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FOREWORD

HESE lectures on the life and works of

Charles Dickens were ddlivered in 1927, to

French sudents, and | had no thought of
having them trandated. The publication of o
tain new documents lately made me reread and
amplify the French text. From letters which
hitherto have remained unpublished, critics and
biographers have contrived to depict the character
of Dickensin arather unpleasing light. They have
shown him as vain, unjust, and even—a szrious
accusdtion againg the cregtor of Pecksniff-
hypocritical. | think they are mistaken. Not
that Dickens can have been an angel: we all
bear the mark of the Beadt, and noves ae not
written by saints; a the mog, they inspire them.
But Dickenss books offer proof of a sengtive/
nes S0 acute that it is impossible for us reason’
ably to acoept an accusation of crud or dishonest
character.



FOREWORD

Evil character is generally rooted in unima
ginativeness;, and that was not a defect from
which Dickens suffered. Like many great
artists, he was highly strung and impatient. His
childhood was unhappy; his adolescence began
with adisappointment in love; his marriage was
a failure. These things suffice to explain emo
tional acts or reactions which would be con’
demned by the abstract moralist, but for which
the confessor would give absolution. For a
writer, there is no hypocrisy in holding up to
ridiculepitfallsintowhich he himself sometimes
stumbles. Flaubert, in Madame Bovary, laughs
bitterly at himself for the incurable romanticism
which was his own malady; Moliere portrayed
his own jealousy in Alceste, and Meredith, in
Evan Harrington, succeeded in subduing his own
snobbery. In veiled confessons like these | find
no ground for blame, but rather a courage which
| regard as admirable. The case of Dickens has
aways seemed to me akin to these, and recently
published books only strengthen my opinion.
A nd now that the man and his work are being
discussed, these straightforward impressions of a
foreigner on the most national of their writers
will perhaps interest some English readers.

A. M.
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LIFE AND WORKS

was announced even to the children

in evay home throughout England,
America, Canada and Australia; and a dory
is told of one small boy who asked: "Is Mr.
Dickens deed? And will Father Christmas die
too?"

The remark gives some idea of the legendary,
superhuman nature of his fame, which even fry
day remans amog intact. In evay English'
gpesking country Dickens is still the great
popular writer. Thisvery evening, no doubt, in
ome music-hall of the London suburbs, in a
programme of acrobats, low comedians, dancars

3

W HEN Dickens died in 1870, the news



DICKENS

and ventriloquists, one might se that peculiar
"turn" the "Dickens Impersonator/* the man
who can mime the Dickens characters. He in’
vites the audience to suggest names, and from all
parts of the house come the cries. "Pickwick!"
"Sam Weller!" "Little Nell!" "Fagin!" "Mrs.
Gamp!" "Pecksniff!" The performer extracts
wigs and clothing from a basket, and, donning
the outward semblance of each of these immortals
in turn, imitates their speech and gestures for a
few minutes. Would such a performance be
possiblein France? Can oneimagineaworking/
class audience shouting for Vautrin or Baron
Hulot, Madame MarnefFe or Rastignac? | do
not think so; and that is a phenomenon which
we shall have to explain.

Besdes, Dickens has not only remained the
great popular writer of arace: it may even be said
that he took a great part in shaping that race.
M. Cazamian has well said that Dickens can be
counted among the causes of moral order
whereby England was spared a revolution. |If
certain shades of gentleness and sentiment have
become the predominant colours in English
family life, i£ the brutality of certain spectacles,
such as public hangings, or if certain usages,

4



DICKENS

such as imprisonmnent for debt, have vanished
from British life, if the children of the poor are
treated in England with some respect and kind/
ness, these things are in part the work of Charles
Dickens. Few authors have influenced their
country so much, because few have so exactly
embodied their race, in its greater asin its smaller
agpects.  So we must first try to understand how,
in a young man of twenty, life had shaped a
sensibility at once subtle and commonplace, in a
combination which is so rare, and yet so essential,
if awriter is to be at once excellent and popular.

Dickens was born at Portsea, a suburb of
Portsmouth, on February 7th, 1812. The earliest
impressions on his memory thus dated from
about 1816 or 1817, a very remarkable period
in England. It was the period of transition
between the rural England of the eighteenth
century and the industrial England of the nine
teenth. Dickens could still s the stagecoaches
pull, up at the inns of country towns, and for
him that quiet, easygoing life remained the
symbol of happiness. A | | through his youth he
watched the shaping of a new England. The
first seam-engines appeared in the workshops
about 1819; in 1830 thefirst locomotive was on

5



DICKENS

the rails; every year saw an increase in spinning
and weaving machinery. Suddenly men saw
the towns expanding and the countryside being
drained of its people. Work became much
harder, and even children were driven to it.
We can hardly imagine what the lives of children
in those days could sometimes be like. At five
or six yeas old they were turning whedls in
factories for twelve or thirteen hours a day.
Nobody protested, because the philosophy in
fashion was that of laissez faire. Sentiment, worn
rather thin by the artificial sentimentalities of the
eighteenth century, was out of favour, and men
gloried infacts. In later years Dickens was to
draw a man of this period under the name of
Mr. Gradgrind, whose very name he sought to
infuse with the grinding of cogwheels.

"Thomas Gradgrind, sir. A man of redlities.
A man of facts and calculations. A man who
proceeds upon the principle that two and two
are four, and nothing over, and who is not to be
talked into allowing for anything over. Thomas
Gradgrind, sir—peremptorily Thomas—Thomas
Gradgrind. With a rule and a pair of scdes,
and the multiplication table alwaysin his pocket,
sir, ready to weigh and measure any parcel of

6



DICKENS

human nature,'and tell you exactly what it comes
to. It is a mere question of figures, a case of
simple arithmetic.”

Throughout his life Dickens would revolt
against that spirit of thick-skinned commer-
cialism, but at the same time—by the curious
complexity of his nature—he would himself be
dazzled by the power of the forces then being
discovered. The eighteenth century had been a
period of stable civilization, with the gentry in
their manors and the labourers in their cottages,
both hardly imagining that things could ever be
different. In the following century the middle-
dasses sought to better themselves, the econo-
mists commanded men to enrich themselves, and
Dickens, despite himself, was to adopt the ideal
of aggrandizement. He was aways to remain
thoroughly a man of the middle-classes, or rather
of the English middle-classes of the eighteen-
thirties, at once critical of, and deeply impreg-
nated by, his period. And what makes his
childhood dramatic is the fact that, belonging so
essentidly and so proudly to the middle-class, he
found himselfin his earliest years wrenched out
of hisown dass by poverty and thrown down to
the lowest rungs of the ladder.

7 B



DICKENS

His father was Mr. John Dickens, a minor
clerk in the Navy PayOffice, who, about 1815,
was earning some £200 a year, which became
£300 a little later, and was thus obliged to
maintain a gented respectability. John Dickens
was a charming but dangerous person: charnv
ing, because he was cheerful, told good dories
and entertained his friends agreeably; dangerous,
because he always lived beyond his income, and
plunged with a quear mixture of headlesness
degpair and frivolity, into a sa of debt.
Dickens's mother ssms to have been a common
place person, one of those women whose
thoughts buzz foolishly in every direction like
dartled bess and at an early age her son passd
gern judgment on her.

There were eight children in the family, and
their lifewas no easy one. Nevertheess, Charless
early memories were happy. The dories of his
merry papa recorded themsdves on the surprise
ingly malleable wax of his mind. And John
Dickens, for his part, was proud of his son. The
boy was handsome, with blue ees and curly
hair, and a born actor, with an extraordinary
gift for singing and reciting. He was frequently
taken to a neighbouring tavern, where he was

8



DICKENS

lifted on to a table and shown off as a performer
to friends. The father had a way of turning the
dightes event in family life into a fedtivity, for
which he brewed an excdlent lemon punch,
whistling the while. Often he took his son for
long country walks, and told him dories of
which Charles was very fond. On one of thee
expeditions he took the boy to Gad's Hill,
where Sir John Falstaff used to waylay pilgrims
bound for Canterbury or merchants with well
lined purses On the hill good a large country
house " Oh, how | would like to have that
house” said little Charles. "Work!" said his
father. " You never know!"

At the age of nine the child was entrusted to a
teacher, who was delighted with him. But his
real teache's were dsawhere. In the loft of John
Dickens's house sood a pile of books, unread,;
and Charles, dipping up beneath the rafters
would devour Robinson Crusoe and Gil Bias,
Fielding, the Arabian Nights, whole s#sof news
papers, and above all Don Quixote, which he
loved.

But alas, debts were mounting, lemon punch
became rare and tradesmen pitiless. The family
had to leave Chatham after Portsea and move to

9



DICKENS

London, and for the benefit of creditors the
greater part of Mr. Dickens's salary was sgned
away for a long time ahead. He, no doubt,
thought of London as Rivarol of Paris, as the
place where Providence is more powerful than
in other places. But on the Dickens family
London did not smile. Not only did they fail
to carry out the arrangements reached to wipe
out old debts but they contracted fresh ones
Before long food was running short. The child'
ren wept. Mrs. Dickens, in order to earn the
family living, had the curious idea of opening a
school, and the enterprise went as far as fixing a
brass plate on the front door, inscribed: " School
for Young Ladies. Mrs. Dickens." But no young
ladies ever appeared, and in any case no prepara
tion had been made for their reception. The
only thing that happened was that little Charles
was sent to distribute handbillsfrom door to door.
In the end the bailiffs were removing the lagt
pieces of furniture; bitter words rang out in the
home; and finally Mr. John Dickens was
arreted and taken off to the debtors prison at
Marshalsea.

We should imagine how dreadful it was for a
10



DICKENS

lively, intdligent, proud little boy of ten to se
his father in prison. He was at once frightened,
moved, and ashamed—terribly ashamed. Alone
at homewith a mother incapable of helping him,
he had to do everything; he blacked the family's
boats, looked after his brothers and sdes did
the household shopping, tried to sl the few
remaining things in the house, and when he had
time to gpare he went to s his father in prison.
Being the head of the family, he had to try to
earn his living, and at the age of deven was
apprenticed to the Lamberts, digant rdatives
who were manufacturers of boot-blacking. His
job was to cover thejars of blacking with oiled
paper, then with blue paper, tie them up and
gick labds on them. He worked in a basement,
with ill-bred and ignorant lads, and got six
shillings a week. After sometime, as he became
very dexterous, his employers saw fit to turn him
into a show for pasersby. He was placed in a
shop-window, and the little boys and girls of the
neighbourhood came along, eating bread and
jam, to press their nosss againg the glass and
watch him toiling.

Those days of humiliation left unforgettable
gars From that time dated his pity for children,
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DICKENS

and his conviction, a true one Which he held
very strongly, that nobody can suffer as a child
auffers. Long years afterwards, even when he
was famous, Dickens never lost the memory of
those horrible years, and he thought of them
aways with a sinking feeling. He never men'
tioned them to anyone; his wife never knew the
facts of that period of his life, and even his
intimate friend and biographer, John Forster,
would never have known them if chance had
not one day led Dickens to a confession. It was
not until later that he was able in the guise of a
novel, to unburden himself; and that novel was
to be his best book—David Copperfield.

The reminiscences of his son, Sir Henry
Dickens, contain an account of a curious
incident. On the Christmas night preceding his
death, Dickens was lying ill on a sofa, playing
with his children a simple game known to the
family as the "memory game." It consisted of
accumulating in turn words or phrases with no
link of association, and when it was Dickens's
turn he added, "with a drange twinkle in his
gye and a curious modulation in his voice" his
phrase: "Warrens Blacking, 30 Srand." The
children did not grasp what it meant, knowing

12



DICKENS

nothing at that time of their father's hard child-'
hood. It wasnot until his biography appeared,
after his death, that they remembered those
words which he had spoken with such curious
reluctance, and yet unable to sop himsdf, and
realized that they were the address of the black’
ing factory where he had toiled to keep his
family when his father was in prison.

Certain biographers of Dickens have shown
urprise at his reticence concerning this period
of his life, and regarded his painful sensbility
as proof of a rather despicable vanity. These
critics can never have experienced humiliation
in their own childhood. It isafinething for a
man to be wise when, in the course of a long life,
he has painfully formed his own wisdom; but
how foolish it is to expect spontaneous wisdom
from a child! And when a child has suffered,
as Dickens did, a change of cage, he mug be
superhuman if heis left unscathed.

Saturday was his favourite day, because then
he had sx shillings in his pocket. He would
come home gazing into the shops, especially the
bookshops, and sometimes he bought one of
those gale cakeswhich the pastrycooks sdl cheap.

13
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Before long there was not enough, money to pay
the landlord, and the whole family, mother and
children, migrated to the debtors prison, for in
that extraordinary institution one could rent
rooms to accommodate ones family. Therewere
casss of children being born in the Marshalsea
and brought up within its walls to the age of
twenty. Charles alone was left behind in the
outer world, to provide his family with some
small resources A tiny room was found for
him. Throughout the week he worked at the
blacking factory, and Sundays he spent with his
family, in prison.

Mr. John Dickens was a man who never
lifted a finger to combat misfortune, but always
hoped that something good would "turn up."
And as it happened, something did "turn up."
A small legacy enabled him to leave the prison.
Little Charles summoned up all his courage and
explained to his father how painful it was to
gend his childhood thus in rough company,
when he would so much rather be learning
things. His father understood, and promised to
take him away from the blacking factory and
snd him to school. Mrs. Dickens, a matter'of'
fact woman, probably miserly and certainly

14



DICKENS

stupid, opposed the suggestion strongly.  School
indeed! And why? But Mr. Dickens sood
firm, and entrused his son to Mr. Jones, the
proprietor of the Wellington House Academy.

ThisMr. Joneswasignorant and brutal, who
whacked his pupils at intervals all day with a
long cane. Here Dickens learned another aspect
of the wretchedness of childhood, that which he
depicted in the vile sthodls of David Copperfield,
NicholasNicklehy, and Dombey and Son. Hehim
«f did not remain long under Mr. Joness
ferule. Money ran short at home again, and he
had to return to work. What job was he to
chooss? He would have liked to be an actor,
but he was too young. He could by now write
and spdl satidactorily, and he wastaken in asan
attorney's clerk. There he saw life in countless
agoects firg through the endless processon of
clients and busness and then because he ran
mesages for the office inquiries and errands
obliged him to wander through all the greds of
London. In a couple of years he acquired an
amazing knowledge of the mydey and the
beauty of these Sreds

Meantime his father, seang his legacy aimost
entirely eaten up, had resgned himselfto work

15



DICKENS

on his own account, and having'learned short

hand, became a reporter in the House of
Commons. Young Charles envied his father!
he thought it mugt be far more interesting to
ligen to the gpesches of great men than to copy
the abracadabra of lawyers. For half a guinea,
his whole savings, he bought an old treatise on
shorthand, and being a lad of very srong will,
who believed that if a thing is worth doing it is
worth doing well, he soon became an excdlent
shorthand/writer. He was employed at first in
the Lord Chancellor's court, and was then
engaged by a newspaper, the True Sun, as a
parliamentary reporter. Before long he was
known as one of the mog conscientious reporters
in London. Whenever a miniger or a pro

minent politician wanted to make an important
gpeech, it was young Dickens who was snt for.
Here was another fine opportunity for sseing
things and people, eection campaigns, local
fedtivities, riots. He was paid five guineas a
week, and with that his bachdlor budget could
easly be made to balance. His great ambition
now was to write.

L et us pause a moment to examine the equip/
16



DICKENS

ment of this yéung man entering upon a literary
life. He came to it admirably prepared. The
first requirement of a great novdist isa wide and
thorough knowledge of men and their fedings.
Any intelligent and sengtive youth can write a
good novel—hisown sentimental autobiogr aphy;
but with that done, he is very often exhausted.
Some exape through a fanciful tone or form,
and write so-called noveds which redly are
pleasant prose poems, but the novel proper nexds
the nourishment that comes from experience,
and young noveids are therefore as rare as aged
lyric poets. For that reason, too, nearly all the
great noves have been written by men over
forty.

But in afew exceptional casssa man attainsa
really varied knowledge of life when hardly out
of histeens A lawyer's office ssams to be parti-
cularly apt for the shaping of a precocious novel-
ig. " The youthful Balzac served his time there,

as did the youthful Dickens. And just think of

the amazing pattern of the images already

gamped on Dickenss mind! Childhood in a

small town, the inn, the soldiers and sailors, his

father's sory-telling, and that of friends, and

travdlersalighting from the sage-coach! L ondon
17




DICKENS

and all that gallery of tradesmen'and creditors,
the coarse urchins of the blacking factory, ther
working/class homes, the prison, the srange line
of impenitent debtors passng through his
father's room every Sunday before this listening
boy; the tyrannical school and the lawyer's
chambers, all the London dreds and their fees
of pectade the House of Commons, the law
courts, and finally the excdlent job of specia
reporter, riding, as it were, hot on the heds of
drama. Really, if his parents had wished to
mould a great novelig and sought the best career
for the purpose, they could not have planned one
more ingenious or comprehensve. Remember
too that these numerous ectades were scru'
tinized by a child's eyes that isto say through a
lens at once fresh and distorting. Dickens's
L ondon wasto be peopled by rogues and thieves,
just such villains as an anxious and lonédly little
boy might imagine as he walked the dreds on a
foggy night. To the lag his melodrama would
keep that rather childish tone of a tragic puppet/
play, for Dickens was always to prexrve that
twofold character of a man who has ssen much,
and has viewed things with the eyes of a child.
All in all, the balance was in his favour.
18
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Happy the writer whose childhood has been full.
As soon as he is a professonal writer he finds
himself absorbed, more or less completely and
despite hisown resgtance, by a circle of specialids,
by the literary world, or more smply, by the
world—and even if he avoids these dangers, by
the claims of his craft. This new life dffers him
little susenance, or in any case nurtures him with
ubgances which can hardly be transmitted to
the generality of mankind. And so the man who,
at the age of twenty, already holds in his hand the
raw materials for building his work has a hand/
ome gart; and his privilege is twofold, for even
granting that later on, in his forties or fifties, a
man may experience adventures capable of
yielding the material of a work, it is not certain
that his life will then lag long enough to
allow the fruits of his observation to ripen into
the subgtance of literature. A period of gestation
is required for the dow transformation, in the
artig's mind, of actual happenings into imagined
happenings, emotions mug be tranquillized if
the writer is to express them without reticence.
It was in his years of full maturity that Stendhal
wrote Le Rouge et Le Noir and La Chartreuse de
Parme, in which he portrayed, with a twenty
19
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year perspective, the young mail that he once
had been; and Dickens, at thirty/eight, wrote
David Copperfield, in which he framed the
memories of his own childhood.

What, then, werethetraits of character already
shaped? Here was a child who had suffered,
who knew what suffering meant, who was to
keep all through his life that sympathy with the
poor which cannot easly be attained by those
who have not lived the life of the poor. So that
thefirst trait was—pity. And the second was—a
craving for revenge. From now on he would
have a war to wage againg the hard of heart who
exploit children, againg the hypocrites who gyle
themsdves religious and yet lack charity, againgt
bullying schodmaders, againg prisons and
poverty and insolence, and he would wage it
victorioudy. But Dickens's nature was such that
his desre of vengeance would never take a
revolutionary form. He did not want to change
the edablished order, but to better it by more
kindliness of heart. Essentially middl€ dass, he
clung to his ambition to posess that big house
at Gad's Hill; he wanted sucoess and material
uocess Deeply as he enjoyed the delight of
writing, the idea of being a pure artig, in the

20
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way that Flaubfert was, remained totally foreign
to him. An artig he was, because he had a
craving for expresson and real fedings to express
but he wanted readers hods of readers And he
was well equipped to win thee readers because
he was himself akin to them, and y& rich in
experiences unknown to them. Such was the
young Charles Dickens, this gedyleyed young
man whom life, at the age of twenty, ddivered
up to letters

A third trait is needed to complete the balance/
shet of his adolescence. Nothing leaves a degper
mark on a man than hisfirst love. It is from
two essential dements—his mother and his first
love—that an artig fashions his image of woman.
In the case of Dickens, the mother was in/
coherent and foolish: who was the first girl in
hislife?

He got to know her when he was eighteen, at
small family parties where they had private
theatricals—in which Charles Dickens always
exceled. One of the girls who took part in
theee amusements was Maria Beadnéll, the
daughter of one of the lessr bankers of Lombard
Stredt, belonging to a family in more comfortable

21
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circumgtances, and probably of better connect
tions, than the Dickenses. Theftaadnelswould
never have consented to welcome as a son/in/law
a penniless youth with no gable position, whose
father was notorioudy in the habit of vanishing
whenever his creditors began to grow pressng.
Maria hersdf, no doubt, never thought of mar/
riage, but he was something of a coquette, and
Dickens was the mog brilliant of the young
men round her. She certainly allowed him to
flirt with her. He took it all terribly serioudy,
and the traces of his fedings are to be found in
David Copperfield: " All was over in a moment.
| had fulfilled my degtiny. | was a captive and
a dave. | loved Dora Spenlow to distraction!
She was more than human to me. She was a
Fairy, a Sylph, | don't know what she was—
anything that no one ever saw, and everything
that everybody ever wanted."

Maria's parents ssam to have been well/
digposed towards Dickens, and doubtless knew
that their daughter would have snse enough to
keep the game from going too far. They were
not mistaken. She went away to spend a few
months in Paris, and when she came home
Dickens discovered that his vists were no longer

22



DICKENS

welcome. He had been working like a galley
dave to be in a position to woo her successfully.
It was a hard blow; he craved an interview,
which he obtained, and did not flinch from
laying aside his pride (which represented a great
sacrifice, for he had all the touchy susceptibility
of those on whom life has inflicted wounds), but
he could not avert a rupture.

And o, like Byron, the opening of his man
hood was scarred by the coquetry and caprices
of a woman. But the effect on Dickens was not
the same as on Byron. The latter, jilted by Mary
Ann Chaworth, became a Don Juan, avenging
his suffering at heTliandson all the other women
in his life. Dickens was never a Don Juan; he
had not Byron's sne of what he owed to a
noble and maleficent heredity. But being, like
Byron, disappointed by women of flesh and
blood, he acquired a habit of despiting them in
favour of a sylph, an ideal being, fond and faith
ful, so flawless that no woman who ever lived
could resemble her. For married happiness,
nothing can be more dangerous than such an
image floating in the background of a man's
imagination. The snse of despar at finding
reality so inferior to the dream makes a man

23 c



DICKENS

impatient, and he will often seem cruel towards
rea people because, with endless and unavailing
fondness, he will chase the memory of people
who have moved away from his path, or dis'
appeared, or who never existed.

From Maria Beadnell Dickens drew the Dora
of David Copperfield; it was all he could do. She
became the wife of a busness man, Henry
Winter by name, and for over twenty years she
vanished from Dickens's life. But the character
of Charles Dickens would have been very
different if she had not, in those early years, made
him suspicious of love.

At the age of twenty/two he tried his hand on
ashort story, which he dropped fearfully into the
letter/box of a magazine. Next week, when he
bought the new number, he was delighted to
find his prenticcwork in print. He wrote
another, aso successfully, and then continued
the saries in the Morning Chronicle, at the rate of
sven guineas a week. These sketches, as he
caled them, were signed "Boz." They were
pictures of provincial and of London life, and
began with sketches of "Our Parish,” "The
Beadle," "The Schoolmaster,” "The Curate,”

24
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"TheHalf'Pay Captain." Then came London
oes with titles rather like those of Turner's
paintings: "The Streets Morning,” "The
Streets: Night," "Shops and their Tenants,"
"The Omnibuses,” "A Parliamentary Sketch."
"A Visit to Newgate." Their succes was
immediate. Al the passons and hatreds and
pleasures of Dickens were aready reflected,
although on a miniature scae, in these sketches.
Londoners in particular were delighted to find,
at last, an expression of the strange poetry of their
city, that poetry which is born in part from its
fog and dankness, from that mist'laden air which
lends the most ordinary objects a touch of
mystery and fantasy. Thelittle boy who used to
wander home aone at night from the blacking
factory, through unfamiliar dreets had felt even
then that disturbing spell. And he could still
fed, better than anyone, the queer homely charm
of that country where the outside world can be
so dreary, but where, just because cold and rain
and fog hold sway out ofrdoors, the sight of
home, the teapot, the roaring fire in the hearth,
becomes all the more precious and warms the
cockles of the heart.

"But the dredts of London," wrote Boz, "to

25



DICKENS

be beheld in the very height of their glory, should
be seen on a dark, dull, murky winter's night,
when there is just enough damp gently stealing
down to make the pavement greasy, without
cleansing it of any of itsimpurities; and when the
heavy lazy mist, which hangs over every object,
makes the gasdamps look brighter, and the
brilliantlylighted shops more splendid, from
the contrast they present to the darkness
around. Al the people who ae at home on
such a night as this, ssem disposed to make
themselves as snug and comfortable as pos
sible”

Comfortable—that word should be noted,
because there is in fact a kind of poetry of
comfort which is amost unattainable to the
Mediterranean peoples, whose poetic eements
are vouchsafed rather by natural spectacles, but
which becomes more and more appreciable as
one moves northward. In Sweden, for instance,
a country colder and more melancholy than
England, the poetry of the home, as sung by a
poet like Bellmann, is perhaps even more intense
in feeling. But England is aready far enough
removed from the old inheritance to understand
the romantic appeal of comfort, and her er was
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quick to catcB the sorrowful and appealing
cadences of Boz.'

T he sucoess of these ketches decided Dickens
to take to writing books and to abandon his
shorthand'writing. He was only twentyfour,
but he was aready engaged to Catherine
Hogarth, the daughter of one of his fellow
writerson the Chronicle. Carlyle was anxiousto
meet him, was introduced to him at a dinner’
party, and noted: " He is a fine little fellow Boz,
I think. Clear, blue intelligent eyes eyebrows
that he arches amazingly, large, protrusive rather
loose mouth, a face of mos extreme mobility,
which he shuttles about—eyebrows, eyes mouth
and all—in a very singular manner while speak’
ing." And all those who knew Dickens at this
early age are agreed on his boyish good looks,
with his mobile, ailmost too active, features

A humorous draughtsman who was then very
popular, Mr. Seymour, went to & Mess
Chapman and Hall, the publishers, and spoke
to them enthusagtically about Boz. Hetold him
he would like to do some drawings for which
Dickenswould provide letterpress They might,
for ingance, take as a starting-point the idea of a
Nimrod Club, a group of incompetent ports
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men, usdess at the sports which they professed,
which would allow Seymour to make amusing
drawings of people failing off their horses
fumbling with their guns, or tumbling on the
ice. Dickensliked theidea; but he did not want
to write his text to fit ready-made drawings; it
samed to him more natural to write a text of his
own which Seymour would illustrate.

Thus was Mr. Pickwick born. And it is
interesting to observe the curious circumstances
of hisbirth, and the chances which imposed this
frame upon genius. In the same sort of way
Shakespeare and Moliere created some of their
most remarkable characters, just because the
physique or the talent of a particular actor had,
inaway, inssted on their doing so; and similarly
Michelangelo discovered his noblest forms be-
cause of the unusual shape of a block of marble.
It seems as if the great artist must encounter the
invincible resstance of an externa form. The
first number of the serial publication as Seymour
had suggested, described the proceedings of a
club, and a meeting at which it was resolved that
Mr. Pickwick and his friends, Mr. Tupman,
Mr. Winkle and Mr. Snodgrass, should st out
to make certain observations in the neighbour-
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hood of London upon which they would in due
course report to the club. That first number
fixed for all time, by the artist's hand, the form
and features of Mr. Pickwick—his spectacles, his
white waistcoat and tight breeches his round
little paunch, and his coat-tails lifted jauntily
behind him., /It showed aso the first sketch of
his character, that blend of M. Prud’homme and
Don Quixote—a Prud’hommc in the solemnity,
of his bearing and discourse, a Don Quixotein'
his courageous readiness to intervene instantly
against the wicked and in favour of the per-
secuted.

In thisway Dickens began that curious literary
career of his, in which, as his novels generally
appeared in monthly parts, he was to be con-
stantly harried by the thought of the waiting
printer. When he started The Pickwick Papers, he
had no idea of how it would go on, still less of
how it would end. He had made no plan; he
saw his characters clearly, pushed them into the
world—and followed them.

The first number was not particularly suc-
cessful; dfter the second, Mr. Seymour, the artist,
who was mentally unbalanced, committed sui-
cide, and the poor sdes made Chapman and
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Hall hedtate about continuing their publication.
Then another illustrator, known as "Phiz," was
found, and the parts continued to come out.
Quite a number of readers began to redize how
diverting Mr. Pickwick and his friends were, and
that extraordinary comedian Mr. Jingle, who
fooled Mr. Pickwick so cleverly. After five or
six parts, Dickens suddenly realized that his Don
Quixote had no Sancho Panza, and he gave
Mr. Pickwick a servant, Sam Weller.

Sam Weller was an instantaneous, a shattering
uccess.  Here was the truest and most amusing
character who had appeared in an English novel
snce Fielding's day. A few more issues and
the publication became so popular that it was the
talk of the town. Shopkeepers borrowed the
name of Pickwick for their goods. Of the first
number, four hundred copies had been printed;
for the fifteenth, the advance orders were over
40,000. | was a national success.

The book was enjoyed by sober and cultivated
people no less than by clerks and shopkeepers.
Carlyle was told by a clergyman that a dying
man to whom he had been ministering had
murmured as he left theroom, "Well, thank God
Pickwick will be out in ten days, anyway!" This
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success was dujp not only to the book's amusing
quality. Gradually, and almost unintentionally,
Dickens had infused into the novel other
qualities of his own. Mr. Pickwick, a quite
laughable character at the start, became perfectly
lovable, with his expansive sentimentality,
as the book went on. A whole picture of
England rose up, a very eighteenth-century and
rural England, alive with that sort of childlike
delight which the English take in simple
pleasures, the enjoyment of roaring fires on the
hearth, sliding in snowy weather, a good dinner,
and simple, rather absurd, love-affairs. One
could fed that the author liked his fellow-men,
and for that they were grateful to him. Neverthe-
less the book contained eements of satire; but the
satire was directed against people so obviously
unpleasant that the average reader never dreamed
of identifying himself with them. The ordinary
English reader felt his heart warmed, saw all the
good side of Pickwick, and felt himself entitled
to be sentimental by the strands of humour which
kept sentiment at a e distance. Within a few
months, Mr. Pickwick and Sam Weller had
realy become England's Don Quixote and
Sancho Panza. From thee earliest, youthful
31



DICKENS

beginnings, Dickens was fami{iar with over-
whelming literary popularity, and being a man
who had known suffering, kindly, soft-hearted,
and scarred by life, he enjoyed his success as no
onedsecould.

But there are pitfalls as well as advantages for
awriter in such a swift and widespread triumph.
The man whose course is thus shaped gains by
being gpared the pangs of the soured artist, and
sdf-confidence allows him to write with that
attractive freedom which is perhaps one of the
srds of beauty. But the danger is that popu-
larity offers such alluring pleasures that, after-
wards, they can only with difficulty be sacri-
ficed. To stidy a mas of readers calls for a
simplification more and more crude as the mass
incceases. It is like overcrowded dasses in
school; they end by sinking to the level of the
mog mediocre pupils. The author who is too
widely read may well betempted to writefor the
weakes readers. And for Dickens, with hislove
of fame and his need for material success this
was a condderable danger. But at twenty-four
fame is a delicious adventure, and it had never
befallen a man who deserved it more.
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During the publication of The Pickwick Papers
Dickens had married. Hogarth, one of the
publishers of the Morning Chronicle, had three
daughters. Catherine, the eldest, was twenty;
Mary, the second, was sixteen; and Georgina was
a child. Dickens enjoyed this family circle,
where he was much admired. These pretty girls
gave him back the delights which he had
formerly known, and logt, at the hands of Maria
Beadnell. Here were two attractive girls laugh'
ing at hisjokes, listening to his verses and songs
and stories—why shouldn't he come back to
enjoy it all ?Was heinlove? Yes, as a man of
his age is when his first love hes been thwarted:
that is to say, in love with women in generd,
anxious to make a conquest 0 as to resssure
himself, rather authoritative, rather distrustful.

He wrote to Catherine: "My dearedt life . . .
Dearest mouse . . . Dearest pig..." He snt
her kisses measured by figures with astronomical
rows of O's. He advised her about her reading
and consulted her about his health—a twofold
sign of a young man's matrimonial intentions.
But the period of engagement was stormy.
Dickens was difficult, and he was all the more
intolerant of Catherine's capriciousness because
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he had experienced Maria's. Qbsessed by an
image of ideal womanhood, he was too ready to
catechize the real woman. But he was well
aware of histendency to criticizethosewithwhom
he lived, and made fun of himself by writing his
own epitaph:

Last, heréds Charles Dickens, who's now
gone for ever,

It's clear that he thought himself very clever ;

To all his friend's faults—it amost make me
weep—

He was wide awake—to his own fagt adeep.

His faults—and they were not in number few,

As all his acquaintance extremely well knew,

Emanated—to spesk of him in good part—

| think rather more from the head than the
heart.

The quarrels of the engaged couple, as
revedled to us by recently published letters, were
not serious. They give glimpses of a rather
capricious, mistrustful girl, and an oversensitive
young man who made a dramatic incident out
of the dightest feminine whim. Youth and
eageness blinded them to differences in character
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and tages, and the marriage took place on April
2nd, 1836. Almost at once Mary Hogarth, the
sixteen year'old sger, came frequently to day
with the Dickenses. It has often been said that
Dickens very quickly discovered that it was she
whom he loved. There is no proof that this
feeling came betwen Dickens and his wife. But
it is certain that he felt very tenderly towards her.
This is very probable, because the presence of an
unmarried girl in the home of ayoung coupleis
adways dangerous. the girl aways remains
mentally more akin to the man and to male
intelligence, and in contrast with the whims and
digresses of pregnancy, she offers a spectacle of
pleasing serenity. It was the fae of Mary
Hogarth to play a larger part in the mind of her
brother'in law because se died young, and
before her image had been smeared over by life.
Hardly a year dfter the marriage in May 1837,
they all three went to the theatre one evening,
and on their return the girl was sdzed by a
curious and inexplicable illness which carried
her off within afew hours.

Dickens's grief was agonizing. For severd
weeks he had not the nerve to resume his work,
and the publication of Pickwick had to be a8
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pended. "I can solemnly say," fie wrote many
years later, "that, waking or sleeping, | have
never lost the recollection of our hard trial and
sorrow, and | fed that | never shall. . . . Ifshe
were with us now, the same winning, happy,
amiable companion, sympathizing with all my
thoughts and feelings more than anyone | know
ever did or will, | think | should have nothing
to wish for, but a continuance of such happiness.”
He resolved to be buried besde her, and her
memory never left him. Later still he again
wrote: "After she died | dreamed of her every
night for many months—I think the better part
of a year. . . dways with a kind of quiet hap’
piness which became so pleasant to me that |
never lay down at night without a hope of the
vision coming back in one shape or another."
And in the year of his own death: "She is so
much in my thoughts at all times . . that the
recollection of her is an essentid part of my
being, and is as inseparable from my existence as
the beating of my heart is." Mary Hogarth had
a profound influence on Dickens'swork. Sheit
was who introduced into the novelist's imagine
ation that very young, very sweet and perfect
woman who was constantly to appear inhis pages.
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Every writer is similarly haunted by certain
figures, to whom he feds linked by strong
emotional bonds. In the case of Dickens we have
so0 far been seeing the unhappy little boy, forced
to lead a hard life amongst unfriendly people,
himself remaining good meanwhile; and this
little boy (who is Dickens) will be Oliver Twist
and David Copperfield in successon. He will
now be joined by the frail, disembodied young
girl; and Mary Hogarth will become Little Nell
in the Old Curiostty Shop, "Agnes in David
Copperfiefd, and the heroine, of Little Dorrit.
Similarly, in the novels of Stendhal, Fabrice,
Julien, and Lucien Leuwen, are different aspects
of one and the same character, just as Peter
Bezoukhoff and Levine ae in Tolstoy's work.

Charles and Catherine Dickens reorganized
their mode of life. Another sger, Georgina
Hogarth, came to live with them, and Dickens
resumed his work. Success was bringing him
countless commissions. Every publisher was
eager to secure gories from him for publication in
monthly parts, and he undertook Oliver Twist.
Oliver was a very different person from Pick
wick. This time Dickens was not providing
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dices of loosaly linked adventures, but was
building a continuous story, anovel. Ittoldthe
story of an orphan boy, brought up at firstin
the dreaded workhouse, that Bastille of the poor
which had been created by the new Poor Laws,
and showed his escgpe from apprenticeship, and
how in London he fell into a den of thieves, but
remained virtuous in their midst.

The workhouse in those days was intensely
loathed by the common people of England, and
Oliver Twist did much to draw attention to the
faults of the institution. The novel as a whole,
in spite of some overladen and melodramatic
painting, seemed brilliant and moving, and his
second book made Dickens's fame quite secure
at the age of twentysix.

While Oliver Twist was concluding publican
tion, still in monthly parts which were never
written in advance, Dickens had begun pub’
lishing another book—Nicholas Nickleby. This
showed plenty of confidence in his powers of
resstance and invention, but the Dickens of that
time, notwithstanding his small stature, left an
impression of unforgettable strength on all who
came in contact with him. He struck Mrs.
Carlyle as a man made of ged, and Leigh Hunt
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was taken aback to find, in a polite drawing

room, this astonishing creature with the life and
soul of fifty human beings. His appearance sug'
gested a great man of action, a great man of
business, rather than a writer. His genius was
there, his generosity and his creative urgeaswell;
but with them there dwelt aways the respectable
Englishman of 1838, certain that success is a
virtue, and desirous, for himself and his depen

dents, of a brilliant and comfortable existence.
And the blend was pleasing, because all these
traits were suffused by a blithe, irresistible zest
which carried all beforeit.

At this time Dickens had a constant craving
for movement. A printer waiting for copy was
always at his heds, and he worked all morning,
from breakfast until luncheon. In the afternoon
he took long walks, or rode, to shake off mental
fatigue and to recover his contact with the stuff
and substance of England on which he de
pended. Whenever he could get a little way
ahead of the compositors he allowed himself a
day off—that is, a day of healthy physical
exhaustion. Then his friend Forster would get
an urgent note from him: "What a brilliant
morning for acountry walk!... Isit possible
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that you can't, oughtn't, shouldn't, mustn't,
wont be tempted, this gorgeous day! . ., | dart
precisely—precisdly mind—at haf/past one.
Come, come, come, and walk in the green lanes.
You will work the better for it all the week.
COME! I shall expectyou. ...Doyouknow,l
shouldn't object to an early chop at some village
inn? . . . Where shall it be—oh where—Hamp
stead, Greenwich, Windsor ?WHERE ???7? ? For
who can be of any use whatsumdever such a day
as this, excepting out of doors."

But above all ds he needed his nocturnal
walks in the London dregts. This was a habit
which he had kept from childhood and seemed
essentid to the flow of his inspiration. The
weather made little difference; on nights of fog
or rain or snow he would wander through the
drangest regions, catching a phrase as he passed
and noting it, listening at the door of one shop,
glancing in at the queer outfitting of another,
following a couple of young crooks. When a
long walk at night like this had restored contact
with his London, the morning's work was essy.

It was this, and this only, which he needed—
the teeming, dreet life of a great city. The
fashionable world gave him little. His success
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of course, had brought him countless invita-
tions, and he was sought by hodessss for atime
he enjoyed going to Lady Blessington's, but he
was never quite a his esse there. He bore with
him too many, memories of a boy's misery. As
soon as he entered a drawing-room, his accurate
eye ceased to be a wonderful registering appara
tus; it distorted, and could se only the un-
pleasant sde of people. He fdt that his strength
must rest rather on the vast mass of readers who
had the same simple feglings as himsalf.

In the life of every novelist of genius there
generaly comes a day when he feds himself
capable of creating whole worlds, of supporting
unaided a whole universe. In such an hour he
conceives schemes of amost Babylonian archi-
tecture. It isthen that a Balzac sketches the plan
of aComidie Humaine, on the plinth of which he
wishes to carve a frieze of a hundred Contes
Drolatiques. It is then that a Flaubert concelves
works of the type of Salambo and La Tentation de
S Antoine. Dickens, after the publication of
Nicholas Nickleby felt in himself the strength of
a demigod. He conceived the idea of a publica-
tion modelled to some extent on Addison's
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Spectator, which would keep certain fictitious
characters in almost constant touch with the
actual, everyday life of the country. He would
choose heroes who would meet each other every
week on some pretext or other, and tell stories,
or talk of things which they had seen or books
they had received.

Every week the giants Gog and Magog would
meet in the Guildhall and converse in the style of
the Arabian Nights, in an inexhaustible flow of
humour. "I would aso commence," he went
on, "and continue from time to time, a sies
of satirical papers purporting to be translated
from some Savage Chronicles, and to describe
the administration of justice in some country that
never existed, and record the proceedings of its
wise men. The object of this saies (which if |
can compare it with anything would be some
thing between Gulliver s Travels and the Citizen
of the World) would be to keep a specia outlook
upon the magistrates in town and country, and
never to leave those worthies alone." This may
strike us as an unusual concern for a writer; but
it should not be forgotten that Dickens attached
grest importance to the social character of his
writings, that he had attacked the workhouses in
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Oliver Twist, the bullying schoolmaster in
Nicholas Nickleby, and that in his own eyes he
was at least as much areformer as a novelist.

Gradually the plan of the publication took
definite shape in hismind. The central character
was to be an old man, Master Humphrey, who
lived in a strange house, with a fantastic clock
which he regarded as his companion during the
long evenings. Thepublicationwould becalled
Master Humphrey's Clock. The old man would
keep old manuscripts inside his clock, and every
week he would read one of these aloud to a few
friendly neighbours.

The publication was launched in this form,
and 70,000 copies were sold of the first number.
But when readers discovered that this new ven
ture of their favourite author was not going to
be a continuous story, they were disappointed
and dropped it. The second number showed a
falling off. Dickens was deeply grieved! In
spite of his cast-iron exterior, he was nervously
sensitive, and could only writein a sympathetic
and completely friendly atmosphere. Adverse
criticisms pained him so deeply that he had to
avoid reading them. He had to win back his
popularity, and in the third number he tried
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introducing those old friends of his public—Mr
Pickwick and Sam Weller. But even that was
unavailing. But there was one story which
Master Humphrey began to tell, called The Old
Curiosity Shop; and this won the favours of both
Dickens and his public. He saw at once that
the story, which at first he had planned on a
small scale, contained the material for a long
novel, and with astonishing and unabashed
self-confidence he decided to jettison the whole
of the Master Humphrey business and to trans-
form the publication into an ordinary novel in
serid parts, in the style of his first books. This
explains why The Old Curiosity Shop, in its first
edition, opens with severd chapters quite un-
related to the book itself.

The Old Curiosity Shop was a moving and
tragic story, with its central figure, a young girl,
Little Nell, surrounded by cruel or frightening
characters. The more Dickens worked on Little
Nell, the more closely did he identify her with
the memory of his dead sister-in-law. A genuine
emotion is aways communicable; the sympathy
of the public had never been greater.

About half-way through the book he still
planned it to end happily, as all his novels
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hithertb had done. His friend Forster pointed
out to him that it would be much less common
place to make his heroine die young, so that her
graceful, virginal figurewould never be touched
by age. Dickens followed his advice, but with
much agony of spirit; once he had adopted the
idea he did all he could to postpone the moment
when he must write the last chapter. "It cads
the most horrible shadow upon me," he wrote
to Forster, "and it is as much as | can do to keep
moving at all. ... | shan't recover it for a long
time. Nobody will miss her like | shall. It is
such a very painful thing to me, that | realy
cannot express my sorrow. Old wounds bleed
afresh when | only think of the way of doing it;
what the actual doingitwill be, God knows——
Dear Mary died yesterday, when | think of this
sd story."

Forster was deeply moved when he read this,
and replied to Dickens in a letter for which the
latter thanked him: "When | first began, on your
valued suggestion, to keep my thoughts upon this
ending of the tale, | resolved to try and do
something which might be read by people about
whom Death had been, with a softened feeling,
and with consolation. . . . After you left last
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nigh:, | took my desk upstairs;, and writing
until four o'clock this morning, finished the old
story. It makes me very melancholy to think
that all these people are lost to me for ever, and |
fed as if | never could become attached to any
new s of characters.”

The book had an enormous success and did
much to heighten Dickens's reputation. He had
attained a kind of intimate pathos, without
losing his natural humour; it is a rare and price
less combination. | myself cannot read the
Dickens of this period without recalling an
observation made to me by George Moore.
We were speaking of Anatole France. "Yes,"
sad Moore, "he is a great writer. But, you
know, he thinks life is comic. . . . And life
isn't comic: it is delightful." 1 do not think
that Moore was right concerning Anatole
France, who knew very well that life was tragic,
and gave the title Histoire Comique to the most
despairing of his stories. But as regards the
fundamental idea, | think he was right. Lifeis
at once comic and tragic, and just because of
that twofold character it is delightful. Now,
Dickens had grasped that gracious melancholy
of human life, that veiled, misty gaiety. No
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doubt There were others, like Sterne or Gold

smith, who had expressed it before; but, perhaps
because his harsh childhood had so long soaked
him in the life of the common people, he was
more capable tfhan they had been of bringing a
whole race of ordinary readers to share both his
gloom and his merriment.
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LIFE AND WORKS (continued)

N the yer 1842 Dickens waes thirty, and one

of the most famous men of his time. He

was read as widely in Americaasin England.
Numerous American reedes were eeger for a
visit from him, and ajourney acrossthe Atlantic
tempted him because he fdt that he had a mis
son to fulfil in the United States.

At that time there was no convention between
Great Britain and the United Saes for the pro
tection of authors copyrights. English writers
were "pirated” with no hope of redress Success
had perhgops made Dickens over confident,
for he thought that he would only have to
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cross the ocean and explain the situation, and
justice would be done.

His firda welcome was enthusagtic. He was
cheered at the landing/stage; such an avalanche
of letters descended on him that he had to
engage a cretary; invitations were so profuse
that he was obliged to announce that he would
accept none. He was pursued by admirers, in
his room, and even in bed. Before long this
began to pall. The only pleasure it gave him
was in marvelling at the thought that a few
books, written easly and gladly, almost for
amusement, had been enough to raise this wave
of enthusasm in a vagz and distant continent.
His emotion was astonishment, not vanity. The
detachment of the writer from his completed
wor k issuch that the noise greeting it issomething
foreign to himsdf. If he has ever fdt any pride,
it isin the ardours of creation. " It makes my
heart quieter, and me a more retiring, sober,
tranquil man to watch the dfect of thee
thoughts in all this noise and hurry, even than
if | sat, pen in hand, to put them down for the
firgd time. | fed, in the agpeds of this welcome,
something of the presence and influence of that
spirit which directs my life, and though a heavy
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sorrow has pointed upwards with unchanging
finger for more than four years past. And if |
know my heart, not twenty times this praise
would move me to an act of folly."

He was shocked by American ways and
codes. Here, as in England, his reformer's eye
had seized upon abuses, davery sickened him,
and he thought it his duty to protest; he did so
more good'heartedly than competently, and was
taken sharply to task for it. In conservative
England one could talk freely of reforms, but in
democratic America freedom of opinion did not
exist. "l am disappointed. This is not the
Republic | came to s this is not the republic
of my imagination . . . and England, even
England, bad and faulty as the old land is,
rises in the comparison."

Nor did the negotiations for the protection of
authors' copyright make headway. He was told
that it was quite impossible for American pub’
lishers to deal with an English author, because
they would not then be able to arrange and
re/fashion English novels to suit the taste of the
American public. Two months &fter his
landing at Boston Dickens wrote to a friend:
"However much | like the ingredients of this
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great dish, |1 cannot but come back to the point
upon which | started, and sy that the dish
itself goes against the grain with me, and that |
don't like it." After his return home he pub
lished his American Notes, which were decidedly
caustic and were very coldly ‘received in the
United States.

After all thisit was arelief to find himself back
in England, and to be sitting down to his
familiar tasks. He began a long novel, Martin
Chuzzewit, and this time he widened to some
extent his usua themes. The book started off
with some strong satire against a failing which
the most clear-sighted Englishmen were then
singling out as a national failing—hypocrisy.
Pecksniff is not Tartuffe; he is the humanitarian
hypocrite cloaking thick-skinned egotism and
unrelenting avarice under spesches all redolent
of sympathy and generosity. "It has been said
that M r. Pecksniff was a moral man. So he was.
Perhaps there never was a more moral man, than
Mr. Pecksniff. ... He was a most exemplary
man; fuller of virtuous precepts than a copy-
book. Some people likened him to a direction-
post, which is always telling the way to a place,
and never goes there; but these were his enemies;
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the shadows cast by his brightness—that was
all.”

It was Dickens's original intention to write
on the firs page: "Scene: your own house.
Characters. yourselves." That should be remenv
bered by those who nowadays accuse him of
having had a dresk of Pecksniff in his own
character. Who hasn't ?

From the gtart the publication hung fire: per
haps because this attack on what was then a
widespread attitude wounded a great many
readers, or perhaps, because the over compli’
cated plot was boring. The fact remained that
the sde of its monthly parts fell at once from the
70,000 level =2 by The Old Curiosity Shop to
20,000. This was all the more serious for
Dickens as he had by now become used to a
generous scde of living, further enlarged by his
increasing family, and he was in red need of
money. Accordingly, with the fifth issue, he
decided to send his hero, Martin, over to
America, intending thus to stimulate interest by
a portrayal ofthe New World. But in vain: in
vain too did he create the character of Mrs.
Gamp, the nurse who spoke an amazing lingo
with phrases as rich as those of Sam Weller
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himself. The sdes rose slightly, but not enough
to stidy the author.

As the publication of Martin Chuzzewit drew
to a close, he began working on A Christmas
Carol.

Nothing could have been more apt to allure
Dickens than the traditions of an English
Christmas. Hisrulingidea, amost his soleidea,
was the need for more mutual trust and affection
between men. At Christmastide, he felt, this
affection found frer expresson. He loved
merriment, which to him seemed an essentia
part of charity. A Christmas dinner, with
mistletoe and turkey, plunvpudding and punch,
a Yuletide gathering of a large family—here
was a spectacle after his own heart! Even Mr.
Pickwick had never been more truly himself
than when he was playing blind man's buff on
Christmas Day at old Mr. Wardle's. Inwriting
his Christmas books (and for five years here
after he was to write one each year). Dickens had
two ams in view. One was his own pleasure,
his delight in describing busy people moving
about his beloved London dredts, with noses
rather red, and arms laden with parcels, but
with their hearts glowing at the thought of the
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pleasure they were going to bring to others.
His other aim was to remind the rich and the
well-to-do that Christmas is not only a day of
duffed turkeys and plum/puddings, but a day
of reconciliation and kindness, which cannot be
worthilycelebrated unless one has made one's
pesce with the poor.

That is the theme proper of A Christmas
Carol It tells of a miserly old merchant, Mr.
Scrooge, who is utterly contemptuous of these
ridiculous fedtivities and keeps his employees
working up to the very last minute on Christmas
Eve. During the night three phantoms disturb
his rest: the spirits of Christmas past, of Christ
mas present, of Christmas future. These three
bear him off through the town, letting him se
the genial kindliness of certain poverty-stricken
homes and showing him what comes from hard-
ness of heart, and in the end Scrooge himself,
converted to the Christmas spirit, becomes open-
handed and affectionate. The book was charm-
ingly sentimental, perhaps a little too much so
for an exacting taste, but so sncere that the
author declared that he had wept and laughed
ashewroteit, andinthinking it out had walked
fifteen or twenty miles through the snowy
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London dredts at an hour when all good men
were abed. Next year he wrote The Chimes in
the same spirit, and for the Christmas dfter that,
The Cricket on the Hearth.

A Christmas Carol was very popular, but
did not secure the financial success on which
Dickens counted. After the comparative failure
of Martin Chuzzewit this came as a great dis'
appointment to him. He saw that it would be
impossible for him to carry on in London thee
very costly style of living which he had adopted
there, and decided to make a long day on the
Continent, firgt in Italy and then in France,
where, not being well known, he would not be
obliged to entertain, and whereliving in any cae
was chegper. He &t out for Italy with his wife
and children, and, of course, one of his Sgers’
inlaw.

From his prolonged residence abroad Dickens
brought back severd books, but these books,
curiously enough, were books about England
and on the favourite themes of his younger days.
It seemed as if this excellent observer lost his sight
as soon as he ceasd to breathe English air.
Occasionally, in a letter, one can find a delight'

58



DICKENS

ful picture of French or Italian life, but when he
introduces foreign ways into one of his novels
(as, for example, the picture of Marsallles at the
beginning of Little Dorrit) it is adways under the
conventional masks of the Frenchman or the
Italian of the English novel. It becomes more
and more noticeable how powerless the novelist
is to make use of anything that has not been
passad again and again through the retort of time
and how genuine inspiration sazes him only
when he reverts to the themes of his childhood.
Literary composition, for him, is bound up with
his endless nocturnal wanderings through a
great city. When he had written a few chapters
he would suddenly fed the need of having the
advice of his English friends, make a hurried
trip to London, arrange a reading before them,
observe the effect, and return with renewed
courage. His craving for approval had now
reached the pitch of feeling a need for that direct
thrill which can be produced by reading aloud:
a somewhat dangerous longing, because it drove
him to sk effects and dramatic effects

In Paris he rented the small house of the
Marquis de Castellane at 48 Rue de Courcelles.
Like every good Englishman, he visited the
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Morgue, the Louvre, Versailles, the ste of the
Bastille, and the prison of Saint Lazare. He saw
King Louis'Philippe passing, and was greatly
amused to se the Prefet of Police riding in front
of the carriage, ceasdedy turning his head to
right and to left, like a figure orra Dutrh clock,
as if he suspected every blossom on the trees of
the ChampSElysees. His plessantest memory
was of meeting Victor Hugo in asplendid house
in the Place Royale; and surdly no two men"
were more likely to understand each other than
the author of Les Misirahles and the author of
Oliver Twist.

During hisday inParis, Dickenswasworking
on a new book, Dombey and Son. In Martin
Chuzzewit he had portrayed hypocrisy; this
time he attacked pride. Dombey is a rich
busness man, who lives only for his firm, the
prosperity of which fills him with extravagant
pride. He is passonately interested in his son
Paul, not so much because of love for him as
because he s in Paul his successor. His
daughter, who is charming, he desises and
neglects. The death of little Paul chagtens his
pride and regtores him to humility, and after
various episodes unites him at last with his

60



DICKENS

daughter. The book was well received, and
enabled Dickens to recover the host of readers on
which he st so much dore, this time seadfest
and satisfied.

His books were now reaching the great popu’
lace, while Darbey and Son was in course of
publication he had occasion to go up to London
to visit one of his boys, who wasill. An old
maidservant employed in the school was told
who the father of the young patient was, and
semed to be thunderstruck. "Heavens, maam!’
she exclaimed. "Is the young gentleman upstairs
the son of the man who put together Dombey?"
And when asked why she seemed so surprised,
She declared that she could never have believed
that one single man could have "put together"
Dombey. "But you can't read!" they said to
her. True, she admitted: but she lived in lodg
ings with some other people, and on the first
Monday of every month there was a tea-party at
which the landlord read out the monthly issue
of Dotnbey and Son. "Good gracious, ma'am!"
sheadded. "I thoughtitwould have needed three
or four men at least to put together Dombey!"

The success of this novel brought Dickens
home to London, where he immediately found
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himself caught up in a web of occupations
foreign to his books. He had aways been
strongly attracted to the theatre. (He was gifted
with extraordinary mimic powers, and used
often to amuse his children or friends with imita

tions of actors or prominent persondity:*.) A

charity performance gave him an ripening to
indulge this foible of his, and along with a few
friends he organized a performance of Ben
Jonson's Every Man in His Humour. Dickenswas'
producer, Sage manager, carpenter, scene/shifter,

and played the chief part—all to perfection. He
gave himself up to it entirely, true to his motto—
"ifathing is worth doing, it is worth doing
well." The success was only too complete,

because severd charities asked for the play to be
repeated for their benefit. The company had to
go to the provinces, and this feverish excitement
was harmful to Dickens's health. He had vio'
lent headaches, and his eyes gave him trouble.

But he was insatiable, and founded a daily
newspaper, the Daily News. It really ssemed as
if he felt an absolute need to overwhelm himself
with toil. The prospectus declared that Dickens
wished to remain untrammelled by any influence
or party spirit, and that the newspaper would be
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devoted to combating evil, and advancing the
welfare of the poor and the happiness of society.
An essentialy Dickensian policy. But by now
he remained so much the master of his public
that he had a fleeting idea of founding a weekly
publication which hewould have simply called
Charles Dickens Coming from anyone dse, the
notion might have been ridiculous; from him, it
was quite natural. It was Dickens, and Dickens
alone, whom his readers desired; to them he was
not an author but an institution, an apostle, a
friend. On Christmas Day he used to receive
gifts of vegetables, poultry, flowers, sent by
humble folk from every corner of England. He
was a wonderful living symbol of the best
qualities in these English people—their activity
and their goodwill.

After three months he was forced to recognize
that he was not cut out to be a newspaper editor,
and resigned the post. He continued only as a
contributor to the Daily News. But as compen
sation he launched aweekly publication, House
hold Words, which, in contrast to the other
experiment, he edited very well, because it pub’
lished only imaginative writing, of which he
was a good judge.
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Meanwhile, however, his personal work was
his primary concern, and he was thinking about
a new book. His friend Forster had suggested
that he should try to write in the first person.
The advice appealed to him; he thought it over
carefully, and was tempted, thisr timeto.- draw
upon his own life for his novel. We nave ssn
how Dickens hitherto had seemed to regard the
memories of hisearly lifewith an amost religious
dread; he mentioned them to nobody, and had
pushed them out from his memory. It now
seemed to him that in depicting them there might
be akind of liberation, and he resolved to make
Charles Dickens the hero of his next novel.
He looked round for a name, hesitating between
Copperwood, Trotfield, Copperfield. When
hefinally decided on David Copperfield, Forster
pointed out that the hero's initials were the same
as his own reversed. Dickens was much
impressed by this coincidence, in which he saw
a kind of predestination.

When he had overcome the first barriers of his
modesty, he plunged wholeheartedly into his
book. David Copperfield, as everyone knows, is
the story of a small boy whose father dies and
who s his mother marry again. The wicked
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Stepfather, Mr. Murdstone, gets rid of the child
by sending him, first to a school run by a cruel
master, and then, after his mother's death, to be
apprenticed to a wine/merchant, where David
is employed in sticking labels on bottles. With
slight pdificaions (the death of the parents), it
was the story of Dickens's childhood. A nd fur
ther, towards the end, David becomes an author.

There is dso a more mysterious resemblance,
so well veiled that only Dickens himself was
able to discern it. David Copperfield married
aqgirl wife, a charming creature, but incapable
of running a household. In the character of
Dora, Dickens evoked both the memory of an
ealy love and that of the failure of his own
married life. But Dora died, and her place was
taken by Agnes, the perfect woman, a marriage
whereby, it may be, Dickens fictitiously allied
himself to his 9ger in'law, Mary Hogarth, of
whom he had been deprived. For one of the
most alluring elements in this wonderful craft is
this magical power of giving yourself in the
feigned world those joys which the world has
refused you.

The portrayal of poor Dora was delicate and
indulgent:
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" 'My deares life | said one day to Dora,
'do you think Mary Anne has any idea of
time?

" 'Why Doady?' enquired Dora, looking
up, innocently, from her drawing.

" "My love, becauseit's five, and we were to
have dined at four.'

"Dora glanced wistfully at the clock, and
hinted that she thought it was too fad.

" "On the contrary, my love,' said |, refers
ring to my watch, 'it's a few minutestoo sow.’

"My little wife came and sat upon my knee,
to coax me to be quiet, and drew a line with
her pencil down the middle of my nose but |
couldn't dine off that, though it was very
agreeable.

" 'Don't you think, my dear, sad I, ‘it
would be better for you to remondrate with
Mary Anne?'

" 'Oh no, please! | couldn't, Doady!" said
Dora.

" "Why not, my loves | gently asked.

" 'Oh, because | am such a little goese'
said Dor a, 'and she knows | am!"

"1 thought this sentiment so incompatible
with the establishment of any sysem of check
on Mary Anne, that | frowned alittle.

" 'Oh, what ugly wrinklesin my bad boy's
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forehead !" said Dora, and still being on my
knee, she traced them with her pencil; putting
it to her rosy lips to make it mark blacker, and
working at my forehead with a quaint little
mockery of being industrious and quite
delighted me in spite of mysalf.
There's a good child," sad Dora, 'it

makes it faces so much prettier to laugh.’

" 'But my love,' sad .

" 'No, no! please!' cried Dora, with a kiss,
‘don't be a naughty Blue Beard! Don't be
serious!

The most successful portrait in the whole book
is that of Dickens's father, under the immortal
guise of Mr. Micawber. Al those who knew
John Dickens recognized himin Mr. Micawber,
delightful and ludicrous, aways ruined, always
resilient, always satisfied.

" 'My dear young friend," said Mr. Micaw
ber, 'l am older than you; a man of some
experience in life, and—and of some ex
perience, in short, in difficulties, generaly
speaking. At present, and until something
turns up (which | am, I may sa, hourly
expecting), | have nothing to bestow but
advice. Still my advice is so far worth taking
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that—in short, that | have never taken it
mysdf, and am the —here M r . Micawber,who
had been beaming and smiling, all over his
head and face, up to the present moment,
checked himself and frowned—'the miserable
wretch you behold.’

" "My dear Micawber!" urgdd his wite.

"'l sy, returned Mr. Micawba, quitefor-
getting himself, and smiling again, 'the miser'
able wretch you behold. My advice is, never
do to morrow what you can do to day. . .
After which he was grave for a minute or so.

" "My other piece of advice, Copperfield,*
said Mr. Micawber, 'you know. Annual
income twenty pounds, annual expenditure
nineteen nineteen six, result happiness. Annual
income twenty pounds, annual expenditure
twenty pounds ought and, result misery. The
blossom is blighted, the leaf is withered, the
God of Day goes down upon the dreary scene,
and—and in short you are for ever floored. As
I am!

" T o make his example the more impressive,
Mr . Micawber drank a glass of punch with an
air of great enjoyment and satisfaction, and
whistled the College Hornpipe."

Dickens has often been blamed for having
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used, in David Copperfield, the character of his
father, and his mother's in Mrs. Nickleby, and
for having caricatured his friends in severd of
his works. | do not think the reproach isjusti’
fied. An artist is not free to choose the charac
ters wbom he will depict. He is tempted to
write only about people who have roused his
strong feelings or his keen interest. The odds
are heavy that these people will be those with
whom he has lived, and probably that they are
members of his family. If Dickens is to be
blamed for the choice of his characters, we
should be much more stern, for instance, on
Stendhal. The author of La Chartreuse de Parme
divided humanity into a certain number of
dasses, for each of which he chose a prototype;
and these prototypes were all borrowed from the
gory of hisown childhood. Certain figures had
then deeply impressed him, and of them he made
use. His father, along with his tutor, the Abbe
Raillane, was the prototype of the "rascal"
class, one of his aunts served as a model for the
cdass of belles ames a I'Egagnde his uncle
Romain Gagnon was the prototype of the Don
Juan class. And ifwe turn to Balzac it would
be essy to show that he too made use of persons
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who played important parts in his life, trans

muting them into heroes or heroines of fiction.
All his mistressess—Madame de Berny, the
Duchesse de Castries, Madame Hanska—served
him as successve models. |f English examples
are called for, it will suffice to gamine the case
of Meredith, and, in our own day, that of D. H.
Lawrence, who, in Sons and Lovers, drew a
portrait of his father infinitely more ruthless than
that of Mr. Micawber. On this count there is'
no need to praise Dickens or to blame him, but
only to record a genera phenomenon. Thereis
no art without models.

The success of David Copperfield surpassed that
of all Dickens's other books. For many readers
its interest was heightened by their discernment
of its autobiographical character. For the first
time Dickens had been freed from his need for
far/fetched inventions, and had been content,
amost throughout the whole book, with hap
penings that were perfectly possible. No doubt
the real memories had restrained his imagination.

After David Copperfield Dickens was no longer
just a great writer; he was the great writer, with
a position unique in England, in the now
friendly United States, and even on the Conti
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nent, where his works had been translated. The
cals on his energy were by now innumerable.
He had acquired the habit of public speaking,
and as he spoke with fluency and feeling, every
charity in seach of a chairman for a meeting
made ise of him. His life was so crowded that
he was obliged to regulate his day very strictly,
continuing to rise early, to write in the morning
and take afternoon walks in the dreds aways-
in search of the sne of isolation in the crowd.
To those who now saw him for thefirst time
he still, asin his early days, gave the impression
of a man of action rather than of an artist. His
need for activity, for losing himself, had come to
be amost morbid. He had a horror of being
alone; even when plunged in work he needed to
fed his family around him, to s them at meals,
to be consulted by them about the smalest
details. Everything in the household interested
him, even things which ordinarily are women's
concerns. Not a nail was hammered in without
his assnt. He was the centre of everything—
the children's games, their playacting, the
organization of a dinner or a village cricket
match, and he lavished his energies with in’
credible esgerness.  If the children or a servant
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fell ill, he was the best physician, and gave out
such a feeling of well-being that his entry into
the sick-room was enough to refresh the invalid.

Notwithstanding all this domestic and social
activity, novels came one after the other: Bleak
House, Little Dorrit, Hard Times—this last a pic-
ture of industrial life and a hostile eriticism of
current economic doctrines, a book containing
the fine symbolic scene in which the children of
Mr. Gradgrind, the man of hard facts, peep
through the circus tent at the world of fantasy.
Little Dorrit is not one of Dickens's most admired
novels, but it is nevethdess a fine book. It
takes us again to Marshasea Prison, depicted
this time in its curious inner life, and satirizes
English bureaucracy in the chapters devoted to
the Circumlocution Office:

"In this book," writes Alain, the French
critic, "you will find Barnacles (as Dickens calls
the bureaucrats) of every age and size. There
are large, powerful Barnacles, like Lord Deci-
mus Barnacle, who represents the Barnacle
of the Upper Chamber. There are small Bar-
nacles in the House of Commons whose task is
to express public opinion by crying "Oh!" or
"Ah!" and finally a great bed of Barnacles at
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the Ci cumlocution Office. The Barnacles are
very well paid, and all wish to be still better
paid, to secure the creation of new posts to which
their relatives and wives relaives can cling.
They marry their daughters and sders to politic
cians,’ who thus become attached to the bed of
the Barnacles and found a race of little Barnacles,
and the makvsBarnacles, in their turn, marry
well'dowered maidens to the greaer glory,
solidity and authority of the Barnacles yet to
come."

This picture of bureaucratic life, of the in’
credibly ingenious defences put up by officialdom
against the wretches who try to obtain a definite
answer from them, would have sufficed any
other author as the topic of a novel. But Dickens
flung ten topics into a single book, and Little
Dorrit is a dense fores of richly interwoven plots.

But this immense strength was being worn out
by excessve toil. Dickens fet his facility for
writing diminishing. His impatience, always
marked, became frightening; he could no longer
day in one place. He was continually wanting
to go and work somewhere s, at the seeside, or
abroad; occasionally he even thought of Aus'
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tralia. "Y ou will hear of me in Paris, probably
next Sunday, and | may go on to Bordeaux.
Have genera ideas of emigrating in the summer
to the mountain ground between France and
Spain. Am altogether in a dishevelled date of
mind—motes of new books in the dirty air,
miseries of older growth threatening to close upon
me. Why isit, that as with poor David, a ssnse
comes always crushing on me now, when | fall
into low spirits as of one happiness | have
missed in life, and one friend and companion
| have never made? . . . However srange it is
to be never at rest, and never satisfied, and ever
trying after something that is never reached, and
to be aways laden with plot and plan and care
and worry, how clear it is that it must be, and
that one is driven by an irresistible might until
the journey is worked out! It is much better to
go on and fret, than to stop and fret. As to
repose—for some men there's no such thing in
this life. The foregoing has the appearance of a
small sermon; but it is so often in my head in
these days that it cannot help coming out. The
old days—the old days! Shall | ever, | wonder,
get the frame of mind back as it used to be then?
Something of it perhaps—but never quite as it
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used to be. | find that the skeleton in my
domestic closet is becoming a pretty big one."
This mood of discouragement was not ex
plained only by work and fatigue. Almost from
the fird¢ days of his marriage Dickens had
realized that he had made a wrong choice. His
wife did no' understand him; she was not suited
to him and was no happier than he was himself;
and by now they had ten children, and did not
get on any better. "Poor Catherine and | are
not made for each other, and there is no help for
it. Itis not only that she makes me uneasy and
unhappy, but that | make her so too—and much
more s0. Sheis exactly what you know, in the
way of being amiable and complying; but we
ae drangely ill-assorted for the bond there is
between us. God knows she would have been
a thousand times happier if she had married
another kind of man, and that her avoidance of
this destiny would have been at least equally
good for us both. | am often cut to the heart by
thinking what a pity it is, for her own sske, that
| ever fell in her way; and if | were sick or dis'
abled to-morrow, | know how sorry she would
be, and how deeply grieved mysdlf, to think how
we had lost each other. But exactly the same
75



DICKENS

incompatibility would arise, the moment | was
well again; and nothing on earth could make
her understand me, or suit us to each other. Her
temperament will not go with mine."

It was all true. But there was plenty of selfish'
ness and unfairness in Dickens's attitude! He
had charm and kindliness, but he was an egotist
and highlystrung. The artistis ot a man who
lives easily. In order to creste aworld, he must
be able to escape from the real one, and to do
this he must obliterate the actual world so far as
he is concerned and let rea life be dumb; he is
impatient of the dightest noise, and cannot allow
himself to be disturbed by even the most neces
sy questionings. He is confirmed in his atti’
tude by the indulgence and even respect which
generally surround him. He ssms clearly, for
his own part, that awork about which so many
readers talk to him, which he feds so valuable
for so many people, desrves the tribute of this
investing slence and unbroken peace. He is
convinced of this, and all his readers would
approve. But one is bound to sympathize with
the difficult position of the woman who has to
reconcile this respect for creative work with the
organization of apractical life. To be anovelist's
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wife is truly dreadful. Think of the demands
made by Tolstoy, who not only insisted on his
wife and family living in accordance with the
idess he propounded—a life of simplicity, with
no servants—but at the same time required her
to be ready to entertain ten or a dozen friends
under his ?00f. There too the writer believed
that he had countless grievances against his
wife, and yet there would be plenty to sy in
defence of the other party.

In Dickens's case, one's surprise is greater
because of the obviously deep kindliness of the
man himself, a quality aso expressed so often in
his works. But that kindliness of disposition
had been thwarted by the impatience which his
excessively rapid success had fostered. From the
age of twenty he had succeeded in everything;
nothing had stood in his way, and by now he
would hardly admit that anything could do so.
His every desre must be instantly satisfied. |If
he wished to ¢ off for the Continent, it must
not be in a fortnight or a week, but to-morrow.
Was he tired of his house? Did he want to
change it? The move must be made that same
month.

So long as work was essy for him he had been
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able to hold himself in check. Up to David
Copperfieli his materials were so abundant, his
memories so rich, that if some vexation or upset
made him lose one idea, he had scores of others
ready to hand. But from Little Dorrit onwards,
from the time he was forty/five, hiswork bdcame
more trying to him. He had never made notes,
but now he took to arranging dius of paper and
hunting for ideas, and at the same time, of course,
his nerves became more and more strained. Mrs.
Dickens, as the midress of a household, was
always of the Dora type. Now in no way was
Dickens more exacting than in the running of
his house. This great writer was a termagant
housewife. It wasamaniawith him: at hisown
desk he could not gtart work unless the books
and paper and pens were all aligned in battle
order. When two such different temperaments
are confronted, everything becomes an excuse for
a clash.

What sort of woman was Catherine (Kate)
Dickens? We do not know her particularly
well. It does not seam that her husband por
trayed her in any of his heroines. We have first'
hand descriptions of a small, amost pretty
woman, with deepy blue eyes a turned'up nose,
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and arettreating, irresolute chin. Letters give
glimpses of a rather awkward and slightly
absurd person, apparently not very capable of
looking &fter herself or her family. Dickens is
for ever reminding her not to neglect the children
too much. In later years her dder Georgina
was to write that a natural incompetence and a
kind of constitutional hgplessness made Kate
aways throw the care of her children on to
others, from their earliet days. When one of
the children falls serioudy ill, the letter from
Dickens to his wife on the subject is not at all
that of a father writing to a normal mother. His
tone is that which one would adopt in address
ing a neurotic, incapable of facing facts. Every
thing goes to show that, in her husband's life,
Catherine Dickens was a burden rather than a
support. At first he bore with her good
humouredly, because he was young and she was
fresh; then, as he aged and his health became
less good, his nerves more strained, his work
more burdensome, the amusement with which
he at first watched her was bound to turn to
irritation.

Y et helived with her for twenty/two years, and
she bore him ten children. Concerning the final
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rupture drange dories have circulated,, Some
have declared that Dickens had once again met
Maria Beadnéll, the Dora of hislate teens True,
he did meet her again: or more exactly, she got
into touch with him, as often happens when the
auitor rgected at twenty has become famé6us at
fifty, as happened much more quickly in the
cae of Byron and Mary Chavprth, or much
more bedatedly with Goethe and Lotte Buff.
And nearly always, in such circumsances, the
man is touched; balm is poured on the old
wound to his sdfrespect, and the consequent
relief inclines him to be kind.

Maria had written to Dickens after twenty
two years and he replied: " You so belong to
the days when the qualities that have done me
most good since, were growing in my boyish
heart that | cannot end my answer to you
lightly. The assodations my memory has with
you make the letter more—l| want a word—
inves it with a more immediate address to me
than such a letter could have from anybody dse"
So excited was he by this renewal of reations
that when he left for Paris he wrote to Maria
twice in one week. He wanted her to tell her
daughter that he had loved he mother with the
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mog extreme fervour when hewasalad. " | have
never been so good a man snce, as | was when
you made me wretchedly unhappy. | shall
never be half so good a fellow any more. . . ."
Naturally he aked hea whether she had read
his portrait of Dor a, and whether she had recog'
nized features of'her own in that: " People ussd
to sy to me how preity all that was, and how
fanciful it was, and how eevated it was above
the little foolish loves of very young men and
women. But they little thought what reason |
had to know it was true and nothing more nor
less™

The mog curious of all these remarks is ™|
have never been so good a man since” It was
probably true, and Kate Dickens mug fre
guently have paid for the caprices of Maria
Beadnell. But in Little Dorrit there is a scene
when Arthur Clennan, after twenty years, mests
the woman he loved long ago, who is called
Florainthenove: " | n hisyouth hehad ardently
loved thiswoman, and had heaped upon her all
the locked'up wealth of his affection and
imagination. That wealth had been, in his
desrt home, like Robinson Cruso€s money;
exchangeable with no one, lying idle in the

81



DICKENS

dark to rust, until he poured it out for for. Ever
since that memorable time, though he had, until
the night of his arrival, as completely dismissed
her from any association with his Present or
Future as if she had been dead (which she might
easly have been for anything he knew), life had
kept the old fancy of the Past unchanged, in its
old sacred place.” But Flora had grown stout
and the shock is painful: "Flora, aways tall,
had grown to be very broad too, and short of
breath; but that was not much. Flora, whom
he had left alily, had become a peony; but that
was not much. Flora, who had seemed enchant'
ing in all she said and thought, was diffuse and
silly: that was much. Flora, who had been
spoiled and artless long ago, was determined to
be spoiled and atlessnow: that was afatal blow."
And when Flora spegks, it is still worse: she is
a silly chatterbox. "Was it possible that Flora
could have been such a chatterer, in the days she
referred to? Could there have been anything
like her present disjointed volubility, in the
fascinations that had captivated him?"

There can be no doubt that this passage from
Little Dorrit is entirely inspired by the meeting
with the ageing MariaBeadnell,and Mr. Stephen
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Leacock, in his biography of Dickens, isindigo
nant at the episode, and full of pity for poor
Mrs. Winter (as she now was), who doubtless
read the book and realized what impression she
had made. | confess that | find this indignation
exaggerated. In the first place, we know that
Mrs. Winter, in Spite of the publication of Little
Dorrit, remained friendly with Dickens. It is
possible that the scene was sufficiently disguised
to' avoid offending her; it is aso possible that
Maria was intelligent enough to understand that
every novel is an interpretation, not a literal
transcript, of reality. It is certain that the shock
of finding his Maria Beadnell in the guise of a
rather corpulant matron was the starting-point
of this scene; but it is probable that the emotions
of Arthur Clennam and Flora differed widely
from those of Charles Dickens and Mrs.
Winter.

In any caxe it could not have been the en-
counter with the mature woman which suddenly
endangered a marriage of twenty-two years
duration. Others have maintained that Kate's
younger sSgter, Georgina, conquered her brother-
in-law and put her sger in the background.
There is no documentary support for this theory,
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and one of Dickenss daughters left formal
evidence in which she made it plain how great
a debt of gratitude the children owed to their
aunt, and stating explicitly that Georgina
Hogarth played no part in the rupture. To be
quite accurate, it should be added that this
statement of the daughter can only prove that
e hersdf, like Dickens, preferred Georgina to
her mother. Dickens'swill showsthat Georgina
Hogarth heldfirst place in his affections. It was
to her that he bequesathed, not only a substantial
fortune, but all his most persona and valued
tokens. In the account which Dickens pub’
lished of these events, he said: "My girls, and
all my children but the edest son, to live with
me, in the continued companionship of their
aunt Georgina, for whom they have the tenderest
affection that | have ever seen among young
people, and who has a higher claim (as | have
often declared for many years) upon my affection,
respect, and gratitude than anybody in the
world."

Sir Henry Dickens writes in his memoirs:;
" Of my dear Aunt Georgina Hogarth | wish to
sy this: she was one of the dearest friends | ever
had. . . . She originally became a member of
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the household a Gad's Hill, shortly after my
father's return from his first visit to America,
and remained there until his death. After that
she, | and my dear Sgter Mamie, took a house
together.... Inthewell/known notebook which
my famer started in January, 1855 .. . thereis a
rough and somewhat disjointed description of a
proposed character, of which the greater part was
peculiarly applicable to her: 'She sacrificed to
children—and sufficiently rewarded. From a
child herself always the children (of somebody
e to engross her—and so it comes to pess that
dhe is never married—never herself has a child;
is aways devoted to the children of somebody
else—and they love her; and she has aways youth
dependent on her till her desth—and dies quite
happily.™

A Il of this seams perfectly probable, and it is
not necessry to suppose any carnal love between
Dickens and his sister'in law. The common
home, the common love for a numerous family,
the efficiency which aso was shared by Dickens
and Georgina Hogarth, are sufficient to explain
their marked happiness in living together.

Georgina Hogarth herself wrote to Mrs.
Winter at the time of the separation: "l am per-'
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fectly convinced that this plan will be for the
happiness of all. . .. My sger and Charles have
lived unhappily for years. . . . Catherine had
often expressed a desire to go and live away, but
Charles never agreed to it, onthe girls' account.”

There is a third hypothesis. It has beto said
that Dickens, who had now been again saized
with an extreme fondness for the stage, and
accepted parts in charity theatricals, had fallen in
love with a young actress, Ellen Ternan. In a
novel based upon Dickenss life, This Sde
Idolatry, by Mr. C. Bechhofer Roberts, this
theatrical love-affair is shown as having been the
caue of Dickens's departure. It was aganst
this legend that Dickens protested when he
wrote: " Two wicked persons, who should have
spoken very differently of me in consideration of
earned respect and gratitude, have coupled with
this separation the name of a young lady for
whom | have great attachment and regard. |
will not repeat her name—I honour it too much.
Upon my soul and honour, there is not on this
earth a more virtuous and spotless creature than
that young lady. | know her to be innocent and
pure, and as good as my own dear daughters.
Further, | am quite sure that Mrs. Dickens
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having received this assurance from me must now
believeit. . . ." Theword "now" would go to
show that actually there was a moment when
Mrs. Dickens suspected the purity of the rela
tionship. It is, indeed, probable that Dickens
like mot men who pursue sylphs, was fre
quently in love. Mr. Desmond MacCarthy was
told by an old lady that one day, as a child, se
had lunched with the Dickens family, and saw
Dickens sitting there speechless, leaning his head
on his hand, in an attitude of utter dejection.
One of Dickens's children murmured in a
pitying tone: "Poor Papaisin love again." But
it realy ssams that if, as is possble, Dickens
loved this girl, his love remained platonic and,
Dickensian—the love for the sylph.

Then why the break? We do not know all
the facts necessry to understand it clearly. |
myself ssam to catch glimpses of a great weari’
ness, a constant high pitch of nerves petty but
ceedess and painful conflicts.  The relations
between these two people can be explained by
fatigue and boredom just as well as by jeaousy.
Mr. Ralph Straus, in his biography of Dickens,
is on the right track, | believe, when he says
"The sory of the next three years is one of
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amost frantic search for peace—for pesce of
mind at all costs.... Poor Kate was getting on
his nerves. . . . She had borne him ten children

. . and she was atired and prematurely worn'
out woman, who seemed to him—and, indeed,
not only to him—to betaking littleinterest in her
children and none at all in'his work. . . .
Catherine Dickens was a placid, good natured
affectionate woman . . . but she was inclined to
be lazy, e was generdly bearing a child or
being ill—occasionally, perhaps, e had been
more than merely 'queer'—and, to sy truth, her
husband was a difficult person to please."

In any casg, does it matter? The only really
interesting point for the reader is the image he
has to make of Dickens. It would certainly be
distressng for many "Dickensians" to think
that the man to whom they owe so many of their
healthiest and most humane feelings, may hinv
self have been bad at heart and hypocritical.
But such judgments ae exceedingly hasty.
Nothing is more irritating or usdess than these
posthumous lessons in morality addressed to a
great man. What do the detractors know?
How can they pess such stern judgment on the
private lives of departed heroes when every one
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of us experiences every day the pitfalls of emo-
tional and domestic life? We are such complex
creatures’ At one moment our intentions are
good, at the next our passons lead us into
"actions which afterwards we shall regret. At
what point are weto bejudged ? At the moment
of error, or at the moment of right'doing? In
order to know the real Dickens, we should have
to live his life, to know the most secret move
ments of his sensibility, and the finest shedes of
hisirritation. But what have we to go on? A
few obscurely worded letters, a few articles
written in an hour of anger. Ignorance bids us
day judgments

The documents may perhaps leave us in
doubt regarding the real qualities of the man, but
the novels prove that he was worthy of being
loved. A writer is much more himself in his
books than in his life. Using nearly all his
strength in creating and maintaining a world,
he has little left for action. Whence come his
seeming indifference, his wrought-up nervous-
ness before obstacles, his flight from the petty
caes of daily life. Goethe avoided whatever
might cause him suffering: not because he was
cowardly, but because he needed Goethe in
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order to complete Faust. |If Dickens preferred
Georgina Hogarth to Kate Dickens, it may
simply have been because she knew how to
envelope him in that atmosphere of peace and
slence wherein works of art can be born and
thrive.

The final separation was friendly, and there
was no divorce. The edest son went to live
with his mother; the other children stayed with
Dickens, and everything would have been
carried through with proper seemlinessif Dickens
had not been exasperated by London rumours
concerning these affairs, and abruptly decided to
publish in his own paper a long account of his
quarrels with his wife. This seemed to be in
rather bad taste and was generally condemned.

At Gad's Hill, which he had lately pur
chased, life resumed its course, often animated
and happy. Dickens continued to take a lively
interest in household questions, furnishing it
entirely himself and concerning himself with the
smallest details. In his library, for instance, in
order not to break the general effect, he had the
doors masked with dummy shelves of books,
for each of which he took pains to provide a
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comic tijle—Noah On Architecture (2 vols.),
Lives of Illustrious Cats (9 vols.), Five Minutesin
China (3 vols.), Jonah's Memoirs of the Whale.
He took much pleasure in helping his daugh
ters with the furnishing of their own rooms. At
holiday times.the house was full of guests, and
when they were too numerous to provide rooms
for, beds were taken for them in the village.
Dickens was an excellent host, and organized
for the children conjuring performances at which
he himself did feds of sleight'of hand. In the
evenings there were charades and pantomimes,
the rehearsds of which he supervised with
astonishing zed.

In those happy Gad's Hill days one could;
truly fed the spirit of Pickwick in the air, all
the bes in him, delight in small things, love of
life, goodwill to all men. It must have been
delightful to se Charles Dickens on the last
night of the Old Year flinging wide the front
door of the house so as to s the snow covered
countryside in moonlight and hear the church
bells ring in the New Year. There he stood,
erect, with his watch in his hand, and the child
ren surrounding him, silent and spellbound.
Suddenly the first peal rang out, and Dickens
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said: "A happy New Year to usall! God bles
usl"—and kisses, good wishes and Hand'
shakings went the rounds. A charming, truly
Dickensian scene.

In his garden he had erected a Swiss chalet, a
hermitage lost amongst the trees, where he took
refuge to work. Yes indeed, MI went well at
Gad's Hill when the spirit of turbulence did not
breathe upon the master, the time soon
came when that retlesness was never to leave
him.

It began with a public reading which he was
asked to deliver for the benefit of the Sick
Children's Hospital. He read an extract from
The Pickwick Papers, read it extremely well, and
the receipts were enormous. Several professional
organizers of entertainments saw that this offered a
new and excellent source of profit, and proposed
to Dickens to arrange tours through England and
Scotland in the course of which he would read
enes from his books. Many of Dickens's
friends warned him against such an under'
taking. This role of actor, emphasized as it was
by the extreme vein of mimicry which charac
terized Dickens's readings, did not, they felt,
accord with the dignity of the writer. Dickens
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had aged markedly during the past few years, he
looked very tired; and hardly any mode of life
could be more unhealthy than this combination
of long journeys by day and sustained efforts at
night. Besdes, why should he do it? He did
not need money; his books were bringing himin
more than he spont; his testes were comparatively
simple.

That was all quite true, but he could not
ress it. First of all, although Dickens had no
greed for money, he was a man of his time, and
was dazzled by rapid riches. He could hardly
resst the temptation of a large sum earned by a
comparatively short effort. But that was not his
chief motive. Ever since he redized that his
was a fame unrivalled by any author before him,
Dickens had suffered from an awareness that
this fame, however manifest, remained some
thing distant and intangible. What does fame
mean to a writer? Here and there he meds a
man or a woman who sys "I liked your last
book." But is that proportionate to the great
sustained effort or the emotion expended ? How
one longs for a closer communion, a more exact
echo of the emotions stirred!  When Dickens
found himself on the platform, facing that sea of
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heads, when his own ears heard that sound, so
delightful to a reader, of rising and breaking
waves of spontaneous laughter, and when he
actually saw his vast public shudder or even
weep at his bidding, he felt that he could no
longer live deprived of this delight. He could
now fed the touch of fame; he was touching it
at York when a woman whom he had never
seen stopped him in the dreet and said: "Mr.
Dickens, let me touch the hand that has brought
so many friends into my house," and in Belfadt,
when an old man came up to him d&fter his
reading and asked leave to shake hands: "Do
me the honour to shake hands, Misther Dickens,
and God bless you, Sir; not ounly for the light
you've been to me this night, but for the light
you've been in mee house, Sir (and God love
your face), this many a year." A justifiable
pleasure, it may have been. But the more of
thee readings he undertook (and he kept on
accepting offers), in saies of thirty or forty, the
greater the danger appeared.

How could he work on a long book when
living this redless life? Not only was he per
petually travelling, but, true to his perpetual
belief that a thing worth doing is worth doing
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well, he carefully prepared his readings during
his period of rest. "You have no idea how |
have worked at them. Feeling it necesary, as
their reputation widened, that they should be
better than at first, | have learnt them all, so asto
have no mechanical drawback in looking after
the words. | have tested all the serious passion
in them by everything | know; made the
humorous pointsmuch more humorous; cor'
rected my utterance of certain words; cultivated
a sdf/possession not to be disturbed; and made
myself magter of the situation." His fatigue was
the more extreme because he flung his whole
energies into each and every reading. His crea
tions of his mind, he said, were so real to him
that even after hundreds of readings he approached
the little red plush table from which he read as
fresh and esger as ever, and laughed and wept
with his audience as wholeheartedly as though
it was the first time he had been before them.
He read chiefly A Christmas Carol, the trial
e from Pickwick, and the desth of Paul
Dombey.

We have the impression of one listener who
heard Dickens read A Christmas Carol He felt,
he said, asif Dickens himself ate every mouthful
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of that Christmas dinner, and could realy se
the two Cratchits ramming their spoons into
their mouths to stop themselves from claiming
their helping of goose before their proper turn,
and really hear Tiny Tim banging on the table
with hisknife. A nd so infectious was DicRens's
enjoyment that, as he seemed to sniff the deli’
cious pudding, he could essly have persuaded
a starving family that they had actually wolfed
itall down!

A second danger shows its head in the remark
dready quoted: "I made the humorous passages
much more humorous'—that is to say, he was
tempted to ater his text for theatrical effect,
albeit he was aready only too much inclined to
write "theatrically." And there was a graver
danger still, that he could not refrain from
writing his new books with a view to public
readings. He thought of the "effective" scene,
the "curtains" of his chapters, and the quality of
his novels was correspondingly affected.

Finally, another danger: the best of his readers,
those who had become the friends of Pickwick
and David Copperfield and Dombey, were
disappointed, with that disappointment given by
an illustrated book, where a too clearly defined
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form intrudes upon the imagined form round
which artistic illusion could crystallize more
readily. A story istold, which is symbolic and
full of meaning, of an old man who, during one
of the readings, asked the organizer: "Tell me,
who is the man reading on the platform ?"

"Mr. Charles Dickens."

"But that's not the real Mr. Charles Dickens,
the one who wroe all those books | have been
reading for years?'

"Why, certainly, that is he."

The old man reflected, and said:

"Well, all I can sy isthat he has no more idea
of what Pickwick is than a cow knows about
ironing shirts! Anyhow, it ain't my idea of
Pickwick."

But Dickens turned a deaf er when Forster
and a few others urged these dangers on his
attention. And yet, in the intervals of reading,
he was working, and during this period he
wrote three more long books: A Tale of Two
Cities, Great Expectations, and Our Mutual
Friend.

In Great Expectations, the real Dickens re
appears. The portraits of Pip, the ingenuous
child confronted by the escaped convict, and of
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Joe Gargery terrified by his wife, are amongst
the best he ever drew. As in David Copperfield
he was depicting childhood, and being afraid of
repeating himself, he took up that book again to
make sure that he was handling the theme with
freshness. "l read David Copperfield again the
other day,” he wrote to Forcter, "and was
affected by it to a degree you would hardly
believe." There is something very fresh and
attractive in this way of speaking of his ow'n
books. The story recdlls one told by the daugh
ter of Tolstoy. One day Tolstoy entered the
drawing room where his wife was reading a
chapter of War and Peace to his daughters; he
stood still in the doorway listening, and when
shefinished said gravely, " I tisvery beautiful..."
| like chat honest pride of the magters; it is quite
free from conceit, for the man who listens has
long ceasad to be the man who wrote the book.

After Great Expectations Dickens hesitated a
long time before starting on a new story. He was
invited to give readings in Australia, and was
tempted. The downess of his work, and the
difficulty which he now found in assembling the
eements of a book, made the task of creation
less agreegble than it had once been. "I can
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force myself to go aboard a ship, and | can force
myself to do at that reading-desk what | have
done a hundred times; but whether, with all this
unsettled fluctuating distress in my mind, |
could force an original book out of it, is another
question.”

Nevertheless he had sketched a book, Our
Mutual Friend, but it was done without confi-
dence. For the first time he did not dare to let
the first monthly part appear until he had written
four or five. He was feeling the need to be
ahead of the printer. Our Mutual Friend is still
rich in senes that would have made any
average novelist famous, and contains in par-
ticular a remarkable painting of contemporary
upstarts, of certain forms of snobbery, and of the
first contacts of the nouveux riches with the old
aristocracy.

The novel was scarcely finished when Dickens
signed a fresh contract for thirty readings. He
no longer dept properly, and took a sleeping-
draught every night; then, plunged by this abuse
of drugs into akind of stupor, he had to counter
it with a stimulant when the time for his reading
came round. America in its turn was calling
for his readings. The old grudges had been
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forgotten there, and a new generation, offering
immense fees, was ready to greet Dickens. He
went.

He read in Boston, New Y ork, Philadelphia
and Washington. "In theicy cold of winter,"
writes Stefan Zweig, "people slept on matfresses
before the booking-office windows, and neigh-
bouring restaurants sent meds to sustain them.
No hall was big enough, and in Brooklyn the
writer was given a church for his performance.
From the pul pit he read the adventures of Oliver
Twist and the death of Little Nell." To be able
to stand this terrific strain he had to decline all
social engagements. He spent the day stretched
on a sofa, so limp that he had to be helped to
dress when the evening came. Then he dragged
himself on to the platform, and there, for an
hour, he would recover the strength to mime his
diverting or tragic scenes After his last reading
he admitted that, if there had been one more, he
could not have carried it through. On board
ship, on his way home, a deputation of pas-
sengers invited him to read in the saloon; he
replied that, rather than read again, he would
attack the ship's captain so as to be put in irons
in the hold.
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On arrival in England he prepared his fare
well reading. For this he chose a sies of
genes from Oliver Twist, concluding with the
murder of Nancy. He prepared it with the
utmost pains, he sought to clear the frontier
between the reader's art and the actor's, and he
succeeded. The, copy is extant on which he
noted his dramatic effects Where we read that
"Fagin raised his right hand and waved a
trembling finger in the air," there is a marginal
note—"Action"; and in fact, Dickens did not
spek the phrase, but acted it. Further on we
se in the margin—"murder coming" a sage direc
tion doubtless intended to remind himself when
reading that a vocal tremolo should begin. It
was immensely effective, but the reading of this
e made Dickens's pulse rise from seventy
two to a hundred and twelve, and &fter this
violent effort he noticed for the first time a
curious sympton—for severd hours he could
read only one half of the names inscribed over
shops. It was, no doubt, a slight apoplexy.

After a few weeks of res he began work on a
new book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood. Anyone
who comes fresh from a rereading of all
Dickens's work will find it curious to start this
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book, thelast, whenthefiguresof Mr. Pickwick
and David Copperfield ae still alive in his
mind. | can think of no case which shows more
clearly how an author, in mastering his craft,
can partly lose his natural gifts. The mystery in
the story is well contrived, and the background
well chosen; here and there are amazing carica
tures, but there is nothing like the old spon
taneous verve, nor the shuddering thrill of Oliver
Twist. Dickens no longer ssms to fed any
genuine emotion except in the description of
graveyards and tombs—which must have been
an obsesson with him at that time, for there are
enes at a marblcmason's, and in the cloister
of a cathedral, and a discussion about a tomb
goneinscription.

A month later, & Gad's Hill, he came into
the house shortly before dinner, after working all
day in the chaet in the garden. Only his
sister'in'law was at home. She found him very
tired and silent, and when he took his place
opposite her at dinner, she noticed how ill he
looked. The look of his face soon showed her
that it was a stroke. "Come and liedown," she
said. "Yes, on the ground,” he said very dis'
tinctly, and fell on the floor. He remained
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unconscious all night, and died next morn'

ing.

He died prematurely, at the age of fifty eight,
certainly from excessve work and excesve
activity. There would be room for useful medi’
tation on those lives which are given over, every
moment, to action. A pefect image of his
time, Dickens allowed himselfto be dominated
by the machinery of life, just as the whole of
humanity, in the nineteenth century, let itsdf
become the prisoner of its own discoveries The
inward life is doubtless the sole remedy againgt
this abdication of man before the mongers which
he has himself unleashed. But Dickens had no
inward life. His life only exised as an outward
projection, in characters or in actions. And |
would gladly believe that if Dickens lacked this
inner life, it was because like many wounded
men, he did not desre one. A deep, hidden life
always means that a man mug confront himsdlf,
face to face Dickens fled from himsdf. He
fled from the memory of a thwarted emotional
life, the memory of a degp love dain in the dawn
of youth, the memory of a hateful childhood.
And that was the cause of hisfondness for noisy
laughter and games, when he was alone he
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created talkative characters to drown his own
voice; when he could neither play nor fcreate, he
rushed hither and thither pursued by himself,
"a horse galloping before its own shadow."

In any case, even if his heart had been more
tranquil and his life more happy, | do notthink
he would have welcomed repose. Those who
posess this perilous gift of creation are scarcely
ever able to use it in moderation. The novelist's
craft is as magnificent as any, but in it there is
something at once terrible and alluring—the fact
that the writer is besst by hundreds of possible
worlds which he would like to make visible,
whereas the realization of a single one of these is
a work of patience which fillsyears of his life.
And so, perpetualy outstripped by his desires,
he lives and dies overwhelmed by toil, con’
tinually enchanted by his dreams and disillu’
sioned by his work. But it is afinelife, and a
fine death.
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DI CKENS AND THE ART OF THE NOVEL

N literature as in dress there ae fashions.
Certain books are deemed beautiful or grace
less certain authors admirable or damnable,
not because the reeder experiences pleasant or
unpleasant emotions, but because he thinks he
ought to experience them. At certain times and
in certain circles fashion will proscribe all new
literature, and at others it treets all traditional
literature with contumely, and most minds, being
timid and irresolute, acogpt dictation fromwith
out, even agand their inward fedings, if thedie
tates are delivered emphatically and continuoudly.
But fashion is intrinsically ephemerd. Those
who have ben unjustly condemned by it have
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every chance of seeing its judgments reversed by
time. Particularly in the case of a very'popular
author like Dickens, a curious rhythm is observe
able before his fame is definitdy etablished. At
firg the more fastidious, repelled by the extent of
his success and always a little depressed at
having to admire what everybody admires, sand
aloof from the author with a large public.
Between 1840 and 1890 they condemned
Dickens for the weakness of his psychology and
the far/fetched nature of his plots. Flaubert, for
ingance, exclaimed: "How little he cares for
art! Not oncedoeshementionit." Anddsy
where: " An ignoramusl A giant of good fel'
lows—but second-rate...." Then the sheeplike
crowd trample on what they admired, and
amongd the semil/literate it becomes the correct
thing to sy that Dickens is not a novdigt.
Instantly, by a swing of the eternal and inevit'
able balance, the defence of the downtrodden
author is taken up by the dect. Subtle and
ingenious defenders transform his faults into
virtues, and after having gone too far in ther
denigrations, they rush all too quickly into
unreserved adulation.

Let ustry to gand dear of these contradictory
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currents of ideas. Let us ligen to the critics,
compart their opinions with our unschooled
impressons as readers, and, to dart with, let us
se more exactly where Dickens gands in the
higory of the English novel.

What isa noyd ? Very smply, a narrative of
fictitious happenings. Why do we nesd such
narratives? Because our real life is pasad in an
incoherent universe. We long for a world sub”
ject to the laws of the spirit, an ordered world;
through our snes we know only obscure
forces, and beings with confused passons From
the novel we ssk a universe which will help us
wherein we can ssk emations without exposing
oursdves to the conssquences of authentic emo
tions, find inteligible characters, and a Destiny
on a human scale  To fulfil this role, then, it
would seam that (a novel should contain two
dements on the one hand, an image of life, a
gory in which we can believe, at leeg o long as
we are reading it, failing which our reading
would be wearisome and we should return to
oursves and on the other hand, an intellectual
congtruction, grouping these natural images
according to a human order.
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But it is not easy to compose a credible sory,
to create men and women smpler arid more
clear-cut than those around us, and yet auffi
ciently like thexe to be convincing, and for a
long time writers were far from skilled in the
art. In England, at the beginning of the eigh
teenth century, the novel propeyly so'called did
not exis. The neares approximation to a novel
at that time was the periodigil esay. Addison
published his Spectator, in which we find, week
by week, the same characters discussing current
events, rather as the Abbes Lantaigne and
Guitrel and the Prefet Worms'Clavelin do in
AnatoleFrancesHistoire Contemporaine.

But in soite of the success of the essay with its
s of characters, the eighteentlvcentury English
writers did not think of writing noves as we
know them to-day, and were doubtless checked
by technical difficulties. It is hard for us, when
looking at a form of art which has been enriched
by the gifts of tradition, to imagine the difficulty
of discovering the rules which enable it to exigt.
The "Primitives' of the novel had sentiments
and the spectade of life before them. But how
werethey to bring their characters on and off the
dage? How were they to group them in a con
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tinuous narrative? That ssemed amost an im-
possibility. Daniel Defoe found a solution in
the autobiographical method of narration in the
fird person singular. He made his hero—
Robinson Crusoe, for exanjple—tell the story of
his aSventures, and made every effort to give the
narrative a ring of truth; to make verisimilitude
doubly certain he borrowed facts and docu-
ments from historic reality. After Defoe,
Richardson invented the epistolary novel, in
which a saies of letters enabled him plausibly
to express the psychological workings of severa
characters. Was it so difficult, then? Yes. Itis
possible that many of our present-day devices—
such as the "stream of consciousness'—which
we ue so confidently, may in fifty or a hundred
yeas be regarded as pleasing archaisms, as
awkward and clumsy as the perspective of the
Primitives.

What Richardson did for psychology, Field-
ing did for narrative. Before Fielding, no con-
temporary story in England had been properly
narrated in the indirect method. Fielding mastered
his material and created a very free and straight-
forward form of novel, the form to which
England was theregfter to remain loyal. This
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main road was dightly widened by Sir Walter
Scott into the historical romance, and by Gold
smith and Sterne with the novel of humour or
sentiment.And then came Dickens. He found
anove dmog ininfancy, an unexacting public,
a vad mess of unused materid. We shadl
examine what he did, what he is blamed for,
and how his critics can be answered. We ak
him to give usa narrative which offers afoothold
to the human imagination, that is to sy, some
thing credible, dose enough to nature to endble
it to replace nature for us, but a the same time a
work of art, that is to say, ordered according to
the mind's demands.

Thefirgt complaint lodged againg Dickens by
his critics is that his novels lack construction.
They contrast the infinite pains taken by a
Flaubert, his rigorous planning of the ground
work of a novel, his tirdess revison of detail,
with the extraordinary way in which (Dickens
wrote from day to day, never seaing the book as
a whole, as its beginning was published long
before he wrote the end, and above all, with the
fact that Dickens was so lacking in a sase of
the truth of what he was doing that he was
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always ready to alter the book's course to please
the reader's fancy .) Can any modern writer
imagine how an author could have his hero so
hazily sketched in his own mind that he would
be prepared to change the character if the public
so deired? Yet that is what Dickens did a
dozen times. ,

In Dombey and Son, to take an examplewhich
has more than once been held up againg him,
the character of Walter Gay was begun in a
sympathetic tone. After the appearance of the
first monthly part, Dickens wrote to Forger:
" About the boy, who appears in the lag chapter
of the first number, | think it would be a good
thing to disappoint all the expectations that
chapter ssms to raise of his happy connection
with the gory and the heroine, and to show
him gradually and naturally trailing away, from
that love of adventure and boyish light/hearted'
ness into negligence, idleness, dissipation, dis
honety, and ruin. To show, in short, that
common, everyday, miserable declenson of
which we know so much in our ordinary life;
to exhibit something of the philosophy of it, in
great temptations and an essy nature; and to
show how the good turns into bad, by degress
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If | kept some little notion of Florence aways at
the bottom of it, | think it might be made very
powerful and very useful. What do you think?
Do you think it may be done, without making
people angry?" A curious letter indeed, because
it shows, on the one hand, bow fully Dickens
felt himself master of the material and develop'
ment of his book when he had started on pub’
lication and also, on the other hand, because of
that last sentence. For, having found this fine
theme, the chief question that strikes him is:
"Doyou think it may be done, without making
people angry?' Not to vex the reader, to give
him what he asks, to satisfy him in any circunv
dances—those seem to be his foremost concerns.
And in this particular case he doubtless decided
that the reader would have been irritated,
because he adopted the flat solution and Walter
Gay remained honest.

Again in Dombey and Son, when he reaches
the point of Paul's death, which affected him so
deeply that he walked the dreets of Paris in
tears all one night, he is neverthdess not so
moved as to be oblivious of his readers feelings.
"It occurred to me that the first chapter [of the
number] should be with Paul and Florence,
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and that it should leave a pleasant impression of
the little fellow being happy, before the reader is
caled upon to s him die. | mean to have a
gented breaking up at Dr. Blimber's therefore,
for the Midsummer vacation; and to show him
in alittle quiet light (now dawning through the
chinks of my mind), which | hope will creste
an agreeable impression.”

We have aready mentioned the instance of
Martin Chuzzlewit, who was packed off to
America in the fifth number, simply because
sdes were dropping, and that of Little Nell, who
died because Forster wished it and not at all
because her death was part of the book's plan;
but the case of Miss Mowcher in David Copper’
feld is better still. Miss Mowcher is an invalid
character, who ought to be one of those evil
grotesques for which Dickens and Victor Hugo
had a liking in common. Unluckily he had
borrowed her bodily appearance, amost exactly,
from an unfortunate little creature whom he
knew quite well. The red Miss Mowcher read
the firss number of the new book and wrote a
very saddened letter to Dickens. He was much
distressed at learning of the pain he had caused,
and replied saying so; he said that he had not
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sought to portray her, that obviously he had to
some extent copied her physical appearance, that
his characters were always a blend of severd real
people; that nevertheless he felt he had wronged
her and would put it right; that the character in
the story was destined to be an unpleasant figure,
but that although it went against the grain he
would alter Miss Mowcher so that she would
leave a very agreegble impression on the readeri
"And Chapter X X X 11 undid all that had
been done in Chapter X X11."

Similarly, the character of Skimpole in Bleak
House was altered because it bore too close a
resemblance to Leigh Hunt. The end of Great
Expectations was changed on the advice of Lord
Lytton. For once it had been Dickens's intent
tion to write a sorrowful ending; Lytton
advised him to stick to the sunny conclusions
which his public expected, and he obeyed. A ||
of which pained the critic of 1890 very deeply.
What! Hereis a writer who has an idea, who
creates characters, who has a conception of life
to express, and yet he worries about what the
circulating library subscribers will think! And
once more the great example of Flaubert is
evoked. . . .
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If Dickens's composition is injured by his
desre to'please, it is dso spoilt by a kind of
facility and indulgence towards himself. When
heis in difficulties about unravelling a situation,
he falls back on the most elementary machinery
—a Coincidence. As Gissing has remarked,
when Oliver Twist accidentally fdls in with an
old gentleman in the dregs of London, this old
gentleman happens to be none other than a
relative who had been seeking him for years
when Steerforth returns to England from his
travels with Emily, his ship is cast up by the
storm exactly on Yarmouth beach, and his body
is washed up at the fest of David Copperfield
who just happens to have taken a trip to Yar
mouth that same day.

And thexe fairytale methods are ssn over and
over again in the all'too happy endings of
Dickens's books. Look at the last chapter of
David Copperfield. A |1 the characters, transported
to Australia, ae miraculously consoled for their
griefs and cured of their faults. Little Emily,
ater all her misfortunes, buses herself with the
farmyard and benefits greatly. She is patient,
universally liked by young and old. Mrs. Gum
midge, who, back in England, was for ever
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g\umbling and invoking her late husband, has
become gentle and good-humoured, and talks
no more of "the old 'un." Mr. Micawber has
paid all his debts, and has become Wilkins
Micawber, Esqg., a well-to-do gentleman and a
local magistrate.

Sometimes even at the eleveqthhour, with the
chapter already in press, he has a last regret.
When the final chapter of Darbey and Son was
amost printed, Forster, who was looking after
the proofs, received an urgent letter from
Dickens, who was then in France, about a dog
which had played an incidental part in the
story: "I suddenly remember that | have for-
gotten Diogenes. Will you put him in in the
chapter ? After the word ‘favourite' in reference
to Miss Tox, you can add, 'except with Dio-
genes, who is growing old and wilful." Or on
the last page of all, after ‘and with them two
children: boy and girl' (I quote from memory),
you might sy 'and an old dog is generally in
their company,' or to that effect. Just what you
think best." In this desre for final justice, this
picture of the sheep on the author's right hand
and the goats on his left, there is a sentiment
which may tend to make the man Dickens more
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amiable, but, as the critic observes, makes
Dickens* the artist amost intolerable. It is
amost like afirst hint of what, long afterwards,
we saw in the vile sentimentalism of film
scenarios of the 1920s, which would even end
off Salammbo by , making Matho marry the
heroine. If Dickpns had written the conclusion
of Eugenie Grandet, the dear fellow would have
become open-handed in the lagt three pages, if
he -had rounded off Le Rouge et le Noir, Julien
and Mademoiselle de la Mole would have been
married with great pomp at the church of
Verrieres by the old cure Chelan, with Madame
de Renal, deeply moved, at the wedding.

(The second complaint against Dickens is, as
his critics urge, that his characters are wooden,
carved in summary fashion; their feaures ae
unchanging from the first page of a novel to
the last, and these features are themsdves quite
summary. Mr. Micawber makes punch and
waits for something to turn up.) In Pickwick
Mr. Wardle's Fat Boy keeps Tailing adeep;
nothing ds is known about him; he goes on
falling adegp—and for Dickens that is good
enough as a character. And Mr. Pickwick's

119 |



DICKENS

friends? Mr. Tupman fals in love with every
petticoat he catches sight of; Mr. Winkle always
claims to be an adept at any sport, and fails in
all. Often the character has no existence beyond
a trick of speech: Sam Weller follows up every
ideawith a freakish comparison, and Mr.' Dick
drags in King Charless head

Stefan Zweig has remarked that "it is by
outward signs that Dickers makes the indivi'
duality of a character recognizable. He give* the
schoolmaster Creakle a very deep spluttering
voice, and that auffices to give an idea of the
horror which the children will have of the man.
Hist Uriah Heep has hands that are perpetually
cold and clammy.

Well and good, it may be said; but how comes
it that these wooden dummies have become
figures so solidly planted in the consciousness of
a whole people? How is it that, just as a
Frenchman will spesk of a Tartuffe, a Harpa'
gon, or an Alceste, an Englishman will talk of
a Pecksniff, a Micawber, or a Barnacle? The
answer, according to G. H. Lewes, the friend of
George Eliot and a very vehement critic of
Dickens, issimple: if you giveachild awooden
horse with a little hair to make a mane and a

120



DICKENS

tail, he will not be troubled by the fact that this
horse doesn't move its legs and can only roll on
wheels; he will have more belief in this wooden
horse which he can pull aong, than in an
excellently painted picture of a horse. It can be
said of Dickens's human figures that they are
made of wood and mounted on wheels, and
just as the wooden horse is within the range of
a child's emotions and imaginative reach, so the
Dickensian dummies, according to Lewes, ae
within the range of the average reader.

A character of Dickens is all of one piece,
entirely good or entirely bad; it does not contain
withinitself those disturbing mixtureswhich, in
real people, makes evil intentions sometimes per
vade the spirit of the novelist, or fine fedings
flash through the soul of an actual criminal (as
for instance in Balzac's Vautrin or Mauriac's
Therese Desqueyroux). In Dickens one is a
saint or a monster. Circumstances, education,
development of events, play no paru An orphan
child like Oliver Twist, reared in a workhouse
by brutal overseers, maltreated all his life and
then living with thievesin London, remains an
angelic and refined little creature, who is per
fectly and instantly at his eese as soon as he finds
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himself amongst decent people. Little Dorrit,
born and reared in a debtors' prison, has all the
human, and even celestia, virtues. Dickens
himself is aware of the static quality of his
characters, in a letter to Forster describing the
projected opening of Dotnbey and Son, we find
him saying that in the second number of the
publication all the characters will be nine or ten
years older, but this will not generally change
their characters. And when at the close of a
book he happens to reform a criminal or soften a
flinty heart, the transformation is done in one
stroke, as if the wooden figure, like the god
Janus, were painted on two ddes and had been
abruptly turned about.

It is particularly noticeable how faintly
Dickens sketches the characters of the women in
his novels. Except for Dora in David Copper’
field)and possibly Mrs. Gargery, very few are con
vincing. When he wants to depict a perfect
woman, like (Agnes in David Copperfield or
Dorrit, he draws an impossible creature, with no
suggestion of shadow. Nearly always his women
are tiresome and silly, only intervening in the
men's lives to carry on pointless and incoherent
conversations] Dickens's experience of women
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was not fortunate. ("They are treated by their
male kindred with grest, often with extra
ordinary, consideration,”* wrote George Gissing.
"Yet their characteristic is acidity of temper and
boundless licence of querulous or insulting talk.
The Veal busness of their lives is to make al*
about them as uncomfortable as they can. . . .
In the highways and byways of life, by the fire
side, and in the bedchamber, their voices shrill
upon the terrified ear."/

His young girls are either clearly inspired by
Mary Hogarth, who died at the age of seventeen
and could not have been more than a faint,
charming sketch (and we find Little Nell), or
ds the girls in Pickwick, vulgar creatures who
let themselves be kissed with silly giggles; oneis
surprised that nice old Mr. Wardie should have
such daughters. One feds that in his young days
Dickens knew only girls of a rather common
order, and that later on he never took the trouble
to adjust the picture he had thus formed.

(For we are constantly driven back (and this
is perhaps the secret of the inadequacy of
Dickensian characters) to this narrowing/down
of the world in general to the world of his early
years. The result was that, although he might
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cxcel in his descriptions of prisons, debt/ridden
homes, bad schools, the greater part of the rea
world did not appreciably come within hisken.
It is a surprising thing that Dickens's universe
does not contain an army, a navy, or a parlia’
ment. In Hard Times he attempted portraits of
big manufacturers and workmen', and nothing
could be more improbable or flat than the con
versations in that book between the master and
the workman. The great man of businessis Mr.
Dombey, and as such his only idea seams to be
to continue to have "Dombey and Son" for
socia reasons.  The aristocracy he only mentions
to make fun of, and does so with such exag'
gerated sdtire that the satirical force is entirely
lost. To sum up: wooden characters (and few
of those) and an obvious inability to portray the
life of his time—that is how the hostile critics
reduce Dickens to a sort of gigantic sentimental
and comic puppet-play.

The third charge against him is, that in his
novels Dickens always pursues a moral aim. He
wants to demonstrate something, he wants to
scourge avice: in Dombey and Soniit is pride, in
Martin Chuzzewit hypocrisy, in Little Dorrit
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avarice. This chastising of morals is perhaps a
mainspring of dramatic comedy, because col

lectively men fed moral sentiments (which are
social sentiments) much more strongly than they
do as isolated readers, but it is totally opposed to
the very essnce of the novel. A novelist wishes
to draw the reader forth from a world where he
is obliged to act, and theresfter to choose and
decide, and place him into a world where, on
the contrary, he becomes only a gpectator.
Nothing is better for a novelist to have than a
philosophy of life which he can allow to show
itself through the action and characters of his
book; but a proclaimed moral purpose is
intolerable to the modern artist, Tolstoy, so
grest a mader in War and Pedce or in Anna
Karenina, isslightly inferior in Resurrection, where
the distortion of the universe to force a moral
conclusion on us is too obvious. Stendhal does
not lecture to Fabrice, nor even to Julien Sorel.
Here again is a clash between the methods of
Dickens and the sensibility of today.

(Finally, afourth complaint: that these charac
ters are too much patterned, and grouped by
Dickens into melodramatic plots. It is difficult
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to define melodrama, but in genera it is a drama
in which the events, instead of seeming to be
imposed by divine fate or by psychological
necessity, appear too obviously to be created by
the author to astound a spectator or to play upon
his emotions.) Of this Dickens is manifestly
guilty, and became increasingly so as he became
mastered by his theatrical instinct. Incessantly
one fancies that one is hearing the tremolo from
the orchestra, underlining the traitor's actipn,
and in the same way as he yields to melodrama,
that is to sy to pathos for the sske of pathos, so
he yields to sentimentality, to the love, not of
natural sentiment, but of sentiment for senti'
ment's sake. Confronted by this perpetua con'
spiracy against his peace of mind, the reader feds
uneasy. He is moved because he is human, and
because it is as human to weep when told of the
death of a child as it is to cry out when certain
nerves are touched, but he does not fed he has
been fairly treated,)and after a passage like the
death of little Paul in Dombey and Son, the fas
tidious reader will close the book with petulance.

So much for the prosecution. What of the
defence?
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The defence has been presented by Mr. G. K.
Chesterton with force and vigour and genuine
affection. His essentid argument conssts in
depicting the pettiness of the critic in contrast to
the greatness of the work criticized." Pessmigts
who Attack the universe” he says "have an
exhilarating Consciousness that they could make
the sun and moon better; but they have adso the
depressing consciousness that they could not
make the sun and moon at all. A man looking
at a hippopotamus may sometimes be tempted
to regard a hippopotamus as an enormous mis-'
take; but he is adso bound to confess that a
fortunateinferiority prevents him personally from
making such mistakes. It is neither a blasphemy
nor an exaggeration to sy that we fed something
of the same difficulty in judging of the very
creative element in human literature.” Certain
ly, confronted by genius, an attitude of admira’
tion is healthier than one of denigration. And
Chesterton's method of argument is so dazzling
that we are tempted in our turn to admit in all
humility that, evenif heiswrong, ourinferiority
preventsusfrom beingwrong so brilliantly. But
neverthdess there is this important difference
between a hippopotamus and a novel, that the
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hippopotamus is a work of nature and the novel
awork of man; that we shall never have to make
a hippopotamus, whereas we may have to write
novels; that consequently if it is besde the point
to criticize one, it is not entirely usdess to sk
the laws of beauty in the others. We shall try,
then, in order to admire more truly, to take one
by onethe criticismslevelled against Dickens, and
try to s what proportions of truth and of error
they contain.

Let us start with the complaint that a novel by
Dickens lacks composition. It is true: in
reading Dickens we are bothered by this lack of
constructive arrangement.' The overabundance
of plots, the usdess complexity of their criss
crossing, make it all but impossible either to
follow the novel while one readsit, or to remenv
ber it when finished Certain characters float to
the surface, and certain snaches of dialogue, but
no genera line.) At the present moment, al’
though | have just reread them, | could not
give adetailed account of the plots of Little Dorrit
or Great Expectations.

Nevertheless, it should be remembered that in
this connection a Frenchman is far more exacting
than a reader of any other country, and perhaps
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more exacting than he should be. 1f you com
pare PAis and London, you are struck by the
clarity of design in the Place Vendome, the
Place de la Concorde, or the Etoile, in contrast
with the confusion of, say, Trafalgar Square;
and similarly, comparing the maderpieces of
French and English literature, you observe at
once that the drictness of design in Corneille is
not to be looked for in Shakespeare. This does
not mean that the English maderpieces ae
devoid of composition, but they are composed
with a kind of freedom which does not lack
grandeur.

What is certainly bad, however, is that a man
incapable of composition should wish to com/'
pose, and that iswhy, in this defence of Dickens,
one should distinguish between two periods.
The period duringwhichitis essy to defend him
entirely, isthat of his beginnings. It is a matter of
total indifference to us that The Pickwick Papers
have no pattern. Pickwick himselfis certainly
the hippopotamus; he exists—and that is all
one can ak of him. His person and his
character form a sufficient link. Where every
thing goes wrong is later, when Dickens is
trying to build up ingenious plots. For Dickens
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was aiming at composition; he wasweighing up
the smdlest incidents of his plots, and these were
so mechanically adjusted that Edgar Allan Poe,
it is said, was able to forecast one of them from
the first monthly part of the novel by applying
to the data the methods of Dickens which hi had
observed in the past. It was a'complex and
ingenious machine which, from coincidencesin
meeting and by setting in motion a vast number
of characters, succeeded at the last in producing
the indispensable happy ending.

There is a letter from Dickens to Forster re
garding the composition of Dombey and Son,
in which one can se the minute care which he
gave to the comings and goings of his characters
and the linking up of incidents. Where one plot
would be needed, there are ten. And each of
these plots is recounted in the utmost detail.
Dickens could leave nothing to the reader's
imagination. He wanted everything to be put
down, even the most obvious things) The
modern reader is perhaps accustomed to read
more, and consequently collaborates more readily
with the novelist, but he dislikes insistence.
Dickens left behind him one unfinished novel
—FEdwin Drood; and of all his books it strikes us
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as the best composed. Many Englishmen have
puzzled over how it could be completed,
but to a modern French reader the question
does not arise: it is the only one that is com
pleted.

(Now for the characters. The complaint of the
prosecution is that they are wooden, charac
terized by tricks of gesture of speech, never
anadlysed in the depths of their inner life. To this
there is really plenty to answer. Firstly, what
novelist does not confine himself to drawing his
secondary characters by such external charac
terization? In any great novel, even in Stendhal,
even in Balzac, even in Tolstoy, there is a hero
(sometimes there are severd) whose inner move
ments we follow, and the others are secondary
figures, simple outline drawings on the back
ground of the canvas. Think of Homais in
Madame Bovary: in what respect is the apothecary
better drawn than Micawber? True, Mr.
Micawber aways talks of his punch: but
Homais is for ever talking about his bottles.
We could mimic the speeches of one as readily
as the other's, and if Micawber does not develop
in the course of the novel, Homais is no les
static, and should be s0. In fact, in any great

131



DICKENS

bopk there are, as Alain says, two'dimensioned
characters and three/dimensioned characters.*
When a draughtsman has sketched a figure on
a shett of paper, he cannot be blamed for having
created a figure round which one cannot turn.
A1l art presupposes a convention, and the novel
in particular demands the convention of the
secondary character, whose outline must suffice
the reader.

And this is a legitimate convention, even an
indispensable one if the novel is to give in some
degree the impression of life: for where, in
actual life, have we found that all people ae
known to us by their inner life? On the
contrary, nothing is more uncommon. If we
try to depict for oursdves the majority of the
people whom we know, we shall find that we
only have this two-dimensional image of them.
We can quote a few remarks of theirs, imitate a
gesture, sometimes try to define certain currents
of thought—but even this last is unusul. Be-
gdes, the anti'Dickensians are inconsistent, for
in the case of Pickwick they level the opposite
reproach against his creator, because this rather

* This idea has been very ably developed by Mr, E. M. Foster
in hisAspectsof theNovel.
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ludicrous figure of the early chapters become at
the end a. touching, amost saintly, creature.
Dickens himself, in a preface to a second edition,
retorted very well: "I n red life the peculiarities
and oddities of a man who has anything whim
sical about him, generally impress us first, and
it is not until we.are better acquainted with him
that we usually begin to look below those super
ficial traits, and to know the better part of him."
Still, if we compare the characters of Dickens
with those of, say, Balzac, and even more of
Stendhal, we are bound to admit a difference of
akind. | should express this roughly by saying
that a Dickensian character is to me a play
wright'sfigurerather than a novelist's. It is more
abstract, more simplified. Even their names
seem to suggest this comedy/character: Mr. Peck
sniff, Mr. Pickwick, Mrs. Gamp—these remind
one of Tartuffe or Diafoirus rather than of
Fabrice del Dongo or Eugenie Grandet. As we
said before, they are not only just drawings, and
as such legitimately flat, but they are caricatures.
It is not merely a coincidence that Dickens made
his first appearance as the collaborator of a
caricaturist; to a great extent Dickens was aways
illustrated by caricaturists whom he guided and
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with whom he enjoyed working. Even his
saintly, angelic figures are in their way carica
tures. celestial caricatures perhaps, as Mrs. M ey
nell suggests, but even that is still a distortion.

| use the word caricature with no critical
intention. Caricature is ap art. Hogarth,
Gavarni, Forain are great artisfs. The function
of art isto convey an intelligible image of nature,
and caricature is a persstent distortion lent to
nature by a man's mind. It represents primarily,
then, a style, provided that it is spontaneous and
that the distortion has a certain unity. Examine
severd figuresof Gavarni and you will recognize
a Gavarni distortion, quite different from the
Forain distortion; and that is why both are rea
atists.  Similarly there is a Dickens distortion,
and it is quite legitimate that there should be
such a one. No doubt it is just because
Dickens's characters ae so stylized that they
have become typical figuresin the tradition of
their country.

A legitimate grievance, the modern reader's
complaint, is that this caricatural simplification
of features prevents us from Dbelieving, as we
should like to, in the characters of his books. So
accustomed ae we to being informed about the
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emotions and inner life of the heroes of our
novels, that it is painful to admit the inner
poverty of the Dickensian hero. Dickens con'
veys facts, he does not register the currents of
souls. And yet, we must remember when and
where Dickens was writing. The ealy nine
teenth century, in England especialy, was not an
age of very intense inner life. Activity was
marked, but meditation was not in vogue, par'
ticularly amongst the lower middle dasses which
were Dickens's specia subject. For instance, we
have seen that Dickens can be reproached for
having described only intolerable women; but
it is a fact that the women of that class were at
that time very badly educated, rather common
and uncultivated. A Frenchman hes aso to
reflect that English characters ae much more
difficult to grasp in their complex entirety than
characters of different nationality. The English
ae an excessvely shy race, and do not readily
reveal their emotions, to perceive their third
dimension and se them in the round, requires
much time and intimacy. Now Dickens had
no time, and if he had friends they were men
like Forster, with whom he shared his work.
When he had his friends in his house, he would
135 K



DICKENS

organize endless games to distract them; he was
a man for movement, not for confidences.
Where could he have made a minute anaysis of
passons? And in considering the criticism that
there are far too many fresks who play parts in
his books, a Frenchman should aso redlize that
England at that time did contain a very large
number of "originals,” because a more isolated
life and a less coherent social structure favoured
their flourishing more than in France.

Having said all this and proffered the excuses
for Dickens, let us hasten to add that he neads no
excuses, because, even if some of his portraits do
exceed the bounds of caricature, there are plenty,
like those of Betsy Trotwood or the Pecksniff
family, and Dora the girl/wife, which ae as
truthful as any fictitious creation can be.

Again, it is a commonplace to repeat that
Dickens was never able to depict the fashionable
world, and that his aristocrats and rich gentry
are invariably failures. This is not quite true;
they are perhaps distorted by the author's rather
uncharitable attitude towards them, but the
stire is often forceful and accurate, and the
psychological impetus well/placed. In Our
Mutual Friend the description of Mr. and Mrs.
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Veneering, the nouveau riche couple, and their
relationship with Twemlow, the parasitic man
of breeding, has even to/day thering of actuality:

"Mr. and Mrs. Veneering were brand/new
people in a brand-new house in a brand-new
quarter of London. Everything about the
Veneerings was spick and span new. All
their furniture was new, all their friends were
new, all their servants were new; their plate
was new, their carriage was new, their harness
was new, their horses were new, their pictures
were new, they themselves were new, they
were as newly married as was lawfully com
patible with their having a brand-new baby,
and if they had st up a great-grandfather, he
would have come home in matting from the
Pantechnicon, without a scratch upon him,
french polished to the crown of his head.

"For, in the Veneering establishment, from
the hall'chairs with the new coat-of-arms, to
the grand pianoforte with the new action, and
upstairs again to the new fire-escape, all things
werein adate of high varnish and polish. And
what was observable in the furniture, was
observable in the Veneerings—the surface
smelt a little too much of the workshop and
was a trifle sticky.
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"There was an innocent piece of dinner
furniture that went upon easy casors and was
kept over a livery stablelyard in Duke Strest,
Saint Jamess, when not in use, to whom the
Veneerings were a source of blind confusion.
The name of this article was Twemlow.
Being fird cousin to Lord Snig?worth, he was
in frequent requisition, and, at many housss
might be said to represent the dining/table in
itsnormal g¢ate. Mr. and Mrs. Veneering, for
example, arranging a dinner, habitually
garted with Twemlow, and then put leaves
in him, or added guessto him. Sometimes,
the table consged of Twemlow and half a
dozen leaves. sometimes, of Twemlow and a
dozen leaves. sometimes Twemlow was pulled
out to his utmost extent of twenty leaves. Mr.
and Mr s. Veneering on occasions of ceremony
faced each other in the centre of the board, and
thus the parallel still held; for, it always hap
pened that the more Twemlow was pulled
out, the further he found himself from the
centre, and the nearer to the sideboard at one
end of the room, or the window/curtains at
the other.

"But, it was not this which degped the
feeble soul of Twemlow in confusion. This
he was used to, and could take soundings of.
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The abyss to which he could find no bottom,
and from which started forth the engrossing
and ever swelling difficulty of his life, was the
insoluble question whether he was Veneering's
oldest friend, or newest friend. To the excogi'
tation of this problem, the harmless gentleman
had devoted many anxious hours, both in his
lodgings over the livery stablcyard, and in the
cold gloom, favourable to meditation, of St.
Jamess Square. Thus. Twemlow had first
known Veneering at his club, where Veneer'
ing then knew nobody but the man who made
them known to one another, who seemed to be
the most intimate friend he had in the world,
and whom he had known two days—the bond
of union between their souls, the nefarious
conduct of the committee respecting the
cookery of afillet of veal, having been acci’
dentally cemented at that date. Immediately
upon this, Twemlow received an invitation to
dine with Veneering, and dined: the man
being of the party. Immediately upon that,
Twemlow received an invitation to dine with
the man, and dined: Veneering being of the
party. At the man's were a Member, an
Engineer, a Payer off of the National Debt, a
Poem on Shakespeare, a Grievance, and a
Public Office, who all seemed to be utter
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grangersto Veneering. A nd yet immediately
after that, Twemlow received an invifation to
dine a Veneering's, expresdy to meda the
Member, the Engineer, the Payer/off of the
National Debt, the Poem on Shakespeare, the
Grievance, and the Public Office, and, dining,
discovered that all of them were the most
intimate friends Veneering had in the world,
and that the wives of all of them (who were
all there) were the objects of Mrs. Veneering's
most devoted affection and tender confidence.”

It ssems | think, hardly fair to bring a charge
of inability to depict the world of fashion,
against an author whose pictures, dter seventy
years, are still so close to truth. A great part of
Proust, that satirist of the monde, descends in a
straight line from Dickens—the Verdurins are
sprung from the Veneerings—and Proust him
self liked to admit it.

Let us now approach a more generalized issue
—the eternal conflict of realism and idealism.
The epoch which was foremost in rejecting
Dickens was that of naturalism. It claimed to
copy nature minutely, in the smallest details, and
was inevitably irritated by a writer who con’
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stantly distorted nature for the sske of that rosy-
coloured picture, half'humorous, half'pathriic
which he wished to make of life. Dickens him
self was far from being unconscious of this.

In the opening chapters of Hard Times, there
is a terrifying inspector who visits a school of
poor children and asks them if they would use
a paper with a design of horses to cover the
walls:

" 1" Il explain to you, then," said the gentle
man, 'why you wouldn't paper a room with
representations of horses. Do you ever s
horsess walking up and down the ddes of
rooms in reality—in fact ? Do you ?

" 'Yes, Sir!" from one half. 'No, Sir!" from
the other.

" 'Of course, No," said the gentleman, with
an indignant look at the wrong half. ' Why,
then, you ae not to se anywhere, what you
don't s in fact; you are not to have anywhere,
what you don't have in fact. What is called
Taste, is only another name for Fact. . . .
Now, I'll try you again. Suppose you were
going to carpet a room. Would you use a
carpet having a representation of flowersupon
it?

"There being a generd conviction by this
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time that 'No, Sir!" was aways the right
answer to this gentleman, the chorus of No
was very strong. Only a few feeble stragglers
said Yes: among them Sissy Jupe.

" 'Girl number twenty," said the gentleman,
smiling in the calm strength of knovkdge.
'So you would carpet yoyr room—or your
husband's room, if you were a grown woman,
and had a husband—with representations of
flowers, would you? Why would you?

"“'If you please, Sir, | am very fond, of
flowers," returned thegirl.

"'And is that why you would put tables
and chairs upon them, and have people walk
ing over them with heavy boots?

“'I't wouldn't hurt them, Sir. They
wouldn't crush and wither, if you please, Sir.
They would be the pictures of what was very
pretty and pleasant, and | would fancy . . .

"'Ay, ay, ay! But you mustn't fancy,’
cried the gentleman, quite elated by coming
so happily to his point. 'That'sit!" You ae
never to fancy. You ae to be in all things
regulated and governed by fact. You must
discard the word fancy altogether. Y ou have
nothingto do with it. You don't walk upon
flowers in fact! you cannot be allowed to walk
uponflowersin carpets. Y ou never meet with
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quadiupeds going up and down walls; you
must not have quadrupeds, represented upon
walls. ... Thisisthe new discovery. This
is fact. Thisis taste' "

No quotation could provide a better retort to
those who proclaim the unreality of Dickens's
characters. Mr." Pickwick does not occur in
nature: ergo, you must not haveaMr. Pickwick
inanovel. No lining man ever spoke like Mr.
Micawber: ergo, Mr. Micawber is ruled out of
art. The argument isjust as absurd as the school
inspector's. In this question of idealism and
realism, | think the position to take up should
be the following: We do not require art to
provide us with a perfectly accurate image of
reality. If we did, photography would be the
best pictorial art, and the shorthand report of a
trial inthe criminal courts would be the grestest
novel. No: we ask that art should carry us into
a world which is sufficiently unreal for us to be
able to excgpe the cares of action, decision,
responsibility. But if we are to be taken into that
world and be able to remain there, if that world
is to have sufficient power to combat, for a few
brief moments of illusion, the forces of reality,
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and if an hour of reading is to console (us for a
reargrief, this universe of the artist must be pre
sented as an object, as something integral. If an
element of fiction has once been admitted (and
the good reader is ready to admit almost any
fiction), we must not be suddenly rebuffed* by
an error of tone or a shift of "angle. ""What we
require of the artist is not fidelity to reality, but
fidelity to hisreality. Who would argue that the
world of Alfred de Musset's comedies is a red
world? But it is a perfected world, in which we
canlive; itisaworld wherein Camillerepliesto
Perdican in the very tones of Perdican, wherein
the Abbe, Valentin and Cecile ae figures
lightly caricatured to exactly the same pitch.
Who would sy that the world of the Tales of
Hoffmann is a real world? Or that of Poe? Or
that of Gerard de Nerval ? Who would even
sy that the world of La Princesse de Cleves is
anything but an admirably stylized world? Or,
to take atotally different modern writer, do you
attach the dightest importance to the question
whether Dostoievski is or is not true? No, the
important thing is that there is a certain Dos
toievski atmosphere, and when we are plunged
into it and have found ourselves able to breathe
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its air, he does not abruptly force us out of it by
a change of tone. The important thing is that
Musset has his own flavour, as Madame de La
Fayette has hers, something peculiar, personal,
homogeneous, which gives us the ssne of unity
because it is in fact the unity of a person—the
author—projected continuously through the
sequence of events, and if it imposes a distor

tion on these events, the distortion is always the
same one. And here, in Dickens's cae, there
can be no doubt: there is a Dickens' flavour, a
Dickens' aroma. We recognize a page of
Dickens'swriting s down anywherein English
literature. Whenever we cross the threshold of
one of his books, and find oursdves in certain
London dreets in those fogs pierced by the
carriagclamps and the lighted shops, those
country houses where the plentiful meds ae
lightened by harmless merriment, those murky
districts where the barred doors ssem to be,
hiding strange dens, there comes over us afeeling
blended of tenderness and fear and longing for'
comfort, the feeling which the child Dickens
knew on those evenings when he walked home
from the blacking/factory, munching his penny
roll, and thinking fearfully of thieves, and joy
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fully and hopefully of the day when, pehaps, he
would be the mager of Gad's Hill, a feeling
with which he was able to suffuse a vision of his
time, and which made Dickens'the only thing
that a novelist should desre to become—the
creator of a new world.

A nd should our conclusion be on this qucs
tion of Dickens and the novelist's craft? Ad'
mittedly there are festures in him which we could
wish different. His perpetual moral preoccupa
tion tends to destroy the artistic illusion. We
should have liked to find in his work certain
more sendgtive and more profound characters:
for thee existed in those days, as the novels of
George Eliot and Meredith prove. Granted.
But, reverting to Chesterton's simile, we should
not take our stand with the man before the
hippopotamus, or springtime or the sun or the
moon, and wish they had been a little different.
Dickens was Dickens, as Bazac was Balzac.
Let us move respectfully round these giant
monuments, and after the pleasures of analysis,
let us savour the undiluted joy of loving them.
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF DICKENS

T may seem paradoxical to spesk of the

"philosophy” of Dickens: for if there is one

element which, at first reading, ssms to be
absent from Dickens's works, it is a philosophy.
Dickens once wrote a Child's History of England,
but it might have been written by a child. All
evils were caused by Kings and Churches; the
people's happiness depends only on their being
left to themselves. King John is "a miserable
brute," and Henry V I I | is "a blot of blood and
greee upon the History of England." The
Middle Ages are shown as a hideous sequence
of tortures and persecutions, by this very writer
who poseses all the virtues, all the rich inven
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tivencss, all the gaiety of the Middle Ages. "A
cedtle, a frigate, a gallows, and a large femde
angel with white wings standing above an
orphan by an open grave"*—a decoration which
has to sarve for all the melodramas in his theatre.

He detets old institutions, and some new
ones, but is incapable of showing how they
I could begt be replaced. His political philosophy
takes the form of a sincere, but negative, philan-
thropy. Debtors' prisons must be abolished; the
workhouse must be abolished; bad schools
must be abolished. But what is to be put in
their place? How are the poor to be kept dive?
H ow are good schools to be organized ? Dickens
does not know. To be good—that is enough.
Fundamentally he hates all legislation, and pins
his faith to the private benevolence of good
Dickensian heroes. To him, it hes been said,
the saviour of society is a kind-hearted man with
a large fortune, who does all he can in his
neighbourhood to relieve distress. An elderly,
pink'cheeked gentleman, distributing sovereigns
and stacking the rooms of the poor with nice
fruit and toys—that is his Utopia, on the 1830
model.

* George Santayana.
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He has not even formed the idea of equality,
for a true love of equality consists of being just
towards all men alike, even towards those who
are fated to be born kings or to have great pos
ssjons. It is an offence against equality to be
less polite to a washerwoman than to a great
lady—a grave and hateful offence; but it is dso
an offence to be less polite to the lady than to
the washerwoman, a fault into which Dickens
readily falls, and one no less distasteful.

His religious ideas ae simple. They ae
summed up in a letter written to his son when
the latter st off'for Australia:

"Never take a mean advantage of anyone in
any transaction, and never be hard upon
people who ae in your power. Try to do to
others, as you would have them do to you, and
do not be discouraged if they fail sometimes.
It is much better for you that they should fail
in obeying the greaiest rule laid down by our
Saviour, than that you should.

"l put a New Testament among your books,
for the very same reasons, and with the very
same hopes that made me write an essy account
of it for you, when you were a little child;
because it is the best book that ever was or will
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be known in the world, and because it teaches
you the best lessons by which any human
creature who tries to be truthful and faithful
to duty can possibly be guided. As your
brothers have gone away, one by one, | have
written to each such words as| am now writ'
ing to you, and have entreated them all to
guide themselves by thisfcfook, putting aside
the interpretations and inventions of men.

"Youwill remember that you have never at
home been wearied about religious obser
vances or mere formalities. | have always been
anxious not to weary my children with such
things before they are old enough to form
opinions respecting them. Y ou will therefore
understand the better that | now most
solemnly impress upon you the truth and
beauty of the Christian religion, as it came
from Christ Himself, and the impossibility of
your going far wrong if you humbly but
heartily respect it.

"Only one thing more on this head. The
more we are in earnest as to feeling it, the less
we are disposed to hold forth about it. Never
abandon the wholesome practice of saying
your own private prayers, night and morning.
| have never abandoned it myself, and | know
the comfort of it."
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That is afine letter. | think it contains nearly
all that can be said about Dickens's religious
philosophy. It has been remarked that all the
dire heritage of theological quarrels, by which so
many men remain overwhelmed, did not come
within his ken. He disliked all restraints on
harmless pleasures imposed in the name of a
narrow Puritanism. In A Christmas Carol there
is a conversation between Scrooge and the
Spirit of Christmas, wherein Scrooge reproaches
the Spirit for depriving the poor of all their
plessures on the Sabbath—an allusion to the
dreadful English Sunday:

"' 11 "criedthe Spirit.

" 'Forgive me if | am wrong. It has been
done in your name, or at leest in that of your
family," said Scrooge.

" '"There are some upon this earth of yours,’
returned the Spirit, 'who lay claim to know
us, and who do their deeds of passion, pride,
ill/will, hatred, envy, bigotry, and sdfishness
in our name; who are as strange to us and all
our kith and kin, as if they had never lived.
Remember that, and charge their doings on
themselves, not us' "

As for scientific ideas or the incipient contnv
153



DICKENS

verges between science and religion (Dickens
was a contemporary of Darwin), nothing of the
ot sems ever to have concerned him. It is
curious to compare him, in this respect, with his
contemporaries. When one reflects that this man
lived during a political era when men of the
calibre of Peel, Disraeli and Gladstone were
expounding the doctrines of the English parties,
with a degree of power and intelligence rarely
reached in England, and when one notes how
few traces these great battles of idess left on
Dickens, how notwithstanding them he re
mained incapable of making one of his charae
ters voice any coherent political doctrine, one is
left in amazement that he could have lived
through this great epoch and kept his mind so
naive and simple, like a child who listens to the
arguments of the learned and then returns to his
play, oblivious of all he has heard.

But from the fact that Dickens was devoid of,
or very poor in, abstract idess, it would be
absurd to conclude that he had no conception of
the world, or that for ourselves, his readers, his
work does not provide a certain image of the
universe. An artist nearly always expresses his
conception of theworld without having recourse to
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abstract ideas. When we have contemplated a
certain .lumber of Corot's paintings, do we not
know what Corot's world was like—a world of
clear purity, and in its less good aspects with a
faery quality, a world both frank and honest, so
clear-cut that if we form from this an idea of
Corot the man, we find Corot very much as we
imagined him? Do we not know quite well
what Rembrandt's world was, or that of Wat'
teau, or, in music, the heroic dramatic world of
Beethoven, the tender, the too tender, world of
Schubert, the mysterious, disdainful, weary
world of Debussy ?

If painters and musicians can succeed, by
simple juxtapositions of colours and sounds, in
suggesting a philosophy to us, how much more
easly should a novelist contrive to do so, by the
juxtaposition of characters and eventss And so
we ae entitled to wonder: what is the world in
the Pickwickian sns? What reason for life
does Dickens offer us? M. Ramon Fernandez
published some years ago a book of critical
studies entitled Messages, and he described as the
"message” of Balzac, the "message” of Mere
dith, those various manifestoes to humanity and
shemes of thought and life, which, often in
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oblique formation, are the essnce of a novelist's
work. Let us ask oursdves how, through Pick’
wick, through David Copperfield, through
Oliver Twist, through the host of his comic or
tragic figures, we can discern the "message”’ of
Dickens.

If wetry, after rereading the whole of Dickens,
to forget the detail of this immense mass of
people and scenes, and to isolate the two or three
essentid  impressions which dominate the rest
and in away give the generd tone, | fed for my
own part that | should be left first and fore
most with certain senes from the Christmas
books.

Turkeys, sasages stuffing, plunvpudding,
punch, mistletoe and holly; honesty, kindliness,
poverty (but a resigned and gently cheerful
poverty), childishness (but of a charming and
well-intentioned kind); hearts of true, gleaming
metal (a little too bright for human hearts), but
their gleam the result of loving toil—these are the
esentiad  elements in the composition of a
Dickens amosphere. As you read any of the
passages where Dickens is at his happiest, there
are certain words which perpetualy recur: there
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is brisk, there isjolly, there are all the adjectives
expressve of open heartedness, cheerfulness, synv
pathy, zea. A collection of good people, only
desiring to do things together, and to do them as
quickly as possible in a comfortable atmosphere,
joking and laughing together the while—that is
Dickens's ideal, and he lends it to all dases of
society. When Mr. Pickwick is staying with old
Mr. Wardle in the country and decides to take
part in the dancing, the tone is precisdy the
same " At last did Mr. Pickwick, when there
was no demand whatever on his exertions, keep
perpetually dancing in his place, to keep time to
the music: smiling on his partner all the while
with a blandness of demeanour which baffles all
description." That is the selfsame smile which
Dickens himself wished to bestow on everything
around him; and it is the smile of the English
people, a race who, superficialy at least, are gay,
easygoing, readily amused, and, when all is
said and done, optimists. Yes, a boundless
optimism, national and persona, is the prime
element in the Dickensian "message."

But in such a blithe picture of life, where do
the wicked come in? This problem is greatly
simplified by the fact, to which we referred in
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discussing Dickens's characters, that the wicked
ones are unrelievedly wicked.

To Dickens life is something far simpler than
it is to most novelists. On one side stands the
great mass of men, good, kind and gentle; on
the other, dreadful ruffians with hangdog
scowls, aways brandishing sticks or fists or
knives, with whom there is nothing to be done
but knock them down or string them up.

Clearly, such a simple view of life helps to
reinforce optimism, for one reason why life is
difficult and often sad, is that it aks so many
guestions that have no answers. What is to be
done for an Anna Karenina? She knows she is
treating her husband badly, but she cannot stop
hersdlf. The position of the child makes the
problem still more complex. A story of Tchekov
does nothing but s us painful problems, and its
end leaves us where we were at the start. In
Stendhal, Julien Sorel is in some ways a moiv
der, but a likeable, complex monster, of whom
Stendhal is all the fonder because he has fash/
ioned him from his own flesh. And to us it
certainly ssems that the world of Tolstoy or the
world of Stendha is the true one, and that
actually life offers few of these simple cases where
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no hesitation is possible between the side of good
and the sde of evil.

But to a man like Dickens things are not at
all like this. It might even be said that the
presence of the wicked lends an additional,
amost a sporting, interest to his cheerful, laugh/
ingworld. Al his heroes, so active and ardent,
enjoy having something to do and having to
battle against wrong. The world is a battlefield,
where the good arc for ever repulsing the wicked,
as ey in their minds as warriors entering V al
halla. Besides, Dickensisin no doubt regarding
the issue of this struggle; the triumph of virtue is
assured, not only in every man's life, but more
generaly in the life of all mankind. For Dickens
believes in Progress, and that by preaching a
gospel of kindness and by abolishing poverty,
men will attain a kind of everlasting Christmas,
when all good Englishmen will et plum
pudding for centuries, drinking punch and
making good natured jokes. Thereisa Dicken
san paradise, as there is a Mahommedan
paradise.

Pending the Last Trump and the last chapter,
one's duty is to battle on cheerfully. In Martin
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Chuzzlewit there is a character whose role is
incidental, but philosophically important - -Mark
Tapley, the boots of the Dragon Inn. Hisaimin
life isto keep up his spirits in the most distressing
circumstances. So convinced is Mark Tapley
of the excellence of this virtue that he would
like his life to be as hard as possible, s0 as
to heighten the value of his good humour.
Observe him setting off to drive with Tom
Pinch:

"'l more than half believed, just now,
seeing you so very smart,’ said Pinch, 'that
you must be going to be married, Mark.'

" 'Well, sir, I've thought of that too," he
replied. 'There might be some credit in being
jolly with a wife, 'specially if the children had
the mesdes and that, and was very fractious
indeed. Butl'mamost afraid totry it. | don't
$e my way clear.

" 'You're not fond of anybody, perhaps?
said Pinch.

" 'Not particular, sir, | think.'

" 'But the way would be, you know, Mark
according to your view of things,' said Mr.
Pinch, 'to marry somebody you didn't like,
and who was very disagreeable.’
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" 'So it would, gr; but that might becarry
ing cut a principle a little too far, mightn't

" Perhaps it might,’ said Mr. Pinch. At
which they both laughed gaily.

" 'Lord bless you, gr, said Mark, 'you
don't half know me, though. 1 don't believe
there ever was a man as could come out so
srong under circumstances that would make
other men miserable, so | could, if | could
only get a chance. But | can't get a chance
It's my opinion that nobody never will know
half of what's in me, unless something very
unexpected turns up. And | don't se any
prospect of that. |'m agoing to leave the
Dragon, sr.'

" 'Going to leave the Dragon!" cried Mr .
Pinch, looking at him with great astonish'
ment. 'Why, Mark, you take my breath
away!" And Mark Tapley explains that the
'Dragon’ is a cheerful and delightful place,
ruled over by a lovable migress, and so there
is no merit in keeping his spirits up there.
"I'm looking out this morning for something
new and suitable’ he said, nodding towards
the city.

" 'What kind of thing now?" Mr. Pinch
demanded.
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" | wasthinking," Mark replied, 'of some
thing in the grave digging way.'

" 'Good gracious, Mark!" cried Mr. Pinch.

" 'It's a good damp, wormy sort of business
gr, said Mark, shaking his head argument
tatively, 'and there might be some credit in
being jolly, with one's mind in that pursuit,
unless grave-diggers is usually given that way,
which would be a drawback. You don't
happen to know how that is, in general, do
you, sir ?

"'No,'said Mr. Pinch. 'l don't indeed. |
never thought upon the subject.’

" 'I'n case of that not turning out as well as
one could wish, you know,"' said Mark, mus
ing again, 'there's other businesses. Under
taking now. That's gloomy. There might be
credit to be gained there. A broker's manina
poor neighbourhood wouldn't be bad per
haps. A jailer ses a deal of misery. A doc
tor's man is in the very midst of murder. A
bailiff's an't a lively office nat rally. Even a
tax/gatherer must find his feelings rather
worked upon at times. There's lots of trades
in which | should have an opportunity, |
think." "

The scene is overladen, but Dickens had a
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red Mark Tapley strain in him. He had plenty
of chafes, in his youth, to show how confident
and amost happy one can remain in difficult
circumstances. And very proud of it he is; he
considers this cheerfulness in bad times as a
prime duty, but as really quite an essy duty,
because after all the world is a fine place.
Dickens had something of the stoic in him; but
his stoicism is comfortable and satisfied, a blend
of Pickwick and Marcus Aurelius, a Christmas'
tree Epictetus. What reason have men for
living? Why, because life is a wonderful
spectacle; because that young reporter Charles
Dickens vastly enjoyed going and seeing elec
tions and country balls, and prisons and boats
and inns and village cricket matches. What
reason have they for living, indeed ? Because the
daily spectacle spread before us is astounding in
its gaiety and variety. No doubt this optimism
is slightly tempered by the memory of past woes
or the sight of present disresses, but even in dis
tress some cheerfulness can always be found.
Mankind, in the midst of a hostile universe,
should be like Mr. Micawber bext by his credit
tors and face the future with confidence. Mr.
Micawber is the ultimate symbol of Dickensian
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man, and the first words of the Dickensian
"message” might run: "Have confidence, be
cheerful; the world belongs to those who s out
to conquer it with a sure heart and a good
humour."

An optimistic philosophy ofdife'is something
which Dickens and the English people have in
common. It is impossible to live long with
Englishmen without realizing how deeply all
their actions are pervaded by the "Dickens
spirit." During the war, Frenchmen were often
surprised, observing English officers and soldiers,
by this innocent, almost childish, cheerfulness,
that joy of action, that urge to organize a game
in any circumstances—all Dickensian traits. It
can be found aso on board liners, or in far/away
colonial outposts where a handful of English’
men are thrown together. Immediately games
ae started, to which they attach immense
importance. It recalls a remark of Nietzsche:
"Man does not aspire to happiness. only the
Englishman aspiresto it.** The French spectator
before this attitude, feds at once sympathetic and
perturbed. "What are they up to > he wonders.
"Life is so difficult, so hostile often. ... By
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what mechanism do they banish gloom so grace
fully ? | used to betold they were melancholy
Is it because of a fundamental melancholy that
they ssam to have perfected means of keeping
cheerful? But what is this mechanism, and
what are these means—for both of course are
quite unconscious?'

Dickens offers us an excellent opportunity for
studying this mechanism, which is the mechan-
ism of humour. Suppose, for a moment, that a
number of writers of different nationality could
be confronted by some great socia evil, some
caue of suffering, some monstrosity. What
would happen? The Russian would lean over
the monstrosity with sympathy, describe it as a
fondly loved friend, and obliterate it through
pity. The German would build round it an
obscure metaphysical structure, and then, by a
poetic, romantic sleight-of-hand, transform it
into agnome or a sorcerer or adevil; after which,
with his mind free, he would invent an exceed-
ingly accurate machine for cutting the devil into
small pieces. The American, if he were over
thirty, would sy there was no monster; if he
were under thirty he would sy there were ten
thousand. The Frenchman would preach to the
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monster and be witty at its expense. The
Englishman, for his part, would describe the
creature with astonishing minuteness and accu
racy, concerned about the dimensions of all its
organs, imitating its language even in details of
expression; and the reader (or spectator) will at
first have a feeling that the English writer really
enjoys noting the horrible or the wearisome.
Then, abruptly, aslightly distorted line or atoo
obvious exaggeration will make it clear that the
gravity of manner concealed laughter. The
wholeterrifying anatomy, so painstakingly built
up, will collapsein aflash—the flash of asmile
—and, what is more important, will abolish for
us the real monster of which this was a copy.

Take, for instance, the trial scene in Pickwick.
It contains no explicit criticism of the procedure
of English justice; to anyone who has followed,
or who follows even to/day, an English trial, it
is astonishingly exact, but the accurate, imper
turbable portraiture is really destructive. There
is sdtire in these pages, but a cold, imitative
satire without intervention by the author, pro
ducing its effect by a slightly distorted transpose
tion from actuality; and all art consists of slight
distortion.
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Another example can be found when Dickens
gxks to make fun of the attitude of some of his
compatriots towards foreigners. It is a delicate
subject. But he manages to do it by quoting,
without a trace of hostile comment, the remarks
of the offensve Mr. Podsnap:

"Mr. Podsnap's world was not a very large
world, morally; no, nor even geographically:
seeing that although his business was sustained
upon commerce with other countries he con'
sidered other countries, with that important
reservation, a mistake, and of their manners
and customs would conclusively observe;
'Not English!" when, Presto! with aflourish of
the arm, and a flush of the face, they were swept
away.

"But there was a foreign gentleman among
them: whom Mr. Podsnap had invited after
much debate with himself—believing the
whole European Continent to be in mortal
dliance against the young person—and there
was a droll disposition, not only on the part
of Mr. Podsnap, but of everybody ese to
trest him as if he were a child who was hard
of hearing.

"'"How do You Like London? Mr.
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Podsnap now inquired from his station of
host, as if he were administering something in
the nature of a powder or potion to the deaf
child: 'London, Londres, London?'

"'And Do You Find, Sir,’ pursued Mr.
Podsnap, with dignity, '"Many Evidences that
Strike Y ou, of our British Constitution in the
Streets of The World's Metropolis, London,
Londres, London?'

"The foreign gendeman begged to be par’
doned, but did not atogether understand.

"'The Constitution Britannique* Mr.
Podsnap explained, as if he were teaching in
an infant school. 'We sy British, But You
Say Britannique, Y ou know' (forgivingly, as
if that were not his fault). 'The Constitution,
Sir. We English are Very Proud of our
Constitution, Sir. It was Bestowed Upon Us
By Providence. No Other Country is so
Favoured as This Country.'

"'And other countries,’ said the foreign
gentleman. 'They do how?'

" 'They do, Sir," returned Mr. Podsnhap,
gravely shaking his head; 'they do—I am sorry
to be obliged to sy it—as they do.’

"'It was a little particular of Providence,’
said the foreign gentleman, laughing: 'for the
frontier is not large.’
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" Undoubtedly," assented Mr. Podsnap.
'‘Bur soitis. ThisIsland was Blest, Sir, to the
Direct Exclusion of such Other Countries as
—=6 there may happen to be. And if we were
all Englishmen present, | would sy, added
Mi. Podsnap, looking round upon his com
patriots, 'that there is in the Englishman a
combination of qualities, a modesty, an
independence, a responsibility, a response,
combined with an absence of everything cal’
culated to call a blush into the cheek of a
young person, which one would sk in vain
among the Nations of the Earth.'

"Having delivered this little summary, Mr.
Podsnap's face flushed, and, with his favourite
right'arm flourish, he put the res of Europe
and the whole of Asia, Africa, and America
nowhere."

In the main, when confronted by a certain
form of oppressve seriousness, whether it be
hypocrisy or pedantry, cruelty or vanity the

French moralist or comic writer attacks it from

outside and lets fly at it; he is the hostile archer
down below the walls who aims at the grave/
faced defenders of fse solemnity. But Dickens,
and all humorists (English or otherwise) ae
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with him, tried rather to penetrate the stronghold
itselt, to impose a ridiculous automatism on the
movements of his enemies, and to destroy them
from within. In the war of the spirit of comedy
against fdse solemnity, humour is the Trojan
Horse.

The result of these tactics is to cast monsters
into the realm of unreality. They are transformed
and magnified; they are no longer on a human
scale; they cesse to frighten us. That is one of the
sorets of Dickens's optimism. He has encoun
tered evil, certainly, in his earthly journeyings,
but he has parodied it, and so thrust it far out
of the zone where it can do harm. He has made
evil sem like a puppet in a show, and his
readers—big children who do not want to
believe in evil—are delighted. | once asked a
little girl who had come back from a puppet/
show and told me she had sen a crocodile, if
she had not been afraid of the crocodile. " Oh,
no," she said. "l saw at once it wasjust a piece
of wood with a strip of leather sewn under
neath." Well, Dickens obliged his readers by
transforming evil into a piece of wood with a
piece of cloth stitched on to it. He made dolls
of the wicked.
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No author, perhaps, displays more consist
tently the humorist's tendency to make the
human world into a mechanical one, a tendency
well explained by Bergson in his essy on
Laughter. It is even quite curious to note how
marked is the natural tendency of Dickens's
mind to find resemblances between human inci'
dents and the phenomena of the animal or
vegetable worlds. Here, for instance, of a man
with awooden leg: "He was so wooden a man
that he seemed to have taken his wooden leg
naturally, and rather suggested to the fanciful
observer, that he might be expected—if his
development received no untimely check—to be
completely st up with a pair of wooden legs in
about six months." Dickens himself, in a letter
to Forster, spoke once of his astonishment at
always seeing such queer, comical resemblances
between things. Confronted by a human being,
he was aways losing sight of the man to divert
himself with the mechanical play of some part of
the man's face, which would, for him, suddenly
become filled with a ludicrous life of its own.
For instance: "He was a little high/dried man,
with a dark sgueezed'up face, and small redless
black eyes that kept winking and twinking on
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each dde of his little inquisitive nose, as it they
were playing a perpetual game of peep'bo with
that feature." It recals those fairies whose noses
mouths and eyes are each a separate person and
dance a ballet in unison; and the fact is that the
world of humour is itself a fairy world.

What qualities are necessay to make a great
humorist ? First of all he must be capable of
creating that slightly distorted image of the
monster, and therefore of being not merely a good
observer, but a minute and exact observer.
Think of the extraordinary accuracy of descrip'
tion in Swift, or in Defoe. But here Dickensis
wonderfully helped by his natural qualities. He
s everything and remembers everything. The
gpeech of his characters and the variety of their
images are evidence of amazing attend veness and
memory.

But above all he must be capable of doofness
and apparent impassivity. To obtain the effect,
the writer must remain perfectly hidden among
his characters. Humour requires that he should
play a twofold part: his passon must remain
extraneous to the work itsef, and he must build
up a character with complete detachment and
the unruffled dexterity of a good engineer. Of
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this too Dickens was capable. One is left
astounded by the chapter which Taine devoted
to him in his History of English Literature. The
French critic described him as a halkcrazed,
apocalyptic writer, carried away by impressive
but unbridled visions. | can se nothing of all
this. Admittedly Dickens was highlystrung,
but in the best of his work his temperament was
kept well in hand. He had strong passions, as
was natural in a man who had suffered greatly,
but when writing he outsoared them with eae
Think, for instance, what a writer like Jules
Valles would have made of David Copperfield!
Here was a man who had endured redly
dreadful things in his childhood. After many
years of silence he devoted one novel to describ
ing them, and in it one finds only the most
temperate complaints, not without nobility, and
portraits full of amusement and accuracy. Such
humour is a form of stoicism.

Let is be observed, by the way, that this is the
only philosophy that suits the English tempera
ment. A nd thisisimportant, because it helps us
to understand the immense popularity of Dickens.
The English ae at once sentimental, shy, and
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disciplined. Being aware of their excessve
sentimentality, they fed it necessay to keep a
close g/e on themselves, and do not very much
like having their feelings aroused without being
offered a remedy at the same time. Because of
their shyness, they do not care for direct attacks
on an individual or on institutions. The
humorous attack pleases them because it appar’
ently allows the object of attack to survive. After
all, nothing has been said against the offender.
The spectator is free to understand or not to
understand. He cannot doubt the author's real
intentions; in written satire, as in spoken satire,
there is a certain humorous approach about
which there can be no mistake. The humorist is
known to be joking. But his joking remains
veiled and discreet, and the English soul feds
reassured.

Wit, and even high comedy, are socia forms
of the comic, which come to birth in peoples
where "society" shows great activity of life.
This was not so in England in the early part of
the nineteenth century. Furthermore, this Eng’
lish society was very proud of itself, and impa'
tient of any criticism; it would not have tolerated
violent pamphlets against English institutions,
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but it read Oliver Twist, and Little Dorrit. The
Englishman has a longing to believe that all is
for the best, as Chesterton says in the best of
impossible worlds. So whatever is bad ought
to be denied. A nd thisisa function admirably
fulfilled by humour. It dismisses evil on to a
plane of absurdity, where it can be contemplated
fearlesdy, and even with amusement. [t swetens
bitter truth. Dickens could play his game to
perfection; and what is more natural than that
his compatriots should have felt a rare affection
for a man who responded so well to their most
secret dedres?

The danger of this Dickensian philosophy
(and more generally of this English philosophy)
Is the risk that it may deny life, or at lesst the
essenee of life. To banish saiousness to the
plane of absurdity is all very well when it is a
fdse seriousness; but life contains much that is
genuinely serious. George Moore regretted that
Dickens did not live in France with serious
French writers: "His talent was more natural,
more spontaneous, than any he would have met
in France. He had more taent than Flaubert,
Zola, Goncourl, Daudet; but he would have
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learnt from them the value of seriousness. A
quick receptive mind like his would have
understood that a convict waiting in a marsh for
a boy to bring him a file with which he may
release himself from his irons is not a subject for
humour. He need not have spent the whole of
his youth on the Boulevard Exterieur. A few
years would have been sufficient to dissipate the
vile English tradition that humour is a literate
quality. He would have learnt thai it is more
commercial than literary, and that, if it be intro
duced in large quantities, all life dies out of the
narrative. A living and moving story related by
ahumorist very soon becomes athing of jeers and
laughter, signifying nothing. We must have
humour, of course, but the use we must make
of our sne of humour is to avoid introducing
anything into the narrative that shall distract
the reader from the beauty, the mystery, and the
pathos of the life we lead in thisworld. Whoso

ever keeps humour under lock and key is read
in the next generation, if he writes well, for to
write well without the help of humour is the
supreme test. . . . Jean/Jacques Rousseau
attained a unique readlity in literature by absten

tion from humour; | only remember one smile

176



DICKENS

in his Confessions, and it does not outlast a
sentence.”

And Sir Edmund Gosse, who sarves here as
Moore's interlocutor, replied: "1 agree with you
that a very little humour would have turned a
great and beautiful book into a vulgarity, and
that only a very great writer would have
abstained from humour."

There is a great measure of truth in this. Itis
certain that if we compare, s, Tolstoy and
Dickens, the picture of life presented by Tolstoy
is much more accurate and moving than that
offered by Dickens. In the works of both men
there are somes amost identical in  subject,
which could be st aongside each other as
copies of one and the same reality. The scene of
old Count Rostov's dance in War and Peace
corresponds exactly to Mr. Pickwick's at Mr.
Wardle's, and the prison senes in Resurrection
might evoke Mr. Pickwick's sojourn in the
debtors prison. In both cases there is emotion,
but that provoked by Tolstoy is more widely
human, and comes aso from a more highly
wrought art. Clearly, one can laugh at any
thing; each one of us, even in the most tragic
moment of his life, might possibly be a butt for
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humour; take any tragic character, such as
Hamlet, and one can s easly enough the angle
of vision from which he could be made to ook
comical. Or, the other way round, think of the
real Micawber and one can s how esy it
would be to turn him into a tragic figure.
Lucien Guitry used to play Alceste as a tragic
character, whereas the actors of the seventeenth
century played him as a comic one. The truth
Is that the most complete art seesboth sdes. "A
pompous idealist, blind to the ridiculous sde of
everything, is the dupe of his sympathy and
abstractions, a humorist who does not se that
these ridiculous creatures really live serioudly, is
the dupe of his own egotism/'

Yes, but so far as Dickens is concerned, there
are two replies to be made. Firstly, if life does
contain elements of real seriousness which it is
dangerous to dissolve and make light of, it can
adso show a fdse siousness which unfairly
enjoys the privileges of seriousness and is really
the material for the comic, Furthermore , itis not
true that Dickens was never serious. When he
described the happiness of a poor family, or the
death of Little Nell, or David Copperfield's
childhood, or his life with Dora, he was serious
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—terribly so. Indeed, He can overdoiit. Itisthe
full horror of DickenSian pathos that shows us
how necessry, for such a temperament, is the
check of humour. Let English sentimentalism
runriot, and it is all but intolerable; and that is
why the gresies English writers have aways
been at pains, in their books, to st comic enes
aongside the tragic ones. ' Now, to perceive
contradictory aspects, understand them, and try
to blend them into a unified and truthful image,
isaform of philosophy; humour isagrest aid to
awriter in giving him the detachment necessary
foo  him to se both e Dickens
was a good philosopher, in the sne that Cer

vantes was and Flaubert sometimes was; and it
IS no mediocre sne either.

But Dickens is above all a great poet.
Edmond Jaloux once said to me: "Nowadays,
it ssams every author is called a poet who
doesn't write in verse" | give the name of poet
not only to those who bring a rhythm into the
language, but aso, and primarily, to those
writers who can perceive and make audible the
hidden rhythms of life. When a work suggests
that impression of the regular recurrence of a
theme, an attitude, a thought, it brings an
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intelligible harmony into the disorder of things,
and thereby becomes poetic. The theme may be
a natural one, like the round of the seesons or
the ebb and flow of the tides. It may aso be a
theme peculiar to the author, aways remotely
echoing in the heart of his work as in the heart
of his life, and from time to time coming out to
the surface: as in Tolstoy, the idea of the
emptiness of human passons in relation to
divine truth, or as in Aldous Huxley, the idea
of their emptiness in relation to scientific
truth.

And Dickens too has his murmuring seq
whose waves break on the beach with a moving,
musical reality. But it is a human seg it is the
"ocean of anonymity" formed in every country
by the houses of the poor, by their joys and
griefs. He was the first to fed all the constant,
everyday wealth of true emotion existing in
every one of those small houses, all so like each
other, whose endless rows form a great city. In
an old society like that of England (and in this
regard the France of 1850 was much the same),
in a society where for hundreds of years customs
have slowly crept from house to house and at
last pervaded the whole mass of a people, there
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is something marvellously uniform iii the joys
and sorrows, in beliefs and behaviour. And
just because this uniformity is repeated a thou-'
sandfold, it becomes poetic. Its rhythm grows
from its monotony, its greaness from its humi’
lity. 1:is both terrible and touching to se how
highly men value such commonthings. Dickens,
it has been said, "is the poet of those acres of
yellow brick houses which the traveller s
from the rail way ziaducts as he approaches
London." For even thee houses need their
poet, and deserve it too, as complete human lives
can be lived in them. "He had a sentiment in
the presence of this vagt flatness of human fates

. . which might well be the dominant senti
ment of mankind in the future; a sort of happy
freedom in littleness, an open/eyed reverence and
religion without words." Through this sense of
domestic poetry, Dickens—like Aristophanes
and Shakespeare—achieves what has been well
called 'the lyric rescue of the comic.' " At first
sight, that dialogue between the cricket and the
kettle, which opens The Cricket on the Hearth
and is a fair symbol of the Dickensian poetry,
may seem to be rather a shrill music. But when
the theme is blithely taken up in miniature, day
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in, day out, by millions of human instruments,
our eas catch in the digance the alegro of a
symphony lacking neither in grandeur nor in

beawty.
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1812 Dickensborn.
1814 Waverley Novels.
1819 George Eliot born.
1832 Scott dies.
1833 EugenieGrandet.
1836 Dickens married.
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1836 Pickwick Papers.
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1840 Old Curiosity Shop.
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TheChimes.
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1847 La Cousine Bette.
1848 Dombey and Son. Vanity Fair.
1850 David Copper field. 1847-50 Pendenmis.
1853 Bleak House.
1854 Hard Times.
1857 Little Dorrit. 1857 Madame Bovary.
1859 Tale of Two Cities. 1859 Richard Feverel.
1860 Mill on the Floss.
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1865 Our Mutual Friend. 1864-69 War and Peace.
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masterly and delightful portraits of Disraeli and
the celebrated Colonel Bramble."—Time and
Tide.

The Slence of Colonel Bramble

Translated by Thurfrida Wake, with verses
translated by Wilfred Jackson and a new

Preface by the Author

3s 6d. net
"The whole is of a piece charmingly harmonious
in tone and closely woven together. . . . The

book has a perfect ending. . . . Few living



writers a hieve so great a range of sentiment with
so uniforonly light and unassuming a manner."
—New Statesman.

"Those who do not know the book in French
will lose nothing of its charm in English form.
The humours of the mess room ae inimitable.
The whole thing is rea, alive, sympathetic;
there is not a fdse touch in all its delicate,
glancing wit."—Daily Telegraph.

"Half an hour with Colonel Bramble and his
entertaining friends will stop you worrying for a
whole day."—Morning Post.

General Bramble

Translated by Jules Castier and Ronald
Boswell
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"The same lightness and delicacy, the same
wicked, yet aways kindly criticism, the same
perfection of workmanship."—Sir John Squire
in the Observer.

"The observation is as keen as eva and the
humour is fresh."—Westminger Gazette.


















