lenin, relates that towards the end of his life Lenin
went to see a dramatized version of THE CRI CKET ON THE HEARTH, and found
Di ckens's 'mddl e-class sentinentality' so intolerable that he wal ked out
in the middle of a scene.

Taking 'm ddl e-class' to nean what Krupskaya m ght be expected to nean by
it, this was probably a truer judgenent than those of Chesterton and
Jackson. But it is worth noticing that the dislike of Dickens inplied in
this remark is sonething unusual. Plenty of people have found him
unreadabl e, but very few seemto have felt any hostility towards the
general spirit of his work. Sone years |ater M. Bechhofer Roberts
published a full-length attack on Dickens in the formof a novel (TH S

SI DE | DOLATRY), but it was a nmerely personal attack, concerned for the
nost part with Dickens's treatnment of his wife. It dealt with incidents
whi ch not one in a thousand of Dickens's readers would ever hear about,
and which no nore invalidates his work than the second-best bed

i nval i dates HAMLET. All that the book really denpbnstrated was that a
witer's literary personality has little or nothing to do with his
private character. It is quite possible that in private |life Dickens was
just the kind of insensitive egoist that M. Bechhofer Roberts makes him
appear. But in his published work there is inplied a personality quite
different fromthis, a personality which has won himfar nore friends
than enemes. It night well have been otherwi se, for even if Dickens was
a bourgeois, he was certainly a subversive witer, a radical, one night
truthfully say a rebel. Everyone who has read widely in his work has felt
this. Gssing, for instance, the best of the witers on D ckens, was

anyt hing but a radical hinself, and he di sapproved of this strain in

Di ckens and wi shed it were not there, but it never occurred to himto
deny it. In OLIVER TWST, HARD Tl MES, BLEAK HOUSE, LITTLE DORRIT, Dickens
attacked English institutions with a ferocity that has never since been
approached. Yet he managed to do it w thout making hinself hated, and
nore than this, the very people he attacked have swal |l owed him so
conpletely that he has beconme a national institution himself. In its
attitude towards Di ckens the English public has always been a little like
t he el ephant which feels a blow with a wal ki ng-stick as a delightful
tickling. Before | was ten years old | was having Di ckens | adl ed down mny
throat by school masters in whom even at that age | could see a strong
resenbl ance to M. Creakle, and one knows wi thout needing to be told that
| awyers delight in Sergeant Buzfuz and that LITTLE DORRIT is a favourite
in the Home Office. Dickens seens to have succeeded in attacking

ever ybody and ant agoni zi ng nobody. Naturally this makes one wonder

whet her after all there was something unreal in his attack upon society.
Were exactly does he stand, socially, norally, and politically? As
usual , one can define his position nore easily if one starts by deciding
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what he was NOT.

In the first place he was NOT, as Messrs. Chesterton and Jackson seemto
imply, a 'proletarian' witer. To begin with, he does not wite about the
proletariat, in which he merely resenbles the overwhel m ng majority of
novel i sts, past and present. If you |ook for the working classes in
fiction, and especially English fiction, all you find is a hole. This
statenment needs qualifying, perhaps. For reasons that are easy enough to
see, the agricultural labourer (in England a proletarian) gets a fairly
good showing in fiction, and a great deal has been witten about
crimnals, derelicts and, nore recently, the working-class
intelligentsia. But the ordinary town proletariat, the people who make

t he wheel s go round, have al ways been ignored by novelists. Wen they do
find their way between the covers of a book, it is nearly always as
objects of pity or as conmic relief. The central action of Dickens's
stories al nost invariably takes place in mddle-class surroundings. If
one exam nes his novels in detail one finds that his real subject-matter
is the London comrercial bourgeoisie and their hangers-on--1awers,

cl erks, tradesmen, innkeepers, small craftsmen, and servants. He has no
portrait of an agricultural worker, and only one (Stephen Bl ackpool in
HARD TI MES) of an industrial worker. The Plornishes in LI TTLE DORRIT are
probably his best picture of a working-class fanily--the Peggottys, for

i nstance, hardly belong to the working class--but on the whole he is not
successful with this type of character. If you ask any ordinary reader
whi ch of Dickens's proletarian characters he can renmenber, the three he
is alnpst certain to nention are Bill Sykes, Sam Wl ler, and Ms. Ganp. A
burglar, a valet, and a drunken m dw fe--not exactly a representative
cross-section of the English working class.

Secondly, in the ordinarily accepted sense of the word, Dickens is not a
"revolutionary' witer. But his position here needs sone defining

VWat ever el se Dickens may have been, he was not a hol e-and-corner

soul -saver, the kind of well-meaning idiot who thinks that the world wil|l
be perfect if you amend a few byl aws and abolish a few anomalies. It is
worth conparing himw th Charl es Reade, for instance. Reade was a mnuch
better-informed man than Di ckens, and in sonme ways nmore public-spirited
He really hated the abuses he coul d understand, he showed themup in a
series of novels which for all their absurdity are extrenely readabl e,
and he probably helped to alter public opinion on a few m nor but

i mportant points. But it was quite beyond himto grasp that, given the
existing formof society, certain evils CANNOT be renedi ed. Fasten upon
this or that mnor abuse, expose it, drag it into the open, bring it
before a British jury, and all will be well that is how he sees it.

Di ckens at any rate never immgined that you can cure pinples by cutting
themoff. In every page of his work one can see a consci ousness that
society is wong sonewhere at the root. It is when one asks 'Which root?
that one begins to grasp his position.

The truth is that Dickens's criticismof society is al nost exclusively
noral . Hence the utter |ack of any constructive suggestion anywhere in
his work. He attacks the law, parlianentary government, the educationa
system and so forth, wi thout ever clearly suggesting what he would put in
their places. O course it is not necessarily the business of a novelist,
or a satirist, to make constructive suggestions, but the point is that

Di ckens's attitude is at bottom not even DEStructive. There is no clear
sign that he wants the existing order to be overthrown, or that he
believes it would nake very nuch difference if it WERE overthrown. For in
reality his target is not so nuch society as 'human nature'. It would be
difficult to point anywhere in his books to a passage suggesting that the
econonm ¢ systemis wong AS A SYSTEM Nowhere, for instance, does he nake
any attack on private enterprise or private property. Even in a book like
OUR MUTUAL FRI END, which turns on the power of corpses to interfere with
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living people by neans of idiotic wills, it does not occur to himto
suggest that individuals ought not to have this irresponsible power. O
course one can draw this inference for oneself, and one can draw it again
fromthe remarks about Bounderby's will at the end of HARD TIMES, and
i ndeed fromthe whole of Dickens's work one can infer the evil of
LAl SSEZ- FAI RE capitalism but Dickens makes no such inference hinmsel f. It
is said that Macaul ay refused to review HARD TI MES because he di sapproved
of its 'sullen Socialisnm. Cbviously Macaulay is here using the word
"Socialism in the same sense in which, twenty years ago, a vegetarian
nmeal or a Cubist picture used to be referred to as 'Bol shevism . There is
not a line in the book that can properly be called Socialistic; indeed,
its tendency if anything is pro-capitalist, because its whole noral is
that capitalists ought to be kind, not that workers ought to be
rebel | i ous. Bounder by is a bullying windbag and G adgrind has been
noral ly blinded, but if they were better men, the system would work well
enough that, all through, is the inplication. And so far as socia
criticismgoes, one can never extract nuch nmore from Di ckens than this,
unl ess one deliberately reads nmeanings into him Hi s whole 'nessage' is
one that at first glance |ooks Iike an enormous platitude: If nen woul d
behave decently the world woul d be decent.

Naturally this calls for a few characters who are in positions of

aut hority and who DO behave decently. Hence that recurrent Dickens
figure, the good rich man. This character bel ongs especially to Dickens's
early optinmistic period. He is usually a 'nmerchant' (we are not
necessarily told what nmerchandi se he deals in), and he is always a

super humanly ki nd-hearted old gentleman who '"trots' to and fro, raising
hi s enpl oyees' wages, patting children on the head, getting debtors out
of jail and in general, acting the fairy godnother. O course he is a
pure dream figure, much further fromreal |life than, say, Squeers or

M cawber. Even Di ckens nust have refl ected occasionally that anyone who
was so anxious to give his noney away woul d never have acquired it in the
first place. M. Pickw ck, for instance, had 'been in the city', but it
is difficult to inmagine himmnmaking a fortune there. Nevertheless this
character runs |like a connecting thread through nost of the earlier

books. Pickw ck, the Cheerybles, old Chuzzlewit, Scrooge--it is the sane
figure over and over again, the good rich man, handi ng out guineas.

Di ckens does however show signs of devel opnent here. In the books of the
m ddl e period the good rich nan fades out to sone extent. There is no one
who plays this part in A TALE OF TWD CI TIES, nor in GREAT EXPECTATI ONS- -
GREAT EXPECTATIONS is, in fact, definitely an attack on patronage--and

in HARD TIMES it is only very doubtfully played by Gradgrind after his
reformati on. The character reappears in a rather different formas
Meagl es in LITTLE DORRI T and John Jarndyce in BLEAK HOUSE- - one ni ght

per haps add Betsy Trotwood i n DAVI D COPPERFI ELD. But in these books the
good rich man has dwindled froma 'merchant' to a RENTIER This is
significant. A RENTIER is part of the possessing class, he can and,

al nost wi thout knowing it, does make other people work for him but he
has very little direct power. Unlike Scrooge or the Cheerybl es, he cannot
put everything right by raising everybody's wages. The seening inference
fromthe rather despondent books that Dickens wote in the fifties is
that by that time he had grasped the hel pl essness of well-nmeaning

i ndividuals in a corrupt society. Nevertheless in the |last conpleted
novel , OUR MJUTUAL FRIEND (published 1864-5), the good rich man cones back
in full glory in the person of Boffin. Boffin is a proletarian by origin
and only rich by inheritance, but he is the usual DEUS EX MACHI NA

sol ving everybody's problenms by showering noney in all directions. He
even 'trots', like the Cheerybles. In several ways OUR MUTUAL FRIEND i s a
return to the earlier manner, and not an unsuccessful return either.

Di ckens's thoughts seemto have cone full circle. Once again, individua
ki ndliness is the renedy for everything

One crying evil of his tinme that Dickens says very little about is child
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| abour. There are plenty of pictures of suffering children in his books,
but usually they are suffering in schools rather than in factories. The
one detail ed account of child |abour that he gives is the description in
DAVI D COPPERFI ELD of little David washing bottles in Mirdstone & Grinby's
war ehouse. This, of course, is autobiography. Dickens hinself, at the age
of ten, had worked in Warren's blacking factory in the Strand, very much
as he describes it here. It was a terribly bitter menory to him partly
because he felt the whole incident to be discreditable to his parents,
and he even concealed it fromhis wife till long after they were nmarried.
Looki ng back on this period, he says in DAVI D COPPERFI ELD:

It is a mtter of some surprise to me, even now, that | can have been so
easily throwm away at such an age. A child of excellent abilities and
with strong powers of observation, quick, eager, delicate, and soon hurt
bodily or nentally, it seens wonderful to me that nobody shoul d have nade
any sign in ny behal f. But none was nade; and | becane, at ten years old,
alittle labouring hind in the service of Murdstone & Ginby.

And agai n, having described the rough boys anong whom he wor ked

No words can express the secret agony of my soul as | sunk into this
conpanionship. . . and felt ny hopes of growing up to be a | earned and
di stingui shed man crushed in my bosom

Qoviously it is not David Copperfield who is speaking, it is Dickens

hi nsel f. He uses al npbst the same words in the autobi ography that he began
and abandoned a few nonths earlier. O course Dickens is right in saying
that a gifted child ought not to work ten hours a day pasting |abels on
bottles, but what he does not say is that NO child ought to be condemmed
to such a fate, and there is no reason for inferring that he thinks it.
Davi d escapes fromthe warehouse, but M ck WAl ker and Meal y Pot atoes and
the others are still there, and there is no sign that this troubles

Di ckens particularly. As usual, he displays no consciousness that the
STRUCTURE of society can be changed. He despises politics, does not
bel i eve that any good can cone out of Parlianent--he had been a
Parliamentary shorthand witer, which was no doubt a disillusioning
experience--and he is slightly hostile to the nost hopeful novement of
his day, trade unionism In HARD TIMES trade unionismis represented as
sonmet hing not nuch better than a racket, sonething that happens because
enpl oyers are not sufficiently paternal. Stephen Blackpool's refusal to
join the union is rather a virtue in Dickens's eyes. Also, as M. Jackson
has pointed out, the apprentices' association in BARNABY RUDGE, to which
Sim Tappertit belongs, is probably a hit at the illegal or barely |ega
uni ons of Dickens's own day, with their secret assenblies, passwords and
so forth. Qobviously he wants the workers to be decently treated, but
there is no sign that he wants themto take their destiny into their own
hands, |east of all by open viol ence.

As it happens, Dickens deals with revolution in the narrower sense in two
novel s, BARNABY RUDGE and A TALE OF TWO CITIES. In BARNABY RUDGE it is a
case of rioting rather than revolution. The Gordon Riots of 1780, though
they had religious bigotry as a pretext, seemto have been little nore
than a pointless outburst of looting. Dickens's attitude to this kind of
thing is sufficiently indicated by the fact that his first idea was to
make the ringl eaders of the riots three lunatics escaped froman asylum
He was dissuaded fromthis, but the principal figure of the book is in
fact a village idiot. In the chapters dealing with the riots Di ckens
shows a nost profound horror of nob violence. He delights in describing
scenes in which the 'dregs' of the popul ation behave with atrocious
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bestiality. These chapters are of great psychol ogical interest, because
t hey show how deeply he had brooded on this subject. The things he
descri bes can only have come out of his inmagination, for no riots on
anything |like the sane scale had happened in his lifetime. Here is one of
his descriptions, for instance:

| f Bedl am gates had been flung open wi de, there would not have issued
forth such maniacs as the frenzy of that night had nade. There were nen
there who danced and tranpled on the beds of flowers as though they trod
down human enem es, and wenched themfromtheir stal ks, |ike savages who
twi sted human necks. There were nen who cast their lighted torches in the
air, and suffered themto fall upon their heads and faces, blistering the
skin with deep unseemy burns. There were men who rushed up to the fire
and paddled in it with their hands as if in water; and others who were
restrained by force fromplunging in, to gratify their deadly |onging. On
the skull of one drunken | ad--not twenty, by his |ooks--who |ay upon

the ground with a bottle to his nouth, the lead fromthe roof cane
streaming down in a shower of liquid fire, white hot, nelting his head
like wax. . . But of all the howing throng not one learnt nmercy from or
si ckened at, these sights; nor was the fierce, besotted, sensel ess rage
of one man gl utted.

You night al most think you were reading a description of 'Red" Spain by a
partisan of General Franco. One ought, of course, to renmenber that when
Di ckens was witing, the London 'mob' still existed. (Nowadays there is
no mob, only a flock.) Low wages and the growth and shift of popul ation
had brought into exi stence a huge, dangerous slumproletariat, and unti
the early nmiddle of the nineteenth century there was hardly such a thing
as a police force. When the brickbats began to fly there was not hing

bet ween shuttering your wi ndows and ordering the troops to open fire. In
A TALE OF TWO CITIES he is dealing with a revolution which was really
about sonething, and Dickens's attitude is different, but not entirely
different. As a matter of fact, A TALE OF TWO CITIES is a book which
tends to | eave a fal se i npression behind, especially after a | apse of
tinme.

The one thing that everyone who has read A TALE OF TWD CI TI ES renenbers
is the Reign of Terror. The whol e book is dom nated by the guillotine--
tunbrils thundering to and fro, bloody knives, heads bouncing into the
basket, and sinister old women knitting as they watch. Actually these
scenes only occupy a few chapters, but they are witten with terrible
intensity, and the rest of the book is rather slow going. But A TALE OF
TW CITIES is not a conpanion volume to THE SCARLET Pl MPERNEL. Di ckens
sees clearly enough that the French Revolution was bound to happen and
that many of the people who were executed deserved what they got. If, he
says, you behave as the French aristocracy had behaved, vengeance will
follow. He repeats this over and over again. W are constantly being
rem nded that while 'ny lord" is lolling in bed, with four liveried
foot men serving his chocol ate and the peasants starving outside
somewhere in the forest a tree is growing which will presently be sawn
into planks for the platformof the guillotine, etc., etc., etc. The
inevitability of the Terror, given its causes, is insisted upon in the
cl earest terms:

It was too nuch the way. . . to talk of this terrible Revolution as if it
were the only harvest ever known under the skies that had not been sown--
as if nothing had ever been done, or ontted to be done, that had led to
it--as if observers of the wetched nmillions in France, and of the

m sused and perverted resources that should have made them prosperous,
had not seen it inevitably conming, years before, and had not in plain
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terms recorded what they saw

And agai n:

Al'l the devouring and insatiate nonsters inagined since inmagination could
record itself, are fused in the one realization, Guillotine. And yet
there is not in France, with its rich variety of soil and climte, a

bl ade, a leaf, a root, a spring, a peppercorn, which will growto
maturity under conditions nore certain than those that have produced this
horror. Crush humanity out of shape once nore, under sinilar hamrers, and
it will twist itself into the sane tortured forns.

In other words, the French aristocracy had dug their own graves. But
there is no perception here of what is now called historic necessity.

Di ckens sees that the results are inevitable, given the causes, but he
thi nks that the causes m ght have been avoided. The Revolution is
somet hi ng that happens because centuries of oppression have nmade the
French peasantry sub-human. If the w cked nobl enan coul d sonmehow have
turned over a new leaf, |ike Scrooge, there would have been no

Revol ution, no JACQUERIE, no guillotine--and so nuch the better. This is
the opposite of the 'revolutionary' attitude. Fromthe 'revolutionary'
poi nt of view the class-struggle is the main source of progress, and
therefore the nobl eman who robs the peasant and goads himto revolt is

pl ayi ng a necessary part, just as nmuch as the Jacobin who guillotines the
nobl eman. Di ckens never wites anywhere a line that can be interpreted as
meaning this. Revolution as he sees it is nerely a nonster that iIs
begotten by tyranny and al ways ends by devouring its own instruments. In
Sydney Carton's vision at the foot of the guillotine, he foresees Defarge
and the other leading spirits of the Terror all perishing under the sane
kni fe--which, in fact, was approxi mately what happened.

And Dickens is very sure that revolution is a nonster. That is why
everyone renmenbers the revol utionary scenes in A TALE OF TWO CI TI ES; they
have the quality of nightmare, and it is Dickens's own nightmare. Again
and again he insists upon the neaningless horrors of revolution--the
mass- butcheries, the injustice, the ever-present terror of spies, the
frightful blood-lust of the mob. The descriptions of the Paris nmob--the
description, for instance, of the crowd of rmurderers struggling round the
grindstone to sharpen their weapons before butchering the prisoners in

t he Sept enber nmassacres--outdo anything in BARNABY RUDGE. The
revol uti onaries appear to himsinply as degraded savages--in fact, as
lunatics. He broods over their frenzies with a curious inmaginative
intensity. He describes them dancing the 'Carmagnole', for instance

There could not be fewer than five hundred people, and they were dancing
like five thousand denpns. . . They danced to the popul ar Revol ution song
keeping a ferocious tinme that was |i ke a gnashing of teeth in unison.
They advanced, retreated, struck at one another's hands, clutched at one
anot her' s heads, spun round al one, caught one another, and spun around in
pairs, until nmany of them dropped. . . Suddenly they stopped again, paused,
struck out the tine afresh, forming into lines the width of the public
way, and, with their heads | ow down and their hands high up, swooped
screaming off. No fight could have been half so terrible as this dance.

It was so enphatically a fallen sport--a sonething, once innocent,
delivered over to all devilry.

He even credits sone of these wetches with a taste for guillotining
.

children. The passage | have abridged above ought to be read in fu It
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and others like it show how deep was Dickens's horror of revol utionary
hysteria. Notice, for instance that touch, 'with their heads | ow down and
their hands high up', etc., and the evil vision it conveys. Mdane
Defarge is a truly dreadful figure, certainly Dickens's npbst successfu
attenpt at a MALI GNANT character. Defarge and others are sinply 'the new
oppressors who have risen in the destruction of the old , the
revol utionary courts are presided over by 'the | owest, cruellest and
wor st popul ace', and so on and so forth. All the way through Dickens
i nsi sts upon the nightmare insecurity of a revolutionary period, and in
this he shows a great deal of prescience. 'A law of the suspected, which
struck away all security for liberty or life, and delivered over any good
and i nnocent person to any bad and guilty one; prisons gorged wi th people
who had comitted no offence, and could obtain no hearing --it would
apply pretty accurately to several countries today.

The apol ogi sts of any revolution generally try to minimze its horrors;

Di ckens's inmpulse is to exaggerate them-and froma historical point of

vi ew he has certainly exaggerated. Even the Reign of Terror was a nuch
smal l er thing than he nakes it appear. Though he quotes no figures, he
gives the inpression of a frenzied massacre |asting for years, whereas in
reality the whole of the Terror, so far as the nunber of deaths goes, was
a joke conpared with one of Napoleon's battles. But the bl oody knives and
the tunbrils rolling to and fro create in his nind a special sinister

vi si on which he has succeeded in passing on to generations of readers.
Thanks to Dickens, the very word ‘tunbril' has a nmurderous sound; one
forgets that a tunbril is only a sort of farmcart. To this day, to the
average Englishman, the French Revol ution nmeans no nore than a pyranid of
severed heads. It is a strange thing that Dickens, nuch nore in synpathy
with the i deas of the Revolution than nost Englishnen of his tine, should
have played a part in creating this inpression.

If you hate violence and don't believe in politics, the only renedy

remai ning i s education. Perhaps society is past praying for, but there is
al ways hope for the individual human being, if you can catch himyoung
enough. This belief partly accounts for Dickens's preoccupation with

chi | dhood.

No one, at any rate no English witer, has witten better about chil dhood
than Dickens. In spite of all the know edge that has accumnul at ed since,
in spite of the fact that children are now conparatively sanely treated
no novel i st has shown the sane power of entering into the child' s point
of view | rnust have been about nine years old when | first read DAVID
COPPERFI ELD. The nental atnosphere of the opening chapters was so
iMmediately intelligible to ne that | vaguely inagined they had been
witten BY A CH LD. And yet when one re-reads the book as an adult and
sees the Miurdstones, for instance, dwindle fromgigantic figures of doom
into sem -com ¢ nonsters, these passages | ose nothing. Dickens has been
able to stand both inside and outside the child' s nmind, in such a way
that the same scene can be wild burlesque or sinister reality, according
to the age at which one reads it. Look, for instance, at the scene in

whi ch Davi d Copperfield is unjustly suspected of eating the nutton chops;
or the scene in which Pip, in GREAT EXPECTATIONS, comi ng back from M ss
Havi sham s house and finding hinself conpletely unable to describe what
he has seen, takes refuge in a series of outrageous |ies--which, of
course, are eagerly believed. Al the isolation of childhood is there
And how accurately he has recorded the nechanisns of the child's mnd
its visualizing tendency, its sensitiveness to certain kinds of

i mpression. Pip relates howin his childhood his ideas about his dead
parents were derived fromtheir tonbstones:

The shape of the letters on nmy father's, gave ne an odd idea that he was
a square, stout, dark man, with curly black hair. Fromthe character and
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turn of the inscription, 'ALSO GEORG ANA, WFE OF THE ABOVE', | drew a
chil di sh conclusion that ny nother was freckled and sickly. To five
little stone | ozenges, each about a foot and a half |ong, which were
arranged in a neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the nmenory
of five little brothers of mine. . . | amindebted for a belief
religiously entertained that they had all been born on their backs with
their hands in their trouser-pockets, and had never taken them out in
this state of existence

There is a simlar passage in DAVID COPPERFI ELD. After biting M.

Mur dst one' s hand, David is sent away to school and obliged to wear on his
back a placard saying, 'Take care of him He bites.' He |ooks at the door
in the playground where the boys have carved their names, and fromthe
appear ance of each name he seens to know in just what tone of voice the
boy will read out the placard

There was one boy--a certain J. Steerforth--who cut his nane very deep
and very often, who, | conceived, would read it in a rather strong vol ce,
and afterwards pull ny hair. There was another boy, one Tommy Traddl es,
who | dreaded woul d make gane of it, and pretend to be dreadfully
frightened of ne. There was a third, George Denple, who | fancied would
sing it.

When | read this passage as a child, it seemed to ne that those were
exactly the pictures that those particul ar names would call up. The
reason, of course, is the sound-associations of the words (Denpl e--
"tenpl e'; Traddl es--probably 'skedaddl e'). But how nmany people, before

Di ckens, had ever noticed such things? A synpathetic attitude towards
children was a nuch rarer thing in Dickens's day than it is now. The
early nineteenth century was not a good tinme to be a child. In Dickens's
youth children were still being 'solemmly tried at a crimnal bar, where
they were held up to be seen', and it was not so |ong since boys of
thirteen had been hanged for petty theft. The doctrine of 'breaking the
child' s spirit' was in full vigour, and THE FAIRCH LD FAM LY was a
standard book for children till late into the century. This evil book is
now i ssued in pretty-pretty expurgated editions, but it is well worth
reading in the original version. It gives one sone idea of the lengths to
whi ch chil d-di scipline was sonetimes carried. M. Fairchild, for

i nstance, when he catches his children quarrelling, first thrashes them
reciting Dr. Watts's 'Let dogs delight to bark and bite' between bl ows of
the cane, and then takes themto spend the afternoon beneath a gi bbet
where the rotting corpse of a murderer is hanging. In the earlier part of
the century scores of thousands of children, aged sonetines as young as
six, were literally worked to death in the nmines or cotton nmlls, and
even at the fashionabl e public schools boys were flogged till they ran
with blood for a mistake in their Latin verses. One thing which D ckens
seems to have recogni zed, and which nost of his contenporaries did not,
is the sadistic sexual elenent in flogging. | think this can be inferred
from DAVI D COPPERFI ELD and NI CHOLAS NI CKLEBY. But mental cruelty to a
child infuriates himas much as physical, and though there is a fair
nunber of exceptions, his school masters are generally scoundrels.

Except for the universities and the big public schools, every kind of
education then existing in England gets a mauling at Dickens's hands.
There is Doctor Blinber's Acadeny, where little boys are blown up with
Greek until they burst, and the revolting charity schools of the period,
whi ch produced specinmens |ike Noah Cl aypole and Uriah Heep, and Sal em
House, and Dot heboys Hall, and the disgraceful little dame-school kept by
M. Wopsle's great-aunt. Some of what Di ckens says remmins true even
today. Sal em House is the ancestor of the nodern 'prep school', which

Page 8



Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com For evaluation only.

1940 - Charl es Dickens
still has a good deal of resemblance to it; and as for M. Wpsle's
great-aunt, sonme old fraud of nuch the sane stanmp is carrying on at this
nonent in nearly every small town in England. But, as usual, Dickens's
criticismis neither creative nor destructive. He sees the idiocy of an
educational system founded on the Greek |exicon and the wax-ended cane;
on the other hand, he has no use for the new kind of school that is
coming up in the fifties and sixties, the 'nmodern' school, with its
gritty insistence on 'facts'. What, then, DOES he want? As al ways, what
he appears to want is a noralized version of the existing thing--the old
type of school, but with no caning, no bullying or underfeeding, and not
quite so much Greek. Doctor Strong's school, to which David Copperfield
goes after he escapes from Murdstone & Grinby's, is sinply Sal em House
with the vices left out and a good deal of 'old grey stones' atnopsphere
thrown in:

Doctor Strong's was an excellent school, as different fromM. Creakle's

as good is fromevil. It was very gravely and decorously ordered, and on

a sound system w th an appeal, in everything, to the honour and good
faith of the boys. . . which worked wonders. W all felt that we had a part
in the managenent of the place, and in sustaining its character and
dignity. Hence, we soon becane warmy attached to it--1 amsure | did

for one, and | never knew, in all my tinme, of any boy being otherw se--

and learnt with a good will, desiring to do it credit. We had nobl e ganes

out of hours, and plenty of liberty; but even then, as | renenber, we
were well spoken of in the town, and rarely did any disgrace, by our
appear ance or manner, to the reputation of Doctor Strong and Doctor
Strong's boys.

In the wool | y vagueness of this passage one can see Dickens's utter |ack
of any educational theory. He can inmagi ne the MORAL at nosphere of a good
school, but nothing further. The boys 'learnt with a good will', but what
did they learn? No doubt it was Doctor Blinber's curriculum a little

wat ered down. Considering the attitude to society that is everywhere
inmplied in Dickens's novels, it cones as rather a shock to learn that he
sent his eldest son to Eton and sent all his children through the

ordi nary educational mll. G ssing seens to think that he may have done
this because he was painfully conscious of being under-educated hinself.
Here perhaps G ssing is influenced by his own |ove of classical |earning.
Di ckens had had little or no formal education, but he |ost nothing by
mssing it, and on the whole he seens to have been aware of this. If he
was unable to inmagine a better school than Doctor Strong's, or, in rea
life, than Eton, it was probably due to an intellectual deficiency rather
different fromthe one G ssing suggests.

It seens that in every attack D ckens makes upon society he is always
pointing to a change of spirit rather than a change of structure. It is
hopel ess to try and pin himdown to any definite renmedy, still nore to
any political doctrine. H's approach is always along the noral plane, and
his attitude is sufficiently sumred up in that remark about Strong's
school being as different fromCreakle's "as good is fromevil'. Two
things can be very nuch alike and yet abysmally different. Heaven and
Hell are in the sane place. Useless to change institutions wthout a
'change of heart'--that, essentially, is what he is always saying

If that were all, he m ght be no nore than a cheer-up witer, a
reactionary humbug. A 'change of heart' is in fact THE alibi of people
who do not wish to endanger the STATUS QUO. But Dickens is not a humbug
except in mnor matters, and the strongest single inpression one carries
away from his books is that of a hatred of tyranny. | said earlier that
Di ckens is not IN THE ACCEPTED SENSE a revol utionary witer. But it is
not at all certain that a nerely noral criticismof society nay not be
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just as 'revolutionary'--and revolution, after all, neans turning things
upsi de down--as the politico-econonic criticismwhich is fashionable at
this moment. Bl ake was not a politician, but there is nore understanding
of the nature of capitalist society in a poemlike 'l wander through each
charted street' than in three-quarters of Socialist literature. Progress
is not an illusion, it happens, but it is slow and invariably
di sappoi nting. There is always a new tyrant waiting to take over fromthe
ol d--generally not quite so bad, but still a tyrant. Consequently two
vi ewpoi nts are al ways tenable. The one, how can you inprove human nature
until you have changed the systenf? The other, what is the use of changing
the system before you have i nproved human nature? They appeal to
di fferent individuals, and they probably show a tendency to alternate in
point of time. The noralist and the revolutionary are constantly
underm ni ng one another. Marx expl oded a hundred tons of dynanmite beneath
the noralist position, and we are still living in the echo of that
tremendous crash. But already, somewhere or other, the sappers are at
work and fresh dynanite is being tanped in place to bl ow Marx at the
nmoon. Then Marx, or sonebody like him wll conme back with yet nore
dynami te, and so the process continues, to an end we cannot yet foresee
The central problem-how to prevent power from bei ng abused--remains
unsol ved. Di ckens, who had not the vision to see that private property is
an obstructive nuisance, had the vision to see that. 'If men would behave
decently the world would be decent' is not such a platitude as it sounds.

More conpletely than nost witers, perhaps, D ckens can be explained in
terms of his social origin, though actually his famly history was not
quite what one would infer fromhis novels. His father was a clerk in
government service, and through his nother's fam |y he had connexions
with both the Arny and the Navy. But fromthe age of nine onwards he was
brought up in London in conmercial surroundings, and generally in an

at nosphere of struggling poverty. Mentally he belongs to the snmall urban
bour geoi si e, and he happens to be an exceptionally fine specinmen of this
class, with all the 'points', as it were, very highly devel oped. That is
partly what makes himso interesting. |If one wants a nodern equival ent,
the nearest would be H G Wells, who has had a rather sinmilar history
and who obviously owes sonething to D ckens as novelist. Arnold Bennett
was essentially of the same type, but, unlike the other two, he was a

m dl ander, with an industrial and nonconform st rather than conmercia
and Angl i can background.

The great di sadvantage, and advantage, of the small urban bourgeois is
his l'inmted outl ook. He sees the world as a middle-class world, and
everything outside these limts is either |aughable or slightly w cked.

On the one hand, he has no contact with industry or the soil; on the
ot her, no contact with the governing classes. Anyone who has studied
Wells's novels in detail will have noticed that though he hates the

aristocrat like poison, he has no particul ar objection to the plutocrat,
and no enthusiasmfor the proletarian. His nost hated types, the people
he believes to be responsible for all human ills, are kings, |andowners,
priests, nationalists, soldiers, scholars and peasants. At first sight a
[ist beginning with kings and ending with peasants |ooks |ike a nmere
omi um gatherum but in reality all these people have a common factor.
Al'l of themare archaic types, people who are governed by tradition and
whose eyes are turned towards the past--the opposite, therefore, of the
ri sing bourgeois who has put his nmoney on the future and sees the past
simply as a dead hand

Actual Iy, although Dickens lived in a period when the bourgeoisie was
really a rising class, he displays this characteristic | ess strongly than
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Wells. He is al nost unconscious of the future and has a rather sloppy
| ove of the picturesque (the 'quaint old church', etc.). Nevertheless his
list of nbst hated types is like enough to Wells's for the simlarity to
be striking. He is vaguely on the side of the working class--has a sort
of generalized synpathy with them because they are oppressed--but he
does not in reality know nuch about them they cone into his books
chiefly as servants, and comic servants at that. At the other end of the
scal e he | oathes the aristocrat and--going one better than Wells in this
| oat hes the big bourgeois as well. His real synpathies are bounded by M.
Pi ckwi ck on the upper side and M. Barkis on the lower. But the term
"aristocrat', for the type Dickens hates, is vague and needs defining

Actually Dickens's target is not so much the great aristocracy, who
hardly enter into his books, as their petty offshoots, the cadging
dowagers who live up mews in Mayfair, and the bureaucrats and

prof essional soldiers. Al through his books there are countess hostile
sket ches of these people, and hardly any that are friendly. There are
practically no friendly pictures of the | andowning class, for instance.
One m ght make a doubtful exception of Sir Leicester Dedl ock; otherw se
there is only M. Wardle (who is a stock figure the 'good old squire')
and Haredal e i n BARNABY RUDGE, who has Dickens's synpathy because he is a
persecuted Catholic. There are no friendly pictures of soldiers (i.e.

of ficers), and none at all of naval men. As for his bureaucrats, judges
and magi strates, nost of themwould feel quite at home in the

Circum ocution Ofice. The only officials whom Di ckens handl es with any
kind of friendliness are, significantly enough, policenen.

Dickens's attitude is easily intelligible to an Englishman, because it is
part of the English puritan tradition, which is not dead even at this
day. The class Di ckens bel onged to, at |east by adoption, was grow ng
suddenly rich after a couple of centuries of obscurity. It had grown up
mainly in the big towns, out of contact with agriculture, and politically
i mpotent; government, in its experience, was sonethi ng which either
interfered or persecuted. Consequently it was a class with no tradition
of public service and not much tradition of useful ness. Wat now strikes
us as remarkabl e about the new noneyed class of the nineteenth century is
their conplete irresponsibility; they see everything in terns of

i ndi vi dual success, with hardly any consci ousness that the comunity
exists. On the other hand, a Tite Barnacle, even when he was negl ecting
his duties, would have sone vague notion of what duties he was

negl ecting. Dickens's attitude is never irresponsible, still |ess does he
take the noney-grubbing Snilesian line; but at the back of his mind there
is usually a half-belief that the whol e apparatus of governnment is
unnecessary. Parliament is sinply Lord Coodl e and Sir Thomas Doodl e, the
Empire is sinmply Major Bagstock and his Indian servant, the Arny is

si mply Col onel Chowser and Doctor Sl ammer, the public services are sinply
Bunbl e and the Circum ocution O fice--and so on and so forth. What he
does not see, or only intermttently sees, is that Coodl e and Doodl e and
all the other corpses left over fromthe eighteenth century ARE
perform ng a function which neither Pickw ck nor Boffin would ever bot her
about .

And of course this narrowness of vision is in one way a great advantage
to him because it is fatal for a caricaturist to see too nuch. From

Di ckens's point of view 'good society is sinply a collection of village
idiots. What a crew! Lady Tippins! Ms. Gowan! Lord Verisopht! The
Honour abl e Bob Stabl es! Ms. Sparsit (whose husband was a Pow er)! The
Tite Barnacl es! Nupkins! It is practically a case-book in |unacy. But at
the sane time his remoteness fromthe | andowning-military-bureaucratic
class incapacitates himfor full-length satire. He only succeeds with
this class when he depicts themas nental defectives. The accusation

whi ch used to be made against Dickens in his lifetime, that he 'coul d not
paint a gentleman', was an absurdity, but it is true in this sense, that
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what he says against the 'gentleman' class is seldomvery danmaging. Sir
Mul berry Hawk, for instance, is a wetched attenpt at the w cked-baronet
type. Harthouse in HARD TIMES is better, but he would be only an ordinary
achi evenent for Trollope or Thackeray. Trollope's thoughts hardly nove
outside the 'gentleman’ cl ass, but Thackeray has the great advantage of
having a foot in two noral canps. In sone ways his outlook is very
simlar to Dickens's. Like Dickens, he identifies with the puritanica
noneyed cl ass agai nst the card-playing, debt-bilking aristocracy. The
ei ghteenth century, as he sees it, is sticking out into the nineteenth in
the person of the w cked Lord Steyne. VANITY FAIRis a full-length
version of what Dickens did for a few chapters in LI TTLE DORRI T. But by
origins and upbringi ng Thackeray happens to be sonewhat nearer to the
class he is satirizing. Consequently he can produce such conparatively
subtle types as, for instance, Major Pendennis and Rawdon Crawl ey. Maj or
Pendennis is a shall ow ol d snob, and Rawdon Crawl ey is a thick-headed
ruf fian who sees nothing wong in living for years by sw ndling
tradesnen; but what Thackery realizes is that according to their tortuous
code they are neither of them bad nmen. Major Pendennis would not sign a
dud cheque, for instance; Rawdon certainly would, but on the other hand
he woul d not desert a friend in a tight corner. Both of them would behave
well on the field of battle--a thing that would not particularly appea
to Dickens. The result is that at the end one is left with a kind of
amused tol erance for Major Pendennis and with sonething approaching
respect for Rawdon; and yet one sees, better than any diatribe could nmake
one, the utter rottenness of that kind of cadging, toadying Iife on the
fringes of smart society. Dickens would be quite incapable of this. In
hi s hands both Rawdon and the Major would dwindle to traditiona
caricatures. And, on the whole, his attacks on 'good' society are rather
perfunctory. The aristocracy and the big bourgeoisie exist in his books
chiefly as a kind of 'noises off', a haw hawi ng chorus sonewhere in the
wi ngs, |ike Podsnap's dinner-parties. Wien he produces a really subtle
and damagi ng portrait, like John Dorrit or Harold Skinmpole, it is
general ly of sone rather m ddling, uninportant person.

One very striking thing about Di ckens, especially considering the time he
lived in, is his lack of vulgar nationalism All peoples who have reached
t he point of beconing nations tend to despise foreigners, but there is
not much doubt that the English-speaking races are the worst offenders.
One can see this fromthe fact that as soon as they becone fully aware of
any foreign race they invent an insulting nickname for it. Wp, Dago,
Froggy, Squarehead, Kike, Sheeny, N gger, Wg, Chink, G easer,

Yel | onbel | y--these are nmerely a selection. Any time before 1870 the |i st
woul d have been shorter, because the map of the world was different from
what it is now, and there were only three or four foreign races that had
fully entered into the English consciousness. But towards these, and
especi al ly towards France, the nearest and best-hated nation, the English
attitude of patronage was so intolerable that English 'arrogance' and

' xenophobia' are still a |l egend. And of course they are not a conpletely
untrue | egend even now. Till very recently nearly all English children
were brought up to despise the southern European races, and history as
taught in schools was nmainly a list of battles won by England. But one
has got to read, say, the QUARTERLY REVIEWof the thirties to know what
boasting really is. Those were the days when the English built up their

| egend of thenselves as 'sturdy islanders' and 'stubborn hearts of oak'
and when it was accepted as a kind of scientific fact that one Englishman
was the equal of three foreigners. Al through nineteenth-century novels
and comi c papers there runs the traditional figure of the 'Froggy' --a
smal | ridiculous man with a tiny beard and a pointed top-hat, always

j abbering and gesticul ating, vain, frivolous and fond of boasting of his
martial exploits, but generally taking to flight when real danger

appears. Over against himwas John Bull, the '"sturdy English yeonman', or
(a nore public-school version) the 'strong, silent Englishman' of Charles
Ki ngsl ey, Tom Hughes and ot hers.
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Thackeray, for instance, has this outlook very strongly, though there are
nonents when he sees through it and |aughs at it. The one historical fact
that is firmy fixed in his mind is that the Engli sh won the battle of
Waterl oo. One never reads far in his books w thout conming upon some
reference to it. The English, as he sees it, are invincible because of
their trenmendous physical strength, due nmainly to living on beef. Like
nost Englishmen of his time, he has the curious illusion that the English
are |larger than other people (Thackeray, as it happened, was |arger than
nost people), and therefore he is capable of witing passages like this:

| say to you that you are better than a Frenchman. | would | ay even nobney
that you who are reading this are nore than five feet seven in height,
and wei gh el even stone; while a Frenchman is five feet four and does not
wei gh nine. The Frenchman has after his soup a dish of vegetables, where
you have one of neat. You are a different and superior aninal--a
French-beating animal (the history of hundreds of years has shown you to
be so), etc. etc.

There are sinilar passages scattered all through Thackeray's works.

Di ckens woul d never be guilty of anything of that kind. It would be an
exaggeration to say that he nowhere pokes fun at foreigners, and of
course like nearly all nineteenth-century Englishnen, he is untouched by
European cul ture. But never anywhere does he indulge in the typica
Engl 1 sh boasting, the '"island race', 'bulldog breed', 'right little,
tight little island' style of talk. In the whole of A TALE OF TWO CI TI ES
there is not a line that could be taken as neaning, 'Look how these

wi cked Frenchnen behave!' The only place where he seens to display a
normal hatred of foreigners is in the Anerican chapters of MARTIN
CHUZZLEW T. This, however, is sinply the reaction of a generous m nd
against cant. If Dickens were alive today he would nake a trip to Sovi et
Russia and come back to the book rather like G de's RETOUR DE L' URSS. But
he is remarkably free fromthe idiocy of regarding nations as

i ndi vidual s. He sel dom even nakes jokes turning on nationality. He does
not exploit the comc Irishman and the com ¢ Wel shman, for instance, and
not because he objects to stock characters and ready-made jokes, which
obvi ously he does not. It is perhaps nore significant that he shows no
prejudi ce against Jews. It is true that he takes it for granted (OLI VER
TW ST and GREAT EXPECTATIONS) that a receiver of stolen goods will be a
Jew, which at the time was probably justified. But the 'Jew joke'
endemic in English literature until the rise of Hitler, does not appear
in his books, and in OUR MJUTUAL FRIEND he makes a pi ous though not very
convincing attenpt to stand up for the Jews.

Di ckens's lack of vulgar nationalismis in part the nark of a rea

| argeness of nmind, and in part results fromhis negative, rather

unhel pful political attitude. He is very nuch an Englishman but he is
hardly aware of it--certainly the thought of being an Englishman does
not thrill him He has no inperialist feelings, no discernible views on
foreign politics, and is untouched by the mlitary tradition.
Tenmperanmental |y he is nuch nearer to the small nonconfornist tradesman
who | ooks down on the 'redcoats', and thinks that war is w cked--a
one-eyed view, but after all, war is wicked. It is noticeable that

Di ckens hardly wites of war, even to denounce it. Wth all his
marvel | ous powers of description, and of describing things he had never
seen, he never describes a battle, unless one counts the attack on the
Bastille in A TALE OF TWO CI TIES. Probably the subject would not strike
himas interesting, and in any case he would not regard a battlefield as
a place where anything worth settling could be settled. It is one up to
the | ower-nmiddle-class, puritan nentality.
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Di ckens had grown up near enough to poverty to be terrified of it, and in
spite of his generosity of mnd, he is not free fromthe specia

prejudi ces of the shabby-genteel. It is usual to claimhimas a 'popular’
witer, a chanpion of the 'oppressed nasses'. So he is, so |long as he

t hi nks of them as oppressed; but there are two things that condition his
attitude. In the first place, he is a south-of-England man, and a Cockney
at that, and therefore out of touch with the bulk of the real oppressed
masses, the industrial and agricultural |abourers. It is interesting to
see how Chesterton, another Cockney, always presents Di ckens as the
spokesman of 'the poor', without showi ng much awareness of who 'the poor'
really are. To Chesterton 'the poor' means snmall shopkeepers and
servants. Sam Wl ler, he says, 'is the great synbol in English literature
of the popul ace peculiar to England'; and Sam Wller is a valet! The
other point is that Dickens's early experiences have given hima horror
of proletarian roughness. He shows this unnistakably whenever he wites
of the very poorest of the poor, the slumdwellers. Hi s descriptions of
the London sluns are always full of undisguised repulsion:

The ways were foul and narrow, the shops and houses wetched; and people
hal f naked, drunken, slipshod and ugly. Alleys and archways, |ike so many
cesspool s, disgorged their offences of snell, and dirt, and |ife, upon
the straggling streets; and the whole quarter reeked with crine, and
filth, and msery, etc. etc.

There are many sinilar passages in Dickens. Fromthem one gets the

i mpr essi on of whol e subnerged popul ati ons whom he regards as bei ng beyond
the pale. In rather the same way the nodern doctrinaire Sociali st
contenptuously wites off a large bl ock of the popul ation as

"l unpenprol etariat'.

Di ckens al so shows | ess understanding of crimnals than one woul d expect
of him Although he is well aware of the social and econonic causes of
crine, he often seens to feel that when a nan has once broken the | aw he
has put hinself outside hunman society. There is a chapter at the end of
DAVI D COPPERFI ELD in which David visits the prison where Latinmer and
Uriah Heep are serving their sentences. Dickens actually seens to regard
the horrible 'nodel' prisons, against which Charles Reade delivered his
menorabl e attack in IT IS NEVER TOO LATE TO MEND, as too humane. He
conplains that the food is too good! As soon as he conmes up agai nst crinme
or the worst depths of poverty, he shows traces of the 'I've always kept
nysel f respectable' habit of mnd. The attitude of Pip (obviously the
attitude of Dickens hinmself) towards Magwitch in GREAT EXPECTATIONS is
extremely interesting. Pip is conscious all along of his ingratitude
towards Joe, but far less so of his ingratitude towards Magw tch. \Wen he
di scovers that the person who has |oaded himwith benefits for years is
actually a transported convict, he falls into frenzies of disgust. 'The
abhorrence in which | held the man, the dread | had of him the
repugnance with which | shrank fromhim could not have been exceeded if
he had been sone terrible beast', etc. etc. So far as one can di scover
fromthe text, this is not because when Pip was a child he had been
terrorized by Magwitch in the churchyard; it is because Magwitch is a
criminal and a convict. There is an even nore 'kept-mnysel f-respectable
touch in the fact that Pip feels as a matter of course that he cannot
take Magwitch's noney. The nobney is not the product of a crinme, it has
been honestly acquired; but it is an ex-convict's nmoney and therefore
"tainted'. There is nothing psychologically false in this, either.
Psychol ogically the latter part of GREAT EXPECTATIONS is about the best
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thing Di ckens ever did; throughout this part of the book one feels 'Yes,
that is just how Pip would have behaved.' But the point is that in the
matter of Magwitch, Dickens identifies with Pip, and his attitude is at
bott om snobbi sh. The result is that Magwi tch belongs to the sane queer
cl ass of characters as Fal staff and, probably, Don Qui xote--characters
who are nore pathetic than the author intended.

When it is a question of the non-criminal poor, the ordinary, decent,

| abouring poor, there is of course nothing contenptuous in Dickens's
attitude. He has the sincerest adnmiration for people |like the Peggottys
and the Plornishes. But it is questionable whether he really regards them
as equals. It is of the greatest interest to read Chapter Xl of DAVID
COPPERFI ELD and side by side with it the autobiographical fragnents
(parts of this are given in Forster's LIFE), in which D ckens expresses
his feelings about the blacking-factory episode a great deal nore
strongly than in the novel. For nore than twenty years afterwards the
menory was so painful to himthat he would go out of his way to avoid
that part of the Strand. He says that to pass that way 'nade ne cry,
after nmy eldest child could speak.' The text makes it quite clear that
what hurt himnost of all, then and in retrospect, was the enforced
contact with 'l ow associates:

No words can express the secret agony of my soul as | sunk into this
conpani onshi p; conpared these everyday associates with those of ny

happi er chil dhood. But | held some station at the bl acki ng warehouse

too. . . | soon became at |east as expeditious and as skilful with my hands
as either of the other boys. Though perfectly familiar with them ny
conduct and manners were different enough fromtheirs to place a space

bet ween us. They, and the nen, always spoke of ne as 'the young

gentleman'. A certain man. . . used to call me 'Charles' sonetinmes in
speaking to nme; but | think it was nostly when we were very
confidential. . . Poll Green uprose once, and rebell ed against the

'young-gentl eman' usage; but Bob Fagin settled himspeedily.

It was as well that there should be 'a space between us', you see

However nuch Di ckens nmay admire the working classes, he does not wish to
resenble them G ven his origins, and the tine he lived in, it could
hardly be otherwise. In the early nineteenth century class aninosities
may have been no sharper than they are now, but the surface differences
bet ween cl ass and cl ass were enornously greater. The 'gentlenman' and the
‘common man' must have seened |ike different species of aninmal. Dickens
is quite genuinely on the side of the poor against the rich, but it would
be next door to inpossible for himnot to think of a working-class
exterior as a stigma. In one of Tolstoy's fables the peasants of a
certain village judge every stranger who arrives fromthe state of his
hands. |f his palnms are hard fromwork, they let himin; if his palns are
soft, out he goes. This would be hardly intelligible to Di ckens; all his
heroes have soft hands. Hi s younger heroes--Ni chol as N ckleby, Martin
Chuzzlewit, Edward Chester, David Copperfield, John Harnon--are usually
of the type known as 'wal king gentlenen'. He |likes a bourgeois exterior
and a bourgeois (not aristocratic) accent. One curious synptomof this is
that he will not allow anyone who is to play a heroic part to speak like
a working man. A comic hero like Sam Weller, or a nerely pathetic figure
i ke Stephen Bl ackpool, can speak with a broad accent, but the JEUNE
PREM ER al ways speaks the equivalent of B.B.C. This is so, even when it

i nvol ves absurdities. Little Pip, for instance, is brought up by people
speaki ng broad Essex, but tal ks upper-class English fromhis earliest

chil dhood; actually he woul d have tal ked the sanme di al ect as Joe, or at

| east as Ms. Gargery. So also with Biddy Whpsle, Lizzie Hexam Sissie
Jupe, diver Twi st--one ought perhaps to add Little Dorrit. Even Rache

in HARD TI MES has barely a trace of Lancashire accent, an inpossibility
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in her case.

One thing that often gives the clue to a novelist's real feelings on the
class question is the attitude he takes up when class collides with sex.
This is a thing too painful to be lied about, and consequently it is one
of the points at which the 'I'mnot-a-snob' pose tends to break down.

One sees that at its nost obvious where a class-distinction is also a

col our-distinction. And something resenbling the colonial attitude
("native' wonmen are fair game, white wonen are sacrosanct) exists in a
veiled formin all-white communities, causing bitter resentnent on both
sides. When this issue arises, novelists often revert to crude

cl ass-feelings which they m ght disclaimat other times. A good exanple
of 'class-conscious' reaction is a rather forgotten novel, THE PEOPLE OF
CLOPTON, by Andrew Barton. The author's noral code is quite clearly mnixed
up with class-hatred. He feels the seduction of a poor girl by a rich man
to be sonmething atrocious, a kind of defil enent, sonething quite

di fferent fromher seduction by a man in her own walk of [ife. Troll ope
deals with this theme twice (THE THREE CLERKS and THE SMALL HOUSE AT

ALLI NGTON) and, as one m ght expect, entirely fromthe upper-class angle.
As he sees it, an affair with a barmaid or a | andl ady' s daughter is
simply an 'entangl enent' to be escaped from Trollope's noral standards
are strict, and he does not allow the seduction actually to happen, but
the inplication is always that a working-class girl's feelings do not
greatly matter. In THE THREE CLERKS he even gives the typica

cl ass-reaction by noting that the girl 'snells'. Meredith (RHODA FLEM NG
takes nore the 'class-conscious' viewpoint. Thackeray, as often, seens to
hesitate. In PENDENNIS (Fanny Bolton) his attitude is nuch the sane as
Trol lope's; in A SHABBY GENTEEL STORY it is nearer to Meredith's.

One coul d divine a great deal about Trollope's social origin, or
Meredith's, or Barton's, nmerely fromtheir handling of the class-sex
theme. So one can with Dickens, but what energes, as usual, is that he is
nore inclined to identify hinself with the middle class than with the
proletariat. The one incident that seens to contradict this is the tale
of the young peasant-girl in Doctor Manette's manuscript in A TALE OF TWO
CITIES. This, however, is merely a costume-piece put in to explain the

i mpl acabl e hatred of Madane Defarge, which Dickens does not pretend to
approve of. In DAVID COPPERFI ELD, where he is dealing with a typica

ni net eent h-century seduction, the class-issue does not seemto strike him
as paranount. It 1s a law of Victorian novels that sexual nisdeeds nust
not go unpuni shed, and so Steerforth is drowned on Yarnouth sands, but
neither Dickens, nor old Peggotty, nor even Ham seens to feel that
Steerforth has added to his offence by being the son of rich parents. The
Steerforths are noved by class-notives, but the Peggottys are not--not
even in the scene between Ms. Steerforth and ol d Peggotty; if they were,
of course, they would probably turn against David as well as against
Steerforth.

In OUR MUTUAL FRI END Di ckens treats the episode of Eugene Wayburn and

Li zzie Hexam very realistically and with no appearance of class bias.
According to the 'Unhand nme, nonster!' tradition, Lizzie ought either to
"spurn' Eugene or to be ruined by himand throw hersel f off Waterl oo
Bridge: Eugene ought to be either a heartless betrayer or a hero resol ved
upon defying society. Neither behaves in the least like this. Lizzie is
frightened by Eugene's advances and actually runs away from him but
hardly pretends to dislike them Eugene is attracted by her, has too nuch
decency to attenpt seducing her and dare not marry her because of his
famly. Finally they are married and no one is any the worse, except Ms.
Twermrl ow, who will |ose a few dinner engagenents. It is all very nuch as
it mght have happened in real life. But a 'class-conscious' noveli st
woul d have given her to Bradl ey Headstone

Page 16



Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com For evaluation only.

1940 - Charl es Dickens
But when it is the other way about--when it is a case of a poor man
aspiring to some woman who is 'above' him Dickens instantly retreats into
the nmiddle-class attitude. He is rather fond of the Victorian notion of a
worman (woman with a capital W being 'above’ a man. Pip feels that
Estella is 'above' him Esther Sumerson is 'above' Guppy, Little Dorrit
is '"above' John Chivery, Lucy Manette is 'above' Sydney Carton. |In some
of these the 'above' -ness is nmerely noral, but in others it is social
There is a scarcely m stakable class-reaction when David Copperfield
di scovers that Uriah Heep is plotting to marry Agnes Wckfield. The
di sgusting Uri ah suddenly announces that he is in love with her:

'Ch, Master Copperfield, with what a pure affection do | |ove the ground
ny Agnes wal ks on.

| believe | had the delirious idea of seizing the red-hot poker out of
the fire, and running himthrough with it. It went fromne with a shock
like a ball fired froma rifle: but the i mge of Agnes, outraged by so
much as a thought of this red-headed animal's, remained in my mnd (when
| looked at him sitting all awmy as if his mean soul griped his body)
and made me giddy. . . 'l believe Agnes Wckfield to be as far above

you (David says later on), and as far renoved fromall your aspirations,
as the noon herself.'

Consi deri ng how Heep's general | owness--his servile manners, dropped
aitches and so forth--has been rubbed in throughout the book, there is
not much doubt about the nature of Dickens's feelings. Heep, of course,
is playing a villainous part, but even villains have sexual lives; it is
the thought of the 'pure' Agnes in bed with a man who drops his aitches
that really revolts Dickens. But his usual tendency is to treat a man in
love with a woman who is 'above' himas a joke. It is one of the stock
jokes of English literature, from Malvolio onwards. Guppy in BLEAK HOUSE
is an exanple, John Chivery is another, and there is a rather ill-natured
treatment of this theme in the 'swarry' in Pl CKWCK PAPERS. Here Dickens
describes the Bath footnen as living a kind of fantasy-life, holding

di nner-parties in imtation of their 'betters' and del uding thensel ves
that their young nistresses are in love with them This evidently strikes
himas very comic. So it is in a way, though one m ght question whet her
it is not better for a footman even to have delusions of this kind than
simply to accept his status in the spirit of the catechism

In his attitude towards servants Dickens is not ahead of his age. In the
ni neteenth century the revolt agai nst domestic service was just

begi nning, to the great annoyance of everyone with over £500 a year. An
enor nous nunber of the jokes in nineteenth-century comic papers deal s
with the uppishness of servants. For years PUNCH ran a series of jokes
called 'Servant Gl-isns', all turning on the then astonishing fact that
a servant is a human being. Dickens is sonetinmes guilty of this kind of
thing hinmself. H's books abound with the ordinary conmic servants; they
are di shonest (GREAT EXPECTATI ONS), inconpetent (DAVID COPPERFIELD), turn
up their noses at good food (PlICKW CK PAPERS), etc. etc.--all rather in
the spirit of the suburban housewife with one downtrodden cook-general.
But what is curious, in a nineteenth-century radical, is that when he
wants to draw a synpathetic picture of a servant, he creates what is
recogni zably a feudal type. Sam Weller, Mark Tapley, Clara Peggotty are
all of them feudal figures. They belong to the genre of the 'old famly
retainer'; they identify thenselves with their naster's famly and are at
once doggi shly faithful and conpletely fanmiliar. No doubt Mark Tapl ey and
Sam Wel | er are derived to some extent from Snollett, and hence from
Cervantes; but it is interesting that Di ckens should have been attracted
by such a type. Sam Weller's attitude is definitely nedieval. He gets
himsel f arrested in order to follow M. Pickwi ck into the Fleet, and
afterwards refuses to get married because he feels that M. Pickw ck
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still needs his services. There is a characteristic scene between them

'Vages or no vages, board or no board, lodgin' or no |lodgin', Sam Veller,
as you took fromthe old inn in the Borough, sticks by you, cone what
may. '

"My good fellow, said M. Pickw ck, when M. Wller had sat down agai n,
rat her abashed at his own enthusiasm 'you are bound to consider the
young wonan al so.'

"l do consider the young 'oonan, sir', said Sam '| have considered the
young 'ooman. |'ve spoke to her. |I've told her how |'msitivated; she's
ready to vait till I'mready, and | believe she vill. If she don't, she's

not the young 'ooman | take her for, and | give up with readiness.'

It is easy to inmmgi ne what the young wonman woul d have said to this in
real life. But notice the feudal atnosphere. Sam Weller is ready as a
matter of course to sacrifice years of his life to his master, and he can
also sit down in his master's presence. A nodern nanservant woul d never
think of doing either. Dickens's views on the servant question do not get
much beyond wi shing that master and servant woul d | ove one anot her.

Sl oppy in OUR MJUTUAL FRI END, though a wetched failure as a character,
represents the sanme kind of loyalty as Sam Weller. Such loyalty, of
course, is natural, human, and |ikeable; but so was feudalism

What Di ckens seens to be doing, as usual, is to reach out for an
i deal i zed version of the existing thing. He was witing at a tine when
donestic service nust have seened a conpletely inevitable evil. There

were no | abour-saving devices, and there was huge inequality of wealth.
It was an age of enornous families, pretentious nmeals and inconvenient
houses, when the slavey drudgi ng fourteen hours a day in the basenent

ki tchen was sonmething too normal to be noticed. And given the FACT of
servitude, the feudal relationship is the only tol erable one. Sam Wl | er
and Mark Tapley are dream figures, no |less than the Cheerybles. If there
have got to be masters and servants, how nmuch better that the naster
shoul d be M. Pickw ck and the servant shoul d be Sam Weller. Better
still, of course, if servants did not exist at all--but this Dickens is
probably unable to i magine. Wthout a high |Ievel of nechanica

devel opnent, hunman equality is not practically possible; D ckens goes to
show that it is not inmaginable either.

IV

It is not merely a coincidence that Di ckens never wites about
agriculture and wites endl essly about food. He was a Cockney, and London
is the centre of the earth in rather the sanme sense that the belly is the
centre of the body. It is a city of consuners, of people who are deeply
civilized but not primarily useful. A thing that strikes one when one

| ooks bel ow the surface of Dickens's books is that, as nineteenth-century
novel i sts go, he is rather ignorant. He knows very little about the way
things really happen. At first sight this statenment |ooks flatly untrue
and it needs sone qualification.

Di ckens had had vivid glinpses of "lowlife' --life in a debtor's prison,
for exanpl e--and he was al so a popul ar novelist and able to wite about
ordi nary people. So were all the characteristic English novelists of the
ni neteenth century. They felt at home in the world they lived in, whereas
a witer nowadays is so hopelessly isolated that the typical nodern nove
is a novel about a novelist. Even when Joyce, for instance, spends a
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decade or so in patient efforts to make contact with the 'comon nan'
his 'comon man' finally turns out to be a Jew, and a bit of a highbrow
at that. Dickens at |east does not suffer fromthis kind of thing. He has
no difficulty in introducing the cormon notives, |ove, anbition, avarice,
vengeance and so forth. \What he does not noticeably wite about, however,
i s work.

In Dickens's novels anything in the nature of work happens of f-stage. The
only one of his heroes who has a plausible profession is David
Copperfield, who is first a shorthand witer and then a novelist, like

Di ckens hinself. Wth nost of the others, the way they earn their living
is very nmuch in the background. Pip, for instance, 'goes into business
in Egypt; we are not told what business, and Pip's working life occupies
about half a page of the book. Clennam has been in some unspecified

busi ness in China, and | ater goes into another barely specified business
with Doyce; Martin Chuzzlewit is an architect, but does not seemto get
much time for practising. In no case do their adventures spring directly
out of their work. Here the contrast between Dickens and, say, Troll ope
is startling. And one reason for this is undoubtedly that D ckens knows
very little about the professions his characters are supposed to follow
What exactly went on in Gradgrind' s factories? How did Podsnap nake his
noney? How did Merdl e work his sw ndl es? One knows that Dickens could
never follow up the details of Parliamentary el ections and Stock Exchange
rackets as Trollope could. As soon as he has to deal with trade, finance,
i ndustry or politics he takes refuge in vagueness, or in satire. This is
the case even with | egal processes, about which actually he must have
known a good deal. Conpare any |lawsuit in Dickens with the lawsuit in
ORLEY FARM for instance.

And this partly accounts for the needl ess ramifications of Dickens's
novel s, the awful Victorian 'plot'. It is true that not all his novels
are alike in this. A TALE OF TWD CITIES is a very good and fairly sinple
story, and so in its different ways is HARD TI MES; but these are just the
two which are always rejected as 'not |ike Dickens'--and incidentally
they were not published in nonthly numbers. The two first-person

novel s are al so good stories, apart fromtheir subplots. But

the typi cal Dickens novel, N CHOLAS N CKLEBY, OLIVER TW ST, MARTI N
CHUZZLEW T, OUR MJUTUAL FRI END, al ways exists round a franework of

nel odrama. The | ast thing anyone ever remenbers about the books is their
central story. On the other hand, | suppose no one has ever read them

wi t hout carrying the nenory of individual pages to the day of his death.
Di ckens sees human beings with the nost intense vividness, but sees them
always in private life, as 'characters', not as functional nenbers of
society; that is to say, he sees themstatically. Consequently his
greatest success is The PI CKW CK PAPERS, which is not a story at all,
nerely a series of sketches; there is little attenpt at devel opnent--the
characters sinmply go on and on, behaving like idiots, in a kind of
eternity. As soon as he tries to bring his characters into action, the
nmel odr ama begi ns. He cannot nake the action revolve round their ordinary
occupations; hence the crossword puzzle of coincidences, intrigues,
murders, disguises, buried wills, long-lost brothers, etc. etc. In the
end even people like Squeers and M cawber get sucked into the machinery.

O course it would be absurd to say that Dickens is a vague or nerely

nmel odramatic witer. Miuch that he wote is extrenmely factual, and in the
power of evoking visual images he has probably never been equall ed. Wen
Di ckens has once described sonething you see it for the rest of your
life. But in a way the concreteness of his vision is a sign of what he is
m ssing. For, after all, that is what the nmerely casual onl ooker always
sees--the outward appearance, the non-functional, the surfaces of

things. No one who is really involved in the | andscape ever sees the

| andscape. Wonderfully as he can descri be an APPEARANCE, Di ckens does not
often describe a process. The vivid pictures that he succeeds in | eaving
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in one's nmenory are nearly always the pictures of things seen in |eisure
nmonents, in the coffee-roons of country inns or through the wi ndows of a
st age- coach; the kind of things he notices are inn-signs, brass
door - knockers, painted jugs, the interiors of shops and private houses,
cl ot hes, faces and, above all, food. Everything is seen fromthe
consuner - angl e. When he wites about Cokestown he manages to evoke, in
just a few paragraphs, the atnosphere of a Lancashire town as a slightly
di sgusted southern visitor would see it. 'It had a black canal init, and
a river that ran purple with evil-snelling dye, and vast piles of
buil dings full of wi ndows where there was a rattling and a trenbling all
day | ong, where the piston of the steam engi ne worked nonotonously up and
down, like the head of an elephant in a state of nelancholy madness.’

That is as near as Dickens ever gets to the machinery of the mlls. An
engi neer or a cotton-broker would see it differently; but then neither of
t hem woul d be capabl e of that inpressionistic touch about the heads of

t he el ephants.

In a rather different sense his attitude to life is extrenmely unphysical.
He is a man who lives through his eyes and ears rather than through his
hands and nuscles. Actually his habits were not so sedentary as this
seems to inmply. In spite of rather poor health and physi que, he was
active to the point of restlessness; throughout his Iife he was a

remar kabl e wal ker, and he could at any rate carpenter well enough to put
up stage scenery. But he was not one of those people who feel a need to
use their hands. It is difficult to imgine himdigging at a
cabbage-patch, for instance. He gives no evidence of know ng anything
about agriculture, and obviously knows not hi ng about any kind of gane or
sport. He has no interest in pugilism for instance. Considering the age
in which he was witing, it is astonishing howlittle physical brutality
there is in Dickens's novels. Martin Chuzzlewit and Mark Tapley, for

i nstance, behave with the nost remarkabl e nildness towards the Anericans
who are constantly nenacing themw th revol vers and bow e-kni ves. The
average English or Anerican novelist would have had them handi ng out
socks on the jaw and exchangi ng pistol-shots in all directions. Dickens
is too decent for that; he sees the stupidity of violence, and he al so
bel ongs to a cautious urban class which does not deal in socks on the
jaw, even in theory. And his attitude towards sport is nixed up with
soci al feelings. In England, for mainly geographical reasons, sport,
especially field-sports, and snobbery are inextricably mngled. English
Socialists are often flatly incredul ous when told that Lenin, for

i nstance, was devoted to shooting. In their eyes, shooting, hunting
etc., are sinply snobbish observances of the | anded gentry; they forget
that these things nmight appear differently in a huge virgin country like
Russia. From Di ckens's point of view al npst any kind of sport is at best
a subject for satire. Consequently one side of nineteenth-century life--
t he boxi ng, racing, cock-fighting, badger-digging, poaching, rat-catching
side of life, so wonderfully enbalmed in Leech's illustrations to Surtees
--is outside his scope.

VWhat is nore striking, in a seemingly 'progressive' radical, is that he
is not mechanically mnded. He shows no interest either in the details of
machi nery or in the things machinery can do. As G ssing remarks, Dickens
nowher e describes a railway journey with anything Iike the enthusiasm he
shows in describing journeys by stage-coach. In nearly all of his books
one has a curious feeling that one is living in the first quarter of the
ni neteenth century, and in fact, he does tend to return to this period.
LI TTLE DORRIT, witten in the nmiddle fifties, deals with the late
twenties; GREAT EXPECTATIONS (1861) is not dated, but evidently deals
with the twenties and thirties. Several of the inventions and di scoveries
whi ch have nade the nodern world possible (the electric tel egraph, the
breech-1 oadi ng gun, India-rubber, coal gas, wood-pul p paper) first
appeared in Dickens's lifetinme, but he scarcely notes themin his books.
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Not hi ng i s queerer than the vagueness with whi ch he speaks of Doyce's
"invention' in LITTLE DORRIT. It is represented as sonething extrenely
i ngeni ous and revolutionary, 'of great inportance to his country and his
fellowcreatures', and it is also an inportant minor link in the book;
yet we are never told what the '"invention' is! On the other hand, Doyce's
physi cal appearance is hit off with the typical Dickens touch; he has a
pecul i ar way of nmoving his thunb, a way characteristic of engineers.
After that, Doyce is firnmly anchored in one's nmenory; but, as usual
Di ckens has done it by fastening on something external.

There are people (Tennyson is an exanple) who | ack the mechanical faculty
but can see the social possibilities of machinery. Dickens has not this
stanmp of mind. He shows very little consciousness of the future. When he
speaks of human progress it is usually in terns of MORAL progress--nen
growi ng better; probably he would never admt that men are only as good
as their technical devel opment allows themto be. At this point the gap
bet ween Di ckens and his nmodern anal ogue, H G Wlls, is at its w dest.
Wells wears the future round his neck like a mll-stone, but Dickens's
unscientific cast of nmind is just as damaging in a different way. What it
does is to make any POSITIVE attitude nore difficult for him He is
hostile to the feudal, agricultural past and not in real touch with the

i ndustrial present. Well, then, all that remains is the future (meaning
Sci ence, 'progress', and so forth), which hardly enters into his

t houghts. Therefore, while attacking everything in sight, he has no
definabl e standard of conparison. As | have pointed out already, he
attacks the current educational systemw th perfect justice, and yet,
after all, he has no renedy to offer except kindlier school masters. Wy
did he not indicate what a school M GHT have been? Wy did he not have
hi s own sons educated according to sonme plan of his own, instead of
sending themto public schools to be stuffed with Greek? Because he

| acked that kind of imagination. He has an infallible noral sense, but
very little intellectual curiosity. And here one cones upon sonet hing
which really is an enornous deficiency in Dickens, sonething, that really
does make the nineteenth century seemrenote fromus--that he has no

i dea of work.

Wth the doubtful exception of David Copperfield (nerely Dickens

hi nsel f), one cannot point to a single one of his central characters who
is primarily interested in his job. H's heroes work in order to make a
living and to marry the heroine, not because they feel a passionate
interest in one particular subject. Martin Chuzzlewit, for instance, is
not burning with zeal to be an architect; he mght just as well be a
doctor or a barrister. In any case, in the typical Dickens novel, the
DEUS EX MACHI NA enters with a bag of gold in the |ast chapter and the
hero is absolved fromfurther struggle. The feeling 'This is what | cane
into the world to do. Everything else is uninteresting. | will do this
even if it means starvation', which turns nmen of differing tenperanents
into scientists, inventors, artists, priests, explorers and

revol utionaries--this notif is alnost entirely absent from Di ckens's
books. He hinself, as is well known, worked like a slave and believed in
his work as few novelists have ever done. But there seenms to be no

cal ling except novel-witing (and perhaps acting) towards which he can

i mgi ne this kind of devotion. And, after all, it is natural enough,
considering his rather negative attitude towards society. In the | ast
resort there is nothing he adnires except comon decency. Science is

uni nteresting and nachinery is cruel and ugly (the heads of the

el ephants). Business is only for ruffians |ike Bounderby. As for politics
--leave that to the Tite Barnacles. Really there is no objective except
to marry the heroine, settle down, |live solvently and be kind. And you
can do that nuch better in private life.

Here, perhaps, one gets a glinpse of Dickens's secret inmaginative
background. What did he think of as the nost desirable way to |live? Wen
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Martin Chuzzlewit had made it up with his uncle, when N chol as N ckl eby
had married nmoney, when John Harman had been enriched by Boffin what did
t hey DO?

The answer evidently is that they did nothing. N cholas N ckleby invested
his wife's nmoney with the Cheerybl es and 'becane a rich and prosperous
merchant', but as he imediately retired into Devonshire, we can assune
that he did not work very hard. M. and Ms. Snodgrass 'purchased and
cultivated a small farm nore for occupation than profit.' That is the
spirit in which nost of Dickens's books end--a sort of radiant idleness.
Were he appears to di sapprove of young men who do not work (Harthouse,
Harry Gowan, Richard Carstone, Wayburn before his reformation) it is
because they are cynical and i moral or because they are a burden on
sonmebody else; if you are 'good', and al so sel f-supporting, there is no
reason why you shoul d not spend fifty years in sinply draw ng your

di vidends. Home life is always enough. And, after all, it was the genera
assunption of his age. The 'genteel sufficiency', the 'conpetence', the
"gentl eman of independent means' (or 'in easy circunmstances')--the very
phrases tell one all about the strange, enpty dream of the eighteenth-
and ni neteenth-century mddl e bourgeoisie. It was a dream of COWLETE

| DLENESS. Charl es Reade conveys its spirit perfectly in the ending of
HARD CASH. Alfred Hardie, hero of HARD CASH, is the typica

ni net eent h-century novel -hero (public-school style), with gifts which
Reade describes as amounting to 'genius'. He is an old Etonian and a
schol ar of Oxford, he knows npbst of the Greek and Latin classics by
heart, he can box with prizefighters and win the Di anpbnd Sculls at

Henl ey. He goes through incredible adventures in which, of course, he
behaves with faultless heroism and then, at the age of twenty-five, he
inherits a fortune, marries his Julia Dodd and settles down in the
suburbs of Liverpool, in the same house as his parents-in-|aw

They all lived together at Albion Villa, thanks to Alfred. . . Ch, you
happy little villa! You were as |ike Paradise as any nortal dwelling can
be. A day came, however, when your walls could no | onger hold all the
happy inmates. Julia presented Alfred with a | ovely boy; enter two nurses
and the villa showed synptons of bursting. Two nonths nore, and Al fred
and his wife overflowed into the next villa. It was but twenty yards off;
and there was a double reason for the mgration. As often happens after a
| ong separation, Heaven bestowed on Captain and Ms. Dodd anot her infant
to play about their knees, etc. etc. etc.

This is the type of the Victorian happy ending--a vision of a huge,
loving family of three or four generations, all crammed together in the

same house and constantly multiplying, like a bed of oysters. Wat is
striking about it is the utterly soft, sheltered, effortless life that it
implies. It is not even a violent idleness, like Squire Wstern's.

That is the significance of Dickens's urban background and his

noni nterest in the blackguardly-sporting mlitary side of life. H's
heroes, once they had come into noney and 'settled down', would not only
do no work; they would not even ride, hunt, shoot, fight duels, elope
with actresses or |ose noney at the races. They would sinmply live at hone
in feather-bed respectability, and preferably next door to a

bl cod-relation living exactly the sane life:

The first act of Nicholas, when he becane a rich and prosperous nerchant,
was to buy his father's old house. As tinme crept on, and there came
gradual | y about hima group of lovely children, it was altered and

enl arged; but none of the old roons were ever pulled down, no old tree
was ever rooted up, nothing with which there was any associ ation of
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bygone tinmes was ever renmpoved or changed.

Wthin a stone's-throw was another retreat enlivened by children's

pl easant voices too; and here was Kate. . . the same true, gentle creature,
the sane fond sister, the same in the love of all about her, as in her
girlish days.

It is the same incestuous atnosphere as in the passage quoted from Reade.
And evidently this is Dickens's ideal ending. It is perfectly attained in
NI CHOLAS NI CKLEBY, MARTIN CHUZZLEW T and PICKWCK, and it is approxi mated
to in varying degrees in alnost all the others. The exceptions are HARD
TI MES and GREAT EXPECTATIONS--the latter actually has a 'happy ending'

but it contradicts the general tendency of the book, and it was put in at
the request of Bulwer Lytton.

The ideal to be striven after, then, appears to be sonething like this: a
hundred t housand pounds, a quaint old house with plenty of ivy onit, a
sweetly womanly wife, a horde of children, and no work. Everything is
safe, soft, peaceful and, above all, donestic. In the noss-grown
churchyard down the road are the graves of the | oved ones who passed away
bef ore the happy endi ng happened. The servants are comic and feudal, the
children prattle round your feet, the old friends sit at your fireside,
tal king of past days, there is the endl ess succession of enornous neal s,
the cold punch and sherry negus, the feather beds and warni ng-pans, the
Christmas parties with charades and blind man's buff; but nothing ever
happens, except the yearly childbirth. The curious thing is that it is a
genui nel y happy picture, or so Dickens is able to make it appear. The

t hought of that kind of existence is satisfying to him This al one woul d
be enough to tell one that nore than a hundred years have passed since

Di ckens's first book was witten. No nmodern man coul d conbi ne such

pur posel essness with so much vitality.

\%

hi

this me anyone who is a | over of Dickens, and who has read as far as
is, w

By ti

th Il probably be angry with ne.

| have been di scussing Dickens sinmply in terms of his 'nmessage', and

al nost ignoring his literary qualities. But every witer, especially
every novelist, HAS a 'nessage', whether he adnmits it or not, and the

m nutest details of his work are influenced by it. Al art is propaganda.
Neit her Dickens hinself nor the mgjority of Victorian novelists would
have t hought of denying this. On the other hand, not all propaganda is
art. As | said earlier, Dickens is one of those witers who are felt to
be worth stealing. He has been stolen by Mrxists, by Catholics and
above all, by Conservatives. The question is, Wat is there to steal ? Wy
does anyone care about Dickens? Wiy do | care about D ckens?

That kind of question is never easy to answer. As a rule, an aesthetic
preference is either sonething inexplicable or it is so corrupted by

non- aesthetic notives as to nake one wonder whet her the whole of literary
criticismis not a huge network of humbug. In Dickens's case the
conplicating factor is his famliarity. He happens to be one of those
'great authors' who are |adl ed down everyone's throat in chil dhood. At
the tine this causes rebellion and vomiting, but it may have different
after-effects in later Iife. For instance, nearly everyone feels a
sneaki ng affection for the patriotic poens that he | earned by heart as a
child, 'Ye Mariners of England', the 'Charge of the Light Brigade' and so
forth. What one enjoys is not so nmuch the poens thenselves as the
menories they call up. And with Dickens the sanme forces of association
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are at work. Probably there are copies of one or two of his books |ying
about in an actual majority of English hones. Many children begin to know
his characters by sight before they can even read, for on the whole
Di ckens was lucky in his illustrators. Athing that is absorbed as early
as that does not cone up against any critical judgenent. And when one
thinks of this, one thinks of all that is bad and silly in Dickens--the
cast-iron 'plots', the characters who don't cone off, the |ongueurs, the
par agraphs in bl ank verse, the awful pages of 'pathos'. And then the
t hought arises, when | say |I like Dickens, do | sinply mean that | |ike
t hi nki ng about my chil dhood? |Is Di ckens nerely an institution?

If so, heis an institution that there is no getting away from How often
one really thinks about any witer, even a witer one cares for, is a
difficult thing to decide; but | should doubt whether anyone who has
actually read Di ckens can go a week wi thout renenbering himin one
context or another. \Wether you approve of himor not, he is THERE, |ike
the Nel son Colum. At any nonment sone scene or character, which may cone
from some book you cannot even remenber the name of, is liable to drop
into your mnd. Mcawber's letters! Wnkle in the wi tness-box! Ms. Ganp!
Ms. Wtitterly and Sir Tuml ey Snuffim Todgers's! (George G ssing said

t hat when he passed the Monument it was never of the Fire of London that
he thought, always of Todgers's.) Ms. Leo Hunter! Squeers! Silas Wegg
and the Decline and Fall-off of the Russian Enpire! Mss MIIs and the
Desert of Sahara! Wopsle acting Hamet! Ms. Jellyby! Mantalini, Jerry
Cruncher, Barkis, Punblechook, Tracy Tupman, Skinpole, Joe Gargery,
Pecksniff--and so it goes on and on. It is not so much a series of

books, it is nore like a world. And not a purely conmic world either, for
part of what one remenbers in Dickens is his Victorian norbidness and
necrophilia and the bl ood-and-thunder scenes--the death of Sykes,

Kr ook' s spont aneous conbustion, Fagin in the condemmed cell, the wonen
knitting round the guillotine. To a surprising extent all this has
entered even into the m nds of people who do not care about it. A
nmusi c- hal | conedian can (or at any rate could quite recently) go on the
stage and inpersonate M cawber or Ms. Ganp with a fair certainty of
bei ng understood, although not one in twenty of the audi ence had ever
read a book of Dickens's right through. Even people who affect to despise
hi m quot e hi m unconsci ousl y.

Dickens is a witer who can be imtated, up to a certain point. In
genui nely popular literature--for instance, the El ephant and Castle
versi on of SWEENY TODD--he has been pl agiarized quite shamel essly. Wat
has been imtated, however, is sinply a tradition that Dickens hinself

took fromearlier novelists and devel oped, the cult of 'character', i.e.
eccentricity. The thing that cannot be imtated is his fertility of
invention, which is invention not so much of characters, still |ess of

"situations', as of turns of phrase and concrete details. The

out st andi ng, unni stakable mark of Dickens's witing is the UNNECESSARY
DETAIL. Here is an exanple of what | mean. The story given below is not
particularly funny, but there is one phrase in it that is as individua

as a fingerprint. M. Jack Hopkins, at Bob Sawyer's party, is telling the
story of the child who swallowed its sister's neckl ace:

Next day, child swallowed two beads; the day after that, he treated
hinself to three, and so on, till in a week's tinme he had got through the
neckl ace--five-and-twenty beads in all. The sister, who was an

i ndustrious girl and seldomtreated herself to a bit of finery, cried her
eyes out at the loss of the necklace; |ooked high and low for it; but |
needn't say, didn't find it. A few days afterwards, the fanmly were at

di nner - - baked shoul der of mutton and potatoes under it--the child, who
wasn't hungry, was playing about the room when suddenly there was the
devil of a noise, like a small hailstorm 'Don't do that, mnmy boy', says
the father. 'l ain't a-doin' nothing', said the child. '"Wll, don't do it
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again', said the father. There was a short silence, and then the noise
began again, worse than ever. 'If you don't mnd what | say, my boy',
said the father, 'you'll find yourself in bed, in sonething less than a
pig's whisper.' He gave the child a shake to make hi m obedi ent, and such
a rattling ensued as nobody ever heard before. 'Why daml ne, it's IN the
child' , said the father; 'he's got the croup in the wong place!' 'No, |
haven't, father', said the child, beginning to cry, '"it's the necklace; |
swal lowed it, father.' The father caught the child up, and ran with him
to the hospital, the beads in the boy's stomach rattling all the way with
the jolting; and the people |ooking up in the air, and down in the
cellars, to see where the unusual sound canme from 'He's in the hospita
now , said Jack Hopkins, 'and he makes such a devil of a noise when he
wal ks about, that they're obliged to nuffle himin a watchman's coat, for
fear he should wake the patients.'

As a whole, this story mght come out of any nineteenth-century conic
paper. But the unm stakabl e Di ckens touch, the thing that nobody el se
woul d have thought of, is the baked shoul der of mutton and potat oes under
it. How does this advance the story? The answer is that it doesn't. It is
sonmething totally unnecessary, a florid little squiggle on the edge of
the page; only, it is by just these squiggles that the special Dickens

at nosphere is created. The other thing one would notice here is that

Di ckens's way of telling a story takes a long tinme. An interesting
exanple, too long to quote, is SamWller's story of the obstinate
patient in Chapter XLIV of THE Pl CKW CK PAPERS. As it happens, we have a
standard of conparison here, because Dickens is plagiarizing, consciously
or unconsciously. The story is also told by sone ancient Greek witer. |
cannot now find the passage, but | read it years ago as a boy at school
and it runs nmore or less like this:

A certain Thracian, renowned for his obstinacy, was warned by his

physician that if he drank a flagon of wine it would kill him The
Thraci an t hereupon drank the flagon of wine and i mediately junped off
the house-top and perished. 'For', said he, 'in this way | shall prove
that the wine did not kill ne.'

As the Greek tells it, that is the whole story--about six lines. As Sam
Weller tells it, it takes round about a thousand words. Long before
getting to the point we have been told all about the patient's clothes,
his meal s, his manners, even the newspapers he reads, and about the
pecul i ar construction of the doctor's carriage, which conceals the fact
that the coachman's trousers do not match his coat. Then there is the

di al ogue between the doctor and the patient. ''Crunpets is whol esone,
sir,' said the patient. 'Crunpets is NOT whol esone, sir,' says the
doctor, wery fierce,' etc., etc. In the end the original story had been
buri ed under the details. And in all of Dickens's nost characteristic
passages it is the sane. His imaginati on overwhel ns everything, like a
ki nd of weed. Squeers stands up to address his boys, and i medi ately we
are hearing about Bolder's father who was two pounds ten short, and
Mobbs' s st epnother who took to her bed on hearing that Mbbs woul dn't eat
fat and hoped M. Squeers would flog himinto a happier state of mind
Ms. Leo Hunter wites a poem 'Expiring Frog'; two full stanzas are
given. Boffin takes a fancy to pose as a nmiser, and instantly we are down
among the squalid biographies of eighteenth-century nisers, wth nanes

i ke Vulture Hopkins and the Rev. Blewberry Jones, and chapter headi ngs
like ' The Story of the Mutton Pies' and 'The Treasures of a Dunghill'

Ms. Harris, who does not even exist, has nore detail piled on to her
than any three characters in an ordinary novel. Merely in the niddle of a
sentence we learn, for instance, that her infant nephew has been seen in
a bottle at Geenwich Fair, along with the pink-eyed | ady, the Prussian
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dwarf and the living skeleton. Joe Gargery describes how t he robbers
broke into the house of Punbl echook, the corn and seed nerchant--'and
they took his till, and they took his cashbox, and they drinked his w ne,
and they partook of his wittles, and they sl apped his face, and they
pul l ed his nose, and they tied himup to his bedpust, and they give hima
dozen, and they stuffed his nouth full of flowering annuals to perwent
his crying out.' Once again the unnistakable Dickens touch, the flowering
annual s; but any other novelist would only have nmentioned about half of
these outrages. Everything is piled up and up, detail on detail
enmbroi dery on enbroidery. It is futile to object that this kind of thing
is rococo--one mght as well nake the same objection to a weddi ng-cake.
Either you like it or you do not like it. O her nineteenth-century
witers, Surtees, Barham Thackeray, even Marryat, have sonethi ng of
Di ckens's profuse, overflowing quality, but none of them on anything like
the sane scale. The appeal of all these witers now depends partly on
peri od-flavour and though Marryat is still officially a 'boy's witer'
and Surtees has a sort of |egendary fane anong hunting nmen, it is
probabl e that they are read nostly by booki sh people.

Significantly, Dickens's nost successful books (not his BEST books) are
THE PI CKW CK PAPERS, which is not a novel, and HARD TI MES and A TALE OF
TWO CI TIES, which are not funny. As a novelist his natural fertility
greatly hanmpers him because the burlesque which he is never able to
resist, is constantly breaking into what ought to be serious situations.
There is a good exanple of this in the opening chapter of GREAT
EXPECTATI ONS. The escaped convict, Magwitch, has just captured the
six-year-old Pip in the churchyard. The scene starts terrifyingly enough
fromPip's point of view. The convict, snothered in nmud and with his
chain trailing fromhis |leg, suddenly starts up anong the tonbs, grabs
the child, turns himupside down and robs his pockets. Then he begins
terrorizing himinto bringing foal and a file:

He held nme by the arms in an upright position on the top of the stone
and went on in these fearful terms:

"You bring nme, tonorrow norning early, that file and themw ttles. You
bring the lot to nme, at that old Battery over yonder. You do it and you
never dare to say a word or dare to nmake a sign concerning your having
seen such a person as ne, or any person sumever, and you shall be let to

live. You fail, or you go fromny words in any partickler, no nmatter how
small it is, and your heart and liver shall be tore out, roasted and ate.
Now, | ain't alone, as you may think I am There's a young man hid with

me, in conparison with which young man | am a Angel. That young man hears
the words | speak. That young nan has a secret way pecooliar to hinself,
of getting at a boy, and at his heart, and at his liver. It is in wain
for a boy to attenpt to hide hinmself fromthat young man. A boy nmay | ock
his doors, may be warmin bed, may tuck hinself up, nay draw the cl ot hes
over his head, may think himself confortable and safe, but that young man
will softly creep his way to himand tear himopen. | am keepi ng that
young man from harm ng you at the present nonment, but with great
difficulty. I find it wery hard to hold that young man of f of your

i nsi de. Now, what do you say?

Here Di ckens has sinply yielded to tenptation. To begin with, no starving
and hunted man woul d speak in the |least |ike that. Mreover, although the
speech shows a renmarkabl e know edge of the way in which a child' s m nd
works, its actual words are quite out of tune with what is to follow It
turns Magwitch into a sort of pantom me w cked uncle, or, if one sees him
through the child' s eyes, into an appalling nonster. Later in the book he
is to be represented as neither, and his exaggerated gratitude, on which
the plot turns, is to be incredible because of just this speech. As
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usual , Dickens's inmagination has overwhel med him The picturesque details
were too good to be left out. Even with characters who are nore of a
pi ece than Magwitch he is liable to be tripped up by sonme seductive
phrase. M. Mirdstone, for instance, is in the habit of ending David
Copperfield s |l essons every norning with a dreadful sumin arithnetic.
"If I go into a cheesenonger's shop, and buy four thousand
doubl e- d oucester cheeses at fourpence hal fpenny each, present paynent',
it always begins. Once again the typical Dickens detail, the
doubl e- d oucester cheeses. But it is far too human a touch for Mirdstone;
he woul d have nmade it five thousand cashboxes. Every tinme this note is
struck, the unity of the novel suffers. Not that it matters very mnuch,
because Dickens is obviously a witer whose parts are greater than his
wholes. He is all fragments, all details--rotten architecture, but
wonder ful gargoyl es--and never better than when he is building up sone
character who will later on be forced to act inconsistently.

O course it is not usual to urge against Dickens that he makes his
characters behave inconsistently. Generally he is accused of doing just
the opposite. H s characters are supposed to be nere 'types', each
crudely representing sone single trait and fitted with a kind of |abel by
whi ch you recognize him Dickens is 'only a caricaturist'--that is the
usual accusation, and it does himboth nore and | ess than justice. To
begin with, he did not think of hinself as a caricaturist, and was
constantly setting into action characters who ought to have been purely
static. Squeers, Mcawber, Mss Mwcher,[Note, bel ow] Wegg, Skinpole,
Pecksni ff and many others are finally involved in 'plots' where they are
out of place and where they behave quite incredibly. They start off as
magi c-1antern slides and they end by getting mxed up in a third-rate
novi e. Sonetines one can put one's finger on a single sentence in which
the original illusion is destroyed. There is such a sentence in DAVID
COPPERFI ELD. After the fanobus dinner-party (the one where the leg of

mutt on was underdone), David is showing his guests out. He stops Traddl es
at the top of the stairs:

[ Not e: Dickens turned M ss Mowcher into a sort of heroi ne because the
real woman whom he had caricatured had read the earlier chapters and

was bitterly hurt. He had previously neant her to play a villainous part.
But ANY action by such a character would seemincongruous. (Author's

f oot not e]

"Traddles', said |, 'M. Mcawber don't nmean any harm poor fell ow but
if I were you | wouldn't | end him anything.'

'My dear Copperfield , returned Traddles, smling, 'l haven't got
anything to lend."'

'You have got a name, you know,' | said.

At the place where one reads it this remark jars a little though

sonmet hing of the kind was inevitable sooner or later. The story is a
fairly realistic one, and David is growing up; ultimtely he is bound to
see M. M cawber for what he is, a cadging scoundrel. Afterwards, of
course, Dickens's sentinentality overcomes himand M cawber is nmade to
turn over a new |leaf. But fromthen on, the original Mcawber is never
quite recaptured, in spite of desperate efforts. As a rule, the 'plot' in
whi ch Dickens's characters get entangled is not particularly credible,

but at least it makes some pretence at reality, whereas the world to

whi ch they belong is a never-never land, a kind of eternity. But just
here one sees that 'only a caricaturist' is not really a condemati on.
The fact that Dickens is always thought of as a caricaturist, although he
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was constantly trying to be something el se, is perhaps the surest nmark of
his genius. The nmonstrosities that he created are still remenbered as
nonstrosities, in spite of getting mixed up in woul d-be probable
nmel odramas. Their first inpact is so vivid that nothing that cones
afterwards effaces it. As with the peopl e one knew in chil dhood, one
seems always to remenber themin one particular attitude, doing one
particular thing. Ms. Squeers is always |adling out brinmstone and
treacle, Ms. Gumidge is al ways weeping, Ms. Gargery is always bangi ng
her husband's head against the wall, Ms. Jellyby is always scribbling
tracts while her children fall into the area--and there they all are,
fixed up for ever like little twi nkling mniatures painted on snuffbox
lids, conpletely fantastic and incredible, and yet somehow nmore solid and
infinitely nore menorable than the efforts of serious novelists. Even by
the standards of his time Dickens was an exceptionally artificial witer.
As Ruskin said, he 'chose to work in a circle of stage fire.' H's
characters are even nore distorted and sinplified than Snollett's. But
there are no rules in novel-witing, and for any work of art there is
only one test worth bothering about--survival. By this test Dickens's
characters have succeeded, even if the people who renmenber them hardly
t hi nk of them as human bei ngs. They are nonsters, but at any rate they
exi st.

But all the sanme there is a disadvantage in witing about nonsters. It
amounts to this, that it is only certain noods that Dickens can speak to.
There are |large areas of the human m nd that he never touches. There is
no poetic feeling anywhere in his books, and no genuine tragedy, and even
sexual love is alnpst outside his scope. Actually his books are not so
sexl ess as they are sonetinmes declared to be, and considering the tinme in
which he was witing, he is reasonably frank. But there is not a trace in
himof the feeling that one finds in MANON LESCAUT, SALAMVBO, CARMEN
WUTHERI NG HEI GHTS. Accordi ng to Al dous Huxley, D.H Lawence once said
that Bal zac was 'a gigantic dwarf', and in a sense the same is true of

Di ckens. There are whole worlds which he either knows nothing about or
does not wish to nmention. Except in a rather roundabout way, one cannot

| earn very much from Dickens. And to say this is to think al nost

i medi ately of the great Russian novelists of the nineteenth century. Wy
is it that Tolstoy's grasp seens to be so nuch | arger than Di ckens's--
why is it that he seens able to tell you so much nore ABOUT YOURSELF? It
is not that he is nore gifted, or even, in the | ast analysis, nore
intelligent. It is because he is witing about people who are grow ng.
Hi s characters are struggling to make their souls, whereas Dickens's are
al ready finished and perfect. In ny owmn mind Dickens's people are present
far nore often and far nore. vividly than Tolstoy's, but always in a

si ngl e unchangeabl e attitude, |ike pictures or pieces of furniture. You
cannot hold an inmagi nary conversation with a Dickens character as you can
wi th, say, Peter Bezoukhov. And this is not merely because of Tolstoy's
greater seriousness, for there are also conic characters that you can

i magi ne yourself talking to--Bloom for instance, or Pecuchet, or even
Wells's M. Polly. It is because Dickens's characters have no nental

life. They say perfectly the thing that they have to say, but they cannot
be conceived as tal ki ng about anything else. They never |earn, never
specul ate. Perhaps the nost meditative of his characters is Paul Donbey,
and his thoughts are nmush. Does this nmean that Tol stoy's novels are
"better' than Dickens's? The truth is that it is absurd to make such
conparisons in terns of 'better' and 'worse'. If | were forced to conmpare
Tol stoy with Dickens, | should say that Tolstoy's appeal will probably be
wi der in the long run, because Dickens is scarcely intelligible outside
the English-speaking culture; on the other hand, Dickens is able to reach
si mpl e people, which Tolstoy is not. Tolstoy's characters can cross a
frontier, Dickens can be portrayed on a cigarette-card. But one is no
nore obliged to choose between themthan between a sausage and a rose
Their purposes barely intersect.
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Vi

I f Di ckens had been nerely a comic witer, the chances are that no one
woul d now remenber his nane. Or at best a few of his books woul d survive
in rather the same way as books |ike FRANK FAI RLEI GH, MR VERDANT GREEN
and MRS. CAUDLE' S CURTAIN LECTURES, as a sort of hangover of the

Vi ctorian atnosphere, a pleasant little whiff of oysters and brown stout.
VWho has not felt sonetimes that it was 'a pity' that Dickens ever
deserted the vein of PICKWCK for things |ike LI TTLE DORRI T and HARD

TI MES? What peopl e al ways demand of a popul ar novelist is that he shal
wite the same book over and over again, forgetting that a man who woul d
wite the same book twi ce could not even wite it once. Any witer who is
not utterly lifeless noves upon a kind of parabola, and the downward
curve is inplied in the upper one. Joyce has to start with the frigid
conpet ence of DUBLINERS and end with the dream| anguage of FINNEGAN S
WAKE, but ULYSSES and PORTRAIT OF THE ARTI ST are part of the trajectory.
The thing that drove Dickens forward into a formof art for which he was
not really suited, and at the sanme time caused us to renmenber him was
simply the fact that he was a noralist, the consci ousness of 'having
sonmething to say'. He is always preaching a sernon, and that is the fina
secret of his inventiveness. For you can only create if you can CARE
Types |i ke Squeers and M cawber coul d not have been produced by a hack
witer |ooking for sonething to be funny about. A joke worth | aughing at
al ways has an idea behind it, and usually a subversive idea. Dickens is
able to go on being funny because he is in revolt against authority, and
authority is always there to be laughed at. There is always room for one
nore custard pie.

His radicalismis of the vaguest kind, and yet one always knows that it
is there. That is the difference between being a noralist and a
politician. He has no constructive suggestions, not even a clear grasp of
the nature of the society he is attacking, only an enotional perception
that something is wong, all he can finally say is, 'Behave decently',
which, as | suggested earlier, is not necessarily so shallow as it
sounds. Mbst revolutionaries are potential Tories, because they inmagine
that everything can be put right by altering the SHAPE of society; once
that change is effected, as it sonmetimes is, they see no need for any

ot her. Dickens has not this kind of nental coarseness. The vagueness of
his discontent is the mark of its permanence. What he is out against is
not this or that institution, but, as Chesterton put it, 'an expression
on the human face.' Roughly speaking, his norality is the Christian
norality, but in spite of his Anglican upbringing he was essentially a
Bi bl e-Christian, as he took care to nake plain when witing his will. In
any case he cannot properly be described as a religious man. He
"believed', undoubtedly, but religion in the devotional sense does not
seemto have entered nmuch into his thoughts [Note, below]. Were he is
Christian is in his quasi-instinctive siding with the oppressed agai nst
the oppressors. As a matter of course he is on the side of the underdog
al ways and everywhere. To carry this to its logical conclusion one has
got to change sides when the underdog beconmes an upperdog, and in fact

Di ckens does tend to do so. He |oathes the Catholic Church, for instance,
but as soon as the Catholics are persecuted (BARNABY RUDGE) he is on
their side. He | oathes the aristocratic class even nore, but as soon as
they are really overthrown (the revolutionary chapters in A TALE OF TWO
CITIES) his synpathies swing round. Whenever he departs fromthis
enmotional attitude he goes astray. A well-known exanple is at the ending
of DAVI D COPPERFI ELD, in which everyone who reads it feels that sonething
has gone wong. What is wong is that the closing chapters are pervaded
faintly but not noticeably, by the cult of success. It is the gospe
according to Smiles, instead of the gospel according to D ckens. The
attractive, out-at-elbow characters are got rid of, M cawber nmekes a
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fortune, Heep gets into prison--both of these events are flagrantly
i mpossi bl e--and even Dora is killed off to make way for Agnes. If you
like, you can read Dora as Dickens's wife and Agnes as his sister-in-Iaw,
but the essential point is that D ckens has 'turned respectable' and done
violence to his own nature. Perhaps that is why Agnes is the nost
di sagreeabl e of his heroines, the real |egless angel of Victorian
romance, alnost as bad as Thackeray's Laura

[Note: Froma letter to his youngest son (in 1868): 'You will renmenber that
you have never at home been harassed about religious observances, or nere
formalities. | have al ways been anxious not to weary ny children with

such things, before they are old enough to form opinions respecting them
You will therefore understand the better that | now nost sol enmly inpress
upon you the truth and beauty of the Christian Religion, as it cane from
Christ Hinmself, and the inpossibility of your going far wong if you

hunbly but heartily respect it. . . Never abandon the whol esome practice of
sayi ng your own private prayers, night and norning. | have never
abandoned it myself, and | know the confort of it.' (Author's footnote)]

No grown-up person can read Di ckens without feeling his limtations, and
yet there does remamin his native generosity of mnd, which acts as a kind
of anchor and nearly al ways keeps hi m where he belongs. It is probably
the central secret of his popularity. A good-tenpered antinom ani sm
rather of Dickens's type is one of the marks of Western popular culture
One sees it in folk-stories and comic songs, in dreamfigures |ike M ckey
Mouse and Pop-eye the Sailor (both of themvariants of Jack the

G ant-killer), in the history of working-class Socialism in the popul ar
protests (always ineffective but not always a sham against inperialism
in the inpulse that makes a jury award excessive damages when a rich
man's car runs over a poor man; it is the feeling that one is always on
the wrong side of the underdog, on the side of the weak against the
strong. In one sense it is a feeling that is fifty years out of date. The
conmon man is still living in the mental world of Dickens, but nearly
every nodern intellectual has gone over to sonme or other form of
totalitarianism Fromthe Marxist or Fascist point of view, nearly all
that Dickens stands for can be witten off as 'bourgeois norality'. But
in noral outlook no one could be nmore 'bourgeois' than the English
wor ki ng cl asses. The ordinary people in the Wstern countries have never
entered, nmentally, into the world of 'realism and power-politics. They
may do so before long, in which case Dickens will be as out of date as
the cab-horse. But in his own age and ours he has been popul ar chiefly
because he was able to express in a comic, sinmplified and therefore
menorabl e formthe native decency of the cormon man. And it is inportant
that fromthis point of view people of very different types can be
described as 'common'. In a country like England, in spite of its

cl ass-structure, there does exist a certain cultural unity. Al through
the Christian ages, and especially since the French Revolution, the
Western worl d has been haunted by the idea of freedom and equality; it is
only an I DEA, but it has penetrated to all ranks of society. The npst
atrocious injustices, cruelties, |lies, snobberies exist everywhere, but
there are not nany peopl e who can regard these things with the same

i ndi fference as, say, a Ronan sl ave-owner. Even the nillionaire suffers
froma vague sense of guilt, like a dog eating a stolen leg of mutton.
Nearly everyone, whatever his actual conduct may be, responds enotionally
to the idea of human brotherhood. Di ckens voiced a code which was and on
the whole still is believed in, even by people who violate it. It is
difficult otherwise to explain why he could be both read by working
people (a thing that has happened to no other novelist of his stature)
and buried in Westm nster Abbey.

When one reads any strongly individual piece of witing, one has the
i mpressi on of seeing a face somewhere behind the page. It is not

Page 30



Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com For evaluation only.

1940 - Charl es Dickens
necessarily the actual face of the witer. | feel this very strongly with
Swift, with Defoe, with Fielding, Stendhal, Thackeray, Flaubert, though
in several cases | do not know what these people | ooked like and do not

want to know. What one sees is the face that the witer OUGHT to have.
Well, in the case of Dickens | see a face that is not quite the face of

Di ckens' s phot ographs, though it resenbles it. It is the face of a man of
about forty, with a small beard and a high colour. He is laughing, with a
touch of anger in his laughter, but no triunph, no malignity. It is the
face of a man who is always fighting against sonething, but who fights in
the open and is not frightened, the face of a man who i s GENEROUSLY ANGRY
--in other words, of a nineteenth-century liberal, a free intelligence, a
type hated with equal hatred by all the snmelly little orthodoxi es which
are now contendi ng for our souls.
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