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ABSTRACT

@

This thesis is jintended to.improve our understanding
and-apprec1ation of bickens' novels through an examiﬁation-
of his symbolic use of nousés and furnishings. Five novels
have been selecEéd¥—- two from the early writings, one from
the middle period, and two from the later fiction -- in or-
der to trace Dickens' develépment as an artist. ‘The first
chapter explores the traditional symboliclas;ociations of
the house in general as wéll as the additional significance
'that house acquiresnin the Victorian era. Each succeeding
chapter relates these general ideas to the specific novels
themselves. . The basic tenet of the thesis is that Dickens'
symbolic:use of noufes is no£ only particularly suited to his
imaginative vision of the world but it is leo*espég?gzly ap-
propriate for the thematic concerns of the novels. BHis focu%
on houses and furnishihgs fuggests the emphasis on extern-
alities aﬁg'material commodities that this society tosters.

In fact’spec1al emphasis is placed on the relationship between
social concerns in the fiction and the symbolic use ot houses.
Dickens frequently uses houses to suggest social forces such
as alienation, denuméhization and moral disorder. Throughout

- . L4 » .
the thesis, scholarly research on houses in general and on
»

the intellectual, cultural aﬁé,social background ot Victorian

society in addition to critical theories about Dickens' life
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and writings are used in order, to view Dickens' work trom a

broad perspective.
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A

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION |

Throughout his fiction, Dickens invests consider-

able time and energy in the description of houses. These

&

houses‘are'always memorable; few readers ever forget the
bizarre Satis House, Sol Gill's snug house and shop, or
the eerie Clennam house. George O#well maintains:

. When Dickens has .once described something, you see
: it for the rest of your life. But in a way the
- concreteness of his vision is a sign of what is
missing. For, after all, that is what the ‘merely
casual onlocker always sees -- the outward appear-
ance, the non-functional, the surface of things.1

Unfortunately Orwell appears to miss the richvsymbolic
T " -

. . e e S . . s 3 .
significance of Dickens' descriptions. His houses, in

. pParticular, are a storehouse of reverberating and suggestive
[l . ’
;‘ details. Q.D. leavis argues that Dickens has an "intuitive
4&3¢_#,,\apprehension of the relation between the inner and outer,

life that is ﬁaﬁifeéted by gesure, manherisms, speech-habits,

-

facial expressions, gait, physical characteristics and such

coo"? hig intuitive apprehe

ion betw?en the inner and the
in Dickens' description of houses.
He uses the exterior environment of the houéelto indicate the
interior landscape of the self. In fact throughout literature,

~ the house has been used as a metaphor for the human body. From
-

o Shakespeare's "Sonnet CYLVI" to Spenser's Faerie Queen to Poe's
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"The Fall ok the ‘House of Usher," characters have been com-
. /, - //

pared to houses. chkens hlmself makes thlS a55001atlon
explicit_a number of times in hlS novels. When Alice Marwooa
dies in{Dombey and Son, he says, "Nothlng lay there, any

-

1onger, byt the ruin of the mortal house on whizh the rain

had beatén..." (p. 923) Slmllatly, in Oliver Twist, after

the surgeon examines Oliver, he say%, ﬁ;y&ce...takes up her
abode in many temples; and who can say that'a fair.outside
shalllnot enshrine her?" (p. 268) Gaston.hachela;ai in his
-study on the significance of houses, observes that “frog the
.very fact that it may be so easily developed, there is ground

¢ for taking the house as a tool for analysis of the human

3 E : o
soul." One of the reasons for the ease of such a comparison

is the fact that individuals ‘txﬂe,ee‘tétrol‘over- their home P
. - f

. qd e
environments. Not surprisingly the homel usually reflects the

concerns of its occupants. In his book The Hidden Dimension,

Edward T. Hall points out: "Selective screenlng of sensory
data admits some things whlle filtering out others... Thel
A
archltectural and urban envtronm;nts that people create are
expressions of this fllterlng -— screening process.'f4 People
indeed choose enﬁironments that meet their needs and correspond
witﬁtheirjpreferences. Robert Harbison.eoaeludes: “Places
thoroughly lived in become‘iate;nalized in a seriee of adjust-
' ments'till they represent a personmto himself, a process the
critic can try to follow in reverse, dedu01ng the llfe from

the quarters."> . ’

\

f) ‘
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. the roof.

N -

Olivier Marc suggests many other convincing reasons
w o

for this traditional association between an individu3l and

"his home environment. In Psvchology of the House, he observes:

"The first houses had to correspond to something within man,

'td an interior image, since no other house had vet existed.'"6

In addition, "this connection between a person and his house

is found in the sacred texts of mény traditions, and in China
= .
the soul's_ departure at death may be translated as"breaking v

vul In fact, Marc, an architect in conssant cohinection .

with houses, was motivated to examine the,signifgéance of these

. buildings because of his own response to them: He claims:
o ' :

...the pleasurable 1ntens;ty of my response to certéin-build-
ings, seen for the first time, suggests to me that they must

somehow correspgnd to a model which already ex1sts deep inside

ll8

nme.. Both he and Gaston Bachelardexamlnethe earliest draw-

L3
ings of-young‘chlld;en as manifestations of the self. Bachelard
maintains:. "Asking a child to draw his house is asking him
to reveel-the déepest dream shelter he has found for‘giS'hap—
Piness. If he is:happy, he will succeed in drawing a.sneg, pre—
tected house which is well built on deeply—rooted fbﬁﬁdations n?
Even the language used in connection w1th houses suggests thls
aSSOClatlon, we speak of the “face of a house and the "hearéJ
of a home. Undoubtedly, as Bachelard concludes, “the house is

»
the. topography of our 1nt1mate bez.ng,‘"]’0 end as Marc contends,

) 3 ' .
it is "the mgst perfect expression of the sel_f."11 J. Hillis

@ ,
Miller note5 this connection in Dickens' own work. He observes:

. b, - ; - : .
"Satis House is an elaborate example of a figurative technjique

rl

7 .
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constantly employed by Dickens: the use of houses to sym-

-

bolize states of soul. Again and again in Dickens' navels

we find houses which are the mirror images qf their masters
L ' S al2 . S
or mistresses."” N -~

In addition to these tfaditional symbolic associatiops,
the hoﬁse_acquirgs additional significance in the Victorian
age. To understand this significancé, it iﬁ necessary to be- |
familiar with some qf the:majbr dgvelopmeﬁE; and trends of
this period-in history. Undeﬁiab;y the-mést distinguiShiné

. ’ N
charateristic of the Victo¥ian age was immense and rapid change.

In The Victorian Frame of Mind, Walter Houghton identifies this

hﬂl3 "

period as anl“agé of transitio and an "age of radical

: - : ‘
change."14 " Jerome Buckley indicates: "All in'all, the Victor-

¥

ian period aéhieved little of “the stability we have learned to \
r"‘

associate w1th a semi-mythical neoclassic culture. It moved
~ @

from form to form, and’ nothing stood. “l? Certalnly ‘the advent

©of an industrial economy was one of the most profound changes

. ‘ " -
in English society. Jerome Buckley points out: "Between 1851

and 1873}.the period of gre&test economic érosperity, Britain
beca@e the workshop of the world, a thriving industrial
community...‘l6 The change from an agrlcultural to an 1ndus—
trial way of life was accompanled ?y many other . new developmenﬁ?ﬂ
This was-undoﬁbtédly "a period battered by a series of rapid
changes -~ of'pigration from Villageé to towns and cities, of
increasing indﬁstrialization and ailing,égriculture,;..fbf a

weakening Christian mqrality’[an{lof the spread’ of democracy..."17

N .
» C ' ,'/
-

P



The growth of the city was another major development
I

~

in this period. Richard Altick gives us some idea of the
magnitude of }his change:

In 1800 there had been but one British city of over
100,000 population (London, with 865,000); and at

the mid-century there were nine; in 1891, twenty-
three. About 80 per cent of the total increase in
population across the century occurred in cities

and towns. Greater London grew from less than a v
million in 1801 to over four million at the end of

the century. 18

In The City of Dickens, Alexander Welsh also comments oh the
tremendous rise in the urban population: .

The greatest single factor affecting nineteenth cent- -
ury views of- the city was simply its size, and the
statistics of increase readily confirmed what was -
palpable to the eye and measured by the feet of any-
one born near the beginning of the century. From

1801 to 1841 London and its suburbs doubled in pop-
ulation to become a city of two and a quarter million
persons --" and the population was destined to double
again in the next forty years. 19 v

These-cpangeé led to many attendant problemé. Becaﬁse the -
vast maﬁority met tﬁese developments unprepared, they\had little
time to adjust and adapt. The city became a piace qf ngise, |
filth and health hazards. In fact Edwin Cﬁadwicks claims.“that
the annualjiégs of life from filth and bad ventilation... was
greatér than ﬁhe losgs ffom death or woﬁnds in ‘any wars;"20 In
addition the "water supply was an acute problem in London at the

mid-century, and the increased use of water itself required
21

t

better sewers."

‘The state of the graveyards was also deplor-
able. John Morley points out that they contributedftd af;eries
of epidemics of cholera killing thousands of i)eople.22 Over-

-

crowding of cities was a major problem. TIn one parish in London
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- ’ " *
during 1840 "some houses contained from forty-five to sixty
Ly
II2
persons. -
Along with thexgrowth of cities, the development of
the railway also had a tremendous impact upon this society.
These railroads "brought the life blood of commerce and crowds
into population centres, some old, some recently transformed

from country towns."24

In addition the railroad's "tunnels,
viaducts,'bridges, and trails.of steam, smoke and sparks al-
tered a landscape which, except for the checkerboard effect

of‘hedgerows and ditches resulting from several periods of

enclosure, had not changed since the Middle Ages.“25 The rail-
way not only changed the very appearance of the environmegt but:
~

it also increased the tempo of life. As Altick says:

In a supersonic age it is hard to imagine the psychological
adjustment required when the maximum speed to which people
had been accustomed, fifteen miles an hour at the outside
for fast coaches... gave way by mid-century to the express
train's forty or fifty. The railroad did more than any
other Vigtorian innovation to infiltrate the national con-'
sciousness with the idea of speed. 26

" Walter Houghteon also éomments on the change in the pacerof time.
He main;ains, "Not only the tempo of work but the tempo of
living had increased with striking impact, so much that one
obsefvér thought hthe most salient characteristic of ‘life in
this latter portion of the 19th century is its speed.“27

The newly devéloped industrial basis of the economy
changed the relationship among individuals in their place of
employment. As Hougﬁton obsefves:

When machinery was driven by water power, factories were
scattered in small villages. DOwners and foremen and
workers all knew each other. "They had grown up together;



they were neighbours. But as soon as steam power was

introduced, factories were concentrated in towns near

the coal fields, and large-scale procduction paved the

way to large-scale employment. 28
As well as feeling isolated from their employers, many people
felt separated from their sense of personal identity. Cert-
ainly "one of the worst results of existence in féctory and
slum was the assimilation of the individual into the mass...
Now -hundreds of thousands.were packed into the long, dismal
rows of.hduses near factory, mill and mine, and their identity
was largely lost."29 In addition work frequently lost its .
significance for mény individuals. Mass production reduced
occupations to meaningless tasks. Riéhard Altick says: "At
their place of employment, the workers were regimented... The
work was monotonous in’ the extreme, one's allotted task being
to perform, hundreds of thousands of times a day, a mere frag-
ment, meaningless in itself, of the production routine."30
Undoubtedly industrialization promoted a éeﬁse of isolation,
confusion and dehumanization on a scale unparalleled in pre-.
vious periods in history. |

Along with this rise in the ihdustrial nature of the

society, came an increase in commercialism. This commercial *
spirit, "consequent on the great increase of business activity
which accompanied the Agrarian and Industrial R.evolutions,"31
fostered new attitudes on the part cof many people. HNot surpris-
ingly an increasingly secular and materialistic society e erged.
Certainly with these large-scale changes in every phase of life,

"widespread doubt about the nature of man, society and the uni-

verse"32 prevailed. Conseqguently "the normal state of the
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Victorian mind was one of indecision or suspended judgment."33

Dorothy Van Ghent observes:

Dickens lived in a time and an environment in which a .
full-scale demolition of traditional values was going

on, correlatively with the uprooting and dehumanization
of men, women and children by the millions -—- a process
brought about by industrialization, colonial imperial-
ism, and the exploitation of the human being as a 'thing’
or an engine or a part of an engine capable of being used
for profit. 34

In such a changing and unstable environment, it is not
surprising that the Victorian people looked for a permanent and
stable center. Walter Houghtcn suggests that the home became
such a center. He argues, "As most traditional beliefs a;d
institutions on which stability depends were being guestioned
or trahsformed,'the Victorians.clung the harder to the oldest'
of all traditions, the home,and stressed its ordered hierarchy
and daily ritual. -Here at any rate was something firm to stand

35

on. Attitudes towards the home can be seen as a direct res-

ponse to a changing world. Jenni Calder, in The Victorian Home,

echoes this idea of the home as a place of stability:

The fact that lifé was speeding up, that events were
developing so fast, that steam power and machines,
drove human beings at a rate that had been unimagin-
able, that inventive energies burned and produced
so quickly, all this surge of power that was respon-
sible for so much of what characterized Victorian life,
these things themselves constituted threat. The home
was a fixture, a permanency, it shouldn't change; it
. should be not only stable but static. With such be-
liefs it was wholly appropriate that the insides of
Victorian houses should be weighed down and filled up
and that anything that suggested the ephemeral, quick
movement, light should be inadmissable. 36

But the home in Victorian society is not merely associated with

stability and permanence. In an increasingly commercial and
. '

-



secular 'world, it becomes a "storehouse of moral and spirit-

ual va es."37

Certainly, inside his home environment, "man

c 4d cover the humanity he seemed to be losing.- Under the
intense pressure of competitive life, he felt more and more

like a money-making machine, or é cog in the vast mechanism

of ﬁodefn business... But in the home he might escape from

this inhuman world, at least for part of eﬁery day.“38 Jenni
Calder concludes that the Qictorian home is an environment that
nurturés the expression of éhe best human gualities and encour~
ages the most praiseworthy human activityas."39 It is no wonder
that "Dickens makes us feel that homes in his novels are 'sanc~-

40 and celebratestheafin almost religious tones.”?l

tuaries'"”
ﬁis use of houses is always closely associated with the
thémes and concerns of his novels. And these themes and con-
cerns frequently focus on the consequences and attendant pro--
blems of life in a changing society. Dickens uses the housé in
his n;vels either in direct-contrast to this changing environ-
ment (the house as a place 6f recoil from society) or aé a
mirror reflection of the world around it (the house as a micro-
cosm of society). He is intensely concerned with the impact of
society on the inéividual. Through the use of houses as symbois

of society, he explores this theme. Conéequently in houses like

that of the Potts in Our Mutual Friend, Dickens describes the

interior in terms of city streets. Georgiana Potts ambles "up
a lane of sofa, in a No Thoroughfare of back drawing-room. "
(p. 188) When the house becomes a metaphor for society, it is

appropriate that individuals lose their way in “No-Thoroughfares

A}
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of speech." (p. 303) 1In a very concrete way, Dickens drama-

tizes the infiltration of urban values into\the homes and

s

lives of people. ;
The relationship between an individual and his environ-
ment, a recurring thematic concern in Dickens' novels, is

frequently dramatized through the interconnections between

houses and their occupants. Winston Churchill once said, "'We
shape our buildings and they shape us.'"42 Similarly Gaston

Bachelard concludes, "...house images move in both directions:

J
43 Dickens, as well

theylare in us as much as we are in them..."
as_portraying how character is reflected in houses, also shows
how hquées affect the people that live in them. Und;ubtedly
the interrelationships between houses and people are explored
with great vitality'thn?ughout Dickens' career.

‘ '
As Dorothy Van Ghent says, "Technique is vision."44

et
{Efffif' symbolic use of houses to represent people suggests
the close connection between abjectgand ind}viduals. Through-
out his fiction, he dramatizes the reduction of people to the

level of objects. This concern with the dehumanization. o

individuals haunts Dickens' novels. 1In The Victorian Treasure-—
House, Peter Conrad suggests: "The romantics discerned a sym-
pathy‘between characters and the landscape out of which they-
grow... This sympathy takes a grotesque and'humor;us turn in
Dickens - his characters are not harmonised with a natural
landscape, but all queerly and disturbingly made out of the

unnatural substances and scenes of their urhan background."45

These unnatural 'thing-1like’ people, seem to spend .most

{
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of their time- within houses. In fact, the Dickensian world
is a world of interiors that are unconnected with one another.
Conrad contends: "The city falls apart into a multitute of
homes, cosy interiors in which the characters shelter, raisiné

drawbridges, like Wemmick in Great Expectations, against -their

surroundihgs."46 Houses, in ‘Pickens' novels, are frequently
concrete manifestations of the isofation’prevailing in the
urban environﬁent. Certainly, "the paradox of Dickens' city
¢is that the people it jostles into proximity are so remote
"from one another;... the city frustrates the society and com-
mnhity it is meant to promote.“47 Inrthis society, people
remain isolated from one another inside their separate enclo-
sures. In fact, "huddled in shelter, burrowing into their
privacy, these people turn the city into a warren, a series
n48

of caves and hiding places secretly connected... And as we

turn our attention to Oliver Twist., we can see that nowhere el se

in Dickens is Ei&s more true.



CHAPTER II

OLIVER TWIST: THE SEARCH FOR A HOUSE

Many aspects of Dickens' novels have been subject
to disapproval by critics; Frequently they find fault with
his method of characﬁerization. PeteriConrad says: ‘"George
Eliot complains that ﬁickens does not give us the 'psychological
character', the: 'conceptions of life' of his people -- an&_the
answer is that he does not do SO because they have none."1
Conrad "also maintains that there is little unity or coherence
in Dickéns' work. He argueé, "Dickens inéiines to the detéil
at the exﬁense of the whole..."2 George Orwell voices a similar
complaint: "The outstanding unmistakable mark of eickens's-
writing is the unnecessary detail."3 If the Dickens novels as

a whole have been the subject of various attacks, the early

novels in particular have been entirely dismissed by many critics.

F.R. Leavis insists that Dombey and Son is Dickens' first major
novel4 and entirely ignores his earlier fiction in his critical

work,. Dickens the Novelist. Oliver Twist has particularly

suffered from such criticism. To approach-this novel with these
preconcgptions in mind is to miss the many strengths of tﬁis
early ﬁork.

One of the most skillful and complex aspects of Oliver
Twist is the symbolic use of houses-and their interiors. 1In
fact, the houses.are the central organizing principle of the R -

novel. There are thirteen specific houses described in detail

' N 112



as well as entire neighbourhoods of houses. Oliver lives in.
eight of these hdﬁses and visits the other five. Indeed Oliver
Iwist is the stofy of a boy'seafching for a homé. If we recall
the traditional associaEion of the house and the self; we can
see that Oliver's search is in fact the search for an identity
and in particulaf for a moral and spirituallidentity. His pur-
suit ends in the Maylie house -~- a bright, happy and orderly
house. Obviously Oliver's search is a successful one. "Fégin
apd Sikes, as well as Oliver, move from house to house, but
they never find such a happy home. They both move from one
gloomy-and-decaying structure to another in vain apd certainly
neither character acquires any moral or spiritual values. .

The houses that Fagin and Sikes live in are in complete

harmony with their occupantg. 1In fackt Dickens takes great care

to individualize the houses in Oliver Twist and to suit them to
their owners. Sikes' fir;t dwelling.is a "meanly furnished
apartment” (p. 187); similarly his $econd abode is "a mean and
badly furnished apartment"” (p. 345). sikes, like his furniture,
is a person of a poor, shabby, inferior quality. In his room

are "three heavy bludgeons" (p. 188). ‘Such "furnispings" preparé
the reaaer'for_his role as murderer later in the novel. Fagiﬁ's

- house is in "a ruinous condition” (p. 160); the walls are "black,
with neglect and dust" (p. 178) and thé shutters are "mouldering"
(p. 179). His moral decay is projected outwards into the physical

surroundings. Many critics have complained that Dickens' char-

acters lack any complex inner life. But as Dorothy Van Ghent



b

14

argues, .Dickens-Transposes this “"inner life" into the setting;
the psychological is revealed thrdugh the physical.

Although each house is unique in reflecting the person-

ality of its occupant in Oliver Twist, one of the most notableify

aspects of the houses 'in this novel is their similarity to one
ano%her. There areciertain cbaracteriétics that recur in many

of the houses. The association of the house with a prison is
evident throughout fhe novel. IA Mrs. Mann's workhouse, Oliver

is locked.up in the “coal—pellar“ (p. 49); her gate is kept
"bolted” (p. 50); when Oliver asks for more food in the work-
house, he becomes a "close prisoner" in a "dark and solitary

room" (p. 59); at deerberryé, he is' pushed downstairs into another
"coal-cellar" (p. 73); the door is "chained and barred at Faéinéf
(p. 161); Oliver ig.locked igme room there for a wéek (p. 178);

there are bars on the window at Féging (p. 179), at The Three

Cripples (p. 236), and at the houses on Jacob's Island (p. 442);

and Oliver shudders at seeing "the workhouse, the dreary prison‘
of his youthful days" (p. 455). It is Oliver who is the ifhate
of ﬁost of'these prison-houses. Undoubtedly these places of
confinement emphasize Oliver's isolation in the world. When he
leaves Mrs. Manns place, he feels "3 sense of his 1onéllness in
the great wide world" (p. 53) and at the workhouse he feels ove;—
whelmed by gloom and loneliness" (p. 59). Ollvér s sense of
aloneness in the world is heightened by the fact that he is an

orphan. John R. Reid, in examining the convention of the orphan

in Victorian literature, suggests that the orphan is a metaphor



for tthe state of mankind in the nineteenth century. He L
maintains: "The orphan's isolation and aliena;ioh represente

the growing sense of exile many felt in the milieu of the

T 6

materialistic society of niEE%eenth-cehtury England. 'Certainly

Oliver's condition as an o}phan, cut off from his parents,
parallels the feeling in Victorian society of being separated
from past ties. Houghton also indicates the prewvalence of a
sense of isolation in this era. He obsekves, "The feeling of
isolation and loneliness, so characteristic of modern man,

first appeared in the nineteenth century. With the bxeakup of
a long-established order-and the resulting fragmen%ation of
. Ll \/’

both society and thought, the Sld ties were snapped, and men

7

became acutely conscious of separation.” The mahy prisbnj}ike

R .
interiors emphasize this feeling of isolation that-haunts Oliver

23&554 Robert Harbison, in Eccentric Spaces, maintains that
confining interiors are characteristic of the entire century.
He concludes from his research: "The freshness and light shed
by the eighteenth century is partly that of freer converse with
the outdoors; in the mid-nineteenth centurﬁrahchange occurs. It
now feels claustrophobic to us because it is an indoor century,.
° >
the time of overfurnished nests and the roofing of huge spaces.“8<
Spatially this movement to wi?hin indicates a parallel movement
to the inner self. 1In an.increasihgly commercial and materialistic
§ociety, it is not sﬁrprising to find an emphasis on the self.

Through the use of houses, Dickens dramatizes the problems of such

an emphasis: people become confined within the walls of self-



16

enclosure and isolated from others.

In Oliver Twist, there are prison-houses for animals

as well as people. Dickens describes the caged animals in

Smithfield: "All the pens in the centre of the large are

and as many temporary pens as could be crowded into. vacaﬁ£
space, weredfilled with sheep; tied up to posts by the gutter
side were long lines of beasts and oxen, three or fouf.deep.“
. (p. 203). These éheep in pens correspond with thg people in
;fison—like interiors. In fact, Dickens blurs the distinction
between human and animal in this scene. He says, "...the
whistling of drovers, the barking of-ddgs, the bellowing and
plunging of oxen, the bleating of sheep, the grunting énd
squeaking of pigs; the cries of hawkefs, the shouts, ocaths and
quarﬁélling on all sides...rendered it a stunning and bewildering
scene, which quite con®unded the senses." (p- 203) Dickens,
in effect, reduces the human to the level of the non-human and
the animal in the novel. It is fitéinglthat animals are not the
only occupants of their habitats -- humans trespass into their
environment. Fagin's house is called a‘"den“ {(p. 186) and a
"lair™ (p. 416). .Both The Three Cripples and the houses near
the Bayton% are also termed “éens; (pp. 152, 81). About the
latter Dickens says, "...even these crazy dens seemed to have

- been selected as the nightly haunts of so houseless wrekhes,
for many of the roughlboards which supplied e place of door
‘and window, were wrenched ffom their positions, to afford an

aperture wide enough for the passage of the human body." (p. 81)

By implying that individuals have been reduced to the mere physical
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subsistence qf a rat o;*mole,-Dickens stresseé the dehumanizing
effect of a society guided by such characters as the Bumbles
and Manns. -

Animals and insects live in Fégin's house: "Spiders
had built }heir webs in the angleé of the walls and ceilings;
and somtimes, when Oliver walked softly into a room, the mice
would scaméer across the flooF, and run back terrified to their
holes. With these exceptigns: there was-neither sight no: sound
of any living thing..." (pé. 178-279) The spider spinning webs

JSuggests Fagin éreating plans to ensnare Oliver; the terrified

J
mice suggest the frightened boy. But Dickens also uses these
creatures to emphasize an inversion of order within the house.

The mice and the spiders are the only "living things" within
éhese rooms. They have taken the place of people and even give
the impression of running the deserted house. Just as humans
have been reduced to animals and insects, so too have these
creétures been elevated to the position of humans. .Similarly
the animate and inanimate world have revefsed roles. In such
an environment tﬁings acquire undue importance. Mrs. Bumble is
not attracted to Mrs. Corney but rather to her "six teaspoong,

"a pair of sugar-tongs, and a milk—pot“ (p. 323). Oliver, himself,
.is treated like an object by the workhouse authorities; they
announce he is "To Let" for five pounds. (p. 68) Jenni Calder
observes: "The,hoﬁe and the structure of life within it was at
the centre of the middle-class view of life. It has frequently

been pointed out that never before had 'things' been so important.

ORgiects became éymbols of standards and life style: the two were
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inseparable.“9 When "things" become so‘important,'it is no

" 'wonder - human life becomes devalued. The inversion of roles

7

of the animate and the inanimate dramatizes in a very vivid

manner the invgrsion'of values in this environment. This is a.

theme that Dickens is to return to again and throughout his
fiction. !
It is not sﬁrpzisihg that Oliver is treated as a com-

modity in this increasingly commercial and industrial economy .

The widespread influence of commercialism is manifested in the

recurring motif of the house-shop in ‘Oliver Twist. The under-~

takef's house is also a "shop" (p. 75); "a great many of the

tenementsrédjacent to the Bayton%]had shop-fronts (p. 81);

Fagin's second house is on a street "nearly full of old-clothes

shops" (p. .160); and Fagin's house looks like "a shop that was

closed and- apparently untenanted" (p. 160) .- The connection of

these houses with shops indicates the infiltration of commercial

values into the hHome and into the lives of individuals. Jenni

Calder reminds us that before ;he Industrial Revolution, it was

very common for the home to also be the place of employment .

She criticizes Dickens for reinforcing "the disunity of life by

insisting thak to allow the world of finance inside the home was

to destroy‘_it."lo

was certainly doing so unaintentionally. Walter Houghton points

‘out, "The commercialAspirit had always existed in human society,

Dickens may have been promoting disunity but he

What was peculiar to the nineteenth century was its overbalance..."ll

What is particularly noticeable about these shop-houses,

as well as many of the other dwellings in the novel, is . the

£
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difference between thelr present and past states. All of
these places at some time ‘had been prosperous and then had
subsequently deteriorated into a state of ruin and decay.
The deserted manufactory where Monks meets the Bumbles "in

its .day, probably furnished employment to the - 1nhab1tants of.

the surroundlng tenements. But it had long since gone to ruln."

(p 335) élmllarly the warehouses on Jacob's Island used to

be thr1V1eg.places (p. 443). Oliver notices that "a long time -«
ago"'Fagin's house "had belonged to better people, and had
'perheps beeq'quite gay end handsome: dismal and dreary as it
looked now." (p. ITBYJ Dickens is displaying a eharacterietically

Victorian attitude in his nostalgic view of the past. Richard

Altick, in Victorian People and Ideas, maintains that the Victorian
- H -

interest in the past, as exhibited in a "vogue for old ballads"

and "Gothic architecture" developed "because the need for some

such tie with the remote ‘(and supposedly preferable) past had’

become all the more pressing with the advance of materialism

nd secularlsm’“12 Dickens, in describing these buildings, implies
\P : _

N

that there was a time when life was happier and more integrated.
The widespread difference between this better past and dismal
present is emphasized through the presentation of decaying houses

in the novel. Fagin's house is in Pruiﬁous condition" (p. 160);

"the house Toby Cracket lives in is "all ruinous and decayed

(pP. 207); the houses adjacent to Bayton% are all "mouldering away"

(ﬁ. 81) ;. the deserted manufactory is situated in a "little colony

: ' A
of ruinous houses" (p. 334); the houses on Jacob's Island have

"decaying foundations" and "the walls are crumbling down" (p. 443).

g
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" Certainly this physical decay represents the moral and gpirit—
ual deterioration of the society. John Carey argues that "the
ramshacgie wooden house...powerfully attracted Dickens' imagin-
ation." He maintains that Dickens was imaginatively attracted
‘to anarchy and violence and that the ana:;hid“side 6f Dickens

. found its ouﬁlet‘iﬂ these buildings of c'iisarray.l-3 Peter Conrad
also presents a_;imiiar idea. He maintains that pickens takes
his "creative star£ from the clutter and disarray of the city...“14
‘'These theories successfully ac unt for the prominence and vit-
ality of these recurring motifs in Dickens' fiction.

Another recurring motif that has captured.Dickens‘ imag-[
ination is the room that is either below or above the gwvund level.
In many of the houses in the novel, only the upper rooms are
inhabited. O©On Jécob's Islaﬁd, in the house where Sikes dies,
only the upper room is lived in {p. 443); similarly "only the
upper rooms" are inhabited in the houses suirounding the Béytoﬂs
(p. 81); Fagin's room is reached by ascending "dark and broken
stairs" (p. 103) and in Newgate, visitors must c¢limb "a flight
of snarrow steps" to reach Fagin. (p. 471);‘ By- having the ground -
floor deserted in many of these buildings, Dickens ehphasizes
the lack of any weight or solid foundatioh in these bgildinds.
This accounts for the many structures in the novel éhat are on the
verge Qf falling over or collapsing. The houses on Jacob's Island
have'“ﬁecaying foundafionsf, "tottering house-~-fronts projecting

over the pavement" and "dismantled walls...half crushed, half

hesitating to fall (p. 442). About the deserted manufactory,
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Dickens says, "The rat, the worm, and the action of the damp,
had weakened and rotted the piles on which it stood, and a

considerable portion of the building had already sunk down into

. |
the water..." (p. 335) Similarly the houses near the Baytons

"which had become insecure from age and decay, were prevented

e

from falling into the street, by huge beams of wood reared againstz

the walls." (p. 81) J. Hillis Miller observes: "The image

of the dark, delapidated house which strives constantly to fall
of its own weight is one of the recurrent configurations of the
imagination of Dickens."ls' Such a recurring motif attests to
Dickens' profound grasp of the nature of his world. For all of
these tottering houses are coﬁﬁrete.manifestations of the delap-
idated foundations of the entire fabric of the society.

Jﬁst as many rooms are below the street level as above
it. Fagin's second habitation is reached by descending "a flight
of stairs to a low earthy-smelling foom" (p. 161); at Sowerberryg,
Oliver is pushed "down a steep flight of stairs" to the coal-

cellar (p. 73) and he also is put in the "coal-cellar" at Mrs.

I : .
Manns (p. 49). ‘These rooms below the ground level remind us of
a

a coffin. Many of the other rooms in the novel are clbsely connected

with coffins: at Sowerberryg there is a coffin in the middle of

the room (p. 75); the place where Oliver has to sleep there locks ,

"like a grave" (p. 75); the houses on Jacob's Island are "low-

roofed" (p;.442); the house where Sikes and Toby Cracket meet

has a "low dark room" (p. 208) and blackened walls are part of
Fagin's first house (p. 105},.second house.(p..178), The Three

Cripples {(p. 236) and the prison inhabited by the artful Dodger

L
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(p. 394). These tomb-like rooms help create an eerie atmos-
phere in the noﬁel. This atmosphere is heightened by dimly lit
rooms and houses with single candles fliqkefing at the ends of
long dark passageways. The room where old Sally d;es has "a
dim light burning at the farther end." (p. 224); Mr. Sowerber%i=
works "by the light of a most appropriately dismal candle (é. %?);
~at Fagin's first house "the light of'a feeble candle gleamed on
the wall at the remote end of the passage (p. 103); and the
artful Dodger carries "a tallow candle” to guide Oliver "down a
flight of stairs" (p. 161).

Steven Marcus comments: "The tottering and deserted hovels

in which Fagin succesively establishes his headquarters are all

identical; they have no distinctive structure other than that,
in almost surrealistic fashion, they are all single rooms reached
by endless flights of stairs.“16 " The word "surrealistic" is the
key word here. The é&m lights, single candlés, long passageways,
trap doors, and endless flights of stairs are all elements from
the Gothic genre. Many Qriters have used these elements to create
sensational terms for their own sake. But ;o sée Dickens' use of
the Gothic conventions in these terms is to miss his purpoée some-
wﬁat. M.H. Abrams maintains that the better Gothiclnovels e
opehed up to fiction the.realm of the irrational-and of the

. . -
perverse- impulses and the nightmarish . terrors that lie beneath

the orderly surface of the civilized mind."t’

. By portrafihg these
Gothic interiors, Dickens is able to create manifestations of the
inner fears of Oliver. J. Hillis Miller contends that "the fear

‘of enclosure and the fear of choking to death are closely related
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motifs in the central imaginative complex of Oliver Twist."L®
These fears are inevitable products of being subjected to a
series- of pr%son-like or tomb-like enclosures. Oliver's stase'
of mind through most of the novel is one of "nightmarish terror".
Peter Conrad says: "Dickens.' city is not a rational daylight,
communal place, but a phantasmagoria of dreams and fears, a city
of dreadfulrdght;aﬂd it is ndt a public pla;e, but a fiercely
private one, its inhabitants not connected with one another but
sealed off in secret shelters) like timorous animals."19 In the

light of these irrational fears, it is fitting that Oliver lives

in many basement rooms. Gaston Bachelafd, in The Poetics of Space,

observes that the cellar "is first and foremost the dark entity
of the house, the one that partakes of subterranean forces."2Y

He argues: "Indeed, it is possible, almost without commentary,

‘

to- oppose the rationality of the roof to the irrationality of the
- o
21, And certainly the irrational fears of children are

[}

particularly connected with underground rooms. Oliver Twist is

cellar."

such a powerful novel bécause it gives voice not only to Oliver's
many fears but also tb_the underlying féars of the entire Viétorian
age. If this was a time)of rapid chanée and progress, it was also
)a4time of uncertainty, insecurity and fear. The old certainties
wéte siowly disintegrating. Consequently Oliver can be seen not
just as a boy “drawing himself closer and closef ta the wall, as

if to feel even its cold hard surface were.h protection in thé
gloom and loneliness which surrounded him”(p. 5%), but also as a
symbol of man in a changing and frightening world.

Oliver fears the supérnatural as much as the real. He
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imagines that the elm boards at Sowerberryg are "high-shouldered
ghosts with their hands in their breeches-pockets" (p. 73); he
expects "to see some frightened form slowly near its head[?rom
Sowerberry's coffig], to drive him mad with terror" (p. 75) and
he apprehends "strange objects in.the gaunt trees, whose branches
waved grimly to and fro, as if in some fantastic joy at the
desolation of the scene." (p. 207). Certainly these supernatural
elements are part of the Gothic conventions of the novel. They
are also closely associated with nightmare and fairy tale. 1In

Dickens and the Invisible World, Harry Stone suggests:

The denizens of this nightmare world, seen through Oliver's
frightened eyes, assume strange distorted storybook shapes...
The haunted atmosphere, these dark fantasies and feelings,-
surely have their profound origins in Dickens' blacking-—
warehouse months, in his own devastating experience of
suffocation and entrapment. In part Oliver Twist is a
metaphor of that ?xperience, 22

He also points out that the name of his archvillain -- Fagin --
was the name of the boy who worked beside Dickens ip this factory.23
And undeniably; Dickens remained profoundly influenced by this

event in his life. His worst fears during this experience are
relived in thé nightmar?sh and supernatural fears of Oliver. 1In
addition, these supernatural fears can be seen as part of Dickens'
technique of inverting the roles of the animate and the inanimate.
Not only do trees experience "fantastic joy" but di;mal windows
"frown on streets" (p. 455). Dorothy Van Ghent maintains that

this animation of the inanimatersuggests "an aggressiveness that

has got out of cont‘rol-."24

This is an eerie, hostile world where
objects have taken the place of humans.

If the houses of Qliver Twist contain supernatural and
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Gothic elements, the streets of the city do also. Peter

Conrad suggests that Dickens fund "in the modern city all the
: \

25

weird hauntings of the Gothic nowel." And in fact, the streets

of London are described in terms of the Gothic house. The

. passageways with a single light inside the houses find their

counterpart outside the home. The street where Sikes lives is
"lighted oniy by a single lamp at the farther end " (p. 186) .

The sé&eets of London ére also described as a maze and an iné;icate
labyrinth many times. These crooked and winding mazes suggest a
Gothic interior. Both the streets and the houses are described:

as "narrow", "close", "dirty", and "gloomy". There is no apparent

distinction between the houses and the streetg of Lopdon. "Dickens

* is dramatizing the infiltration of urban values into the lives

of individuals through such a connection. The effects of the
urban enviignment are made vivid dnd concrete.

One of the great weaknesses of'the novel is Oliver's
complete insulation from any of these effects. He journeys from
a series of dismal, decaying houses to the Maylie house of harmony
and order. The novel could have been more succeséful if Dickens__
had shown Oliver changing and developing in response to his

Il

environment. By the time he writes Great Expectations, he is able

to portray such a relationshif donvincingly. In that novel -changes
of house ‘indicate and correspond to development in character.

As it is, Oliver remains completely immune. Critics have defended

.Oliver by emphasizing the non-realistic framework within which he

is set. Grahame Smith maintains: "A concentration upon realistic

criteria alone would...be an error in any approach to Oliver Twist."

RS
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. . . . . 2
He hdds, "Oliver himself is a representative figure.” 6 Arnold

Kettle agrees‘witﬁ Smith. He says, "It is notable that Dickens

makes no serious effort to present Oliver with ahy psychological
~,

realism...0Oliver is -- we are persuaded -- a figure of symbolic

27

significance."” Certainly these critics have a‘point. But the

problem with the novel lies in the uneasy relation of realism and
. .

fairy tale or fable. To, some exéent Dickens wants us to view
Oliver's journey in realﬁftic terms, and{to Some extent in fabular
terms. |

The final house on Oliver's journey, the Maylig house,
is characterized by unity." The lattice window of the house, with
its strips of wood crisscrossing each other, represents the
interrelatedness of its occupants. Similarly the “jessamine '
and honeysuckle, that crept over the casement" (p. 308), "the
rose and the honeysuckle" that clung to the cottage walls" (p. 290)
and the "creeping plants" around the house windows (p. 309) all -
emphasize the unity within‘the house. But the description of
this house is rather trite and unimaginafive. The other positive
house in the novel, the Brownlow house, is virtually lacking in
any description. Certainly Dickens' imagination is not engaged
in such positive settings. 1In addiﬁion the strength of the novel
does not lie in its central character -— QOliver -- or its main
plot -~ Oliver's'journey. Even though the novel is organized
around the central character's search for a house and a search
for a positive identity, Oliver never actually develops. The
on%y change is from a state of fear and uncertainty to a state of

t

hapbiness and security. The changing houses do not reflect any



mcral or spirituwal development. The interest of the novel

lies in its more peripheral aspects. Steven Marcus comments:

"Oliver Twist reveals Dickens' disposition to unusually vivid
and sometimes almost lush representations of the bleak, the

sordid and the austere."28 Certainly it is the bleak, sordid

and austere houses that radiate vitality and interest in Oliver

Twist.



o CHAPTER IIT

THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP: AN ESCAPE FROM A HOUSE

Edgar Allan Poe maintains that Dickens, in choosing

The 01d Curiosity Shop as a title, made an unwise selection.

He argues: "Wheg in its commencement he éalled it 'The 014
Curiosity Shop,’® his design was far different from what we

see it in its completion. It is evident tﬂat had he now’ to

name the story he would not so €erm it; for the shop itself

is a thing of an altogether collateral interest, and is spoken
of merely in the begihning."1 At first glance, these.comments
seem to'be fair. Nell and her grandfather do leave this shop
early in the novel and never return to it again. But Dickens
does not let the reader forget the curiosity shop. 1In fact

he returns to it again and‘again in the novel. At various times
Kit walks over to the shop to look at it. In addition it is not
insignificant that the novel closes with Kit taking his children
to the site of the 014 Curiosity Shop. Indeed the shop is an
integral paft of the novel. What begins.as the relatively
peripheral motif of the shop-house in Oliver Twist becomes struct-

urally SEEQEQI in The 0ld Curiosity Shop.

The condition of the shop does not remain static through-
out the novel. Even though age, gloom and decay characterize the -
building from the beginning, it gradually becomes more dilapidated

and dismal as the novel progresses. Even by the beginning of

28
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The 01d Curiosity Shop, . this house has already started to decline.

Dickens says that Nell had been happy at one time and "had gone
singing throughout the dim rooms, and moving with gay and light-
some step among their dusty treasures...But now the chambers

were cold and gloomy..." (p..120) Nell also tells Mrs. Quilp
that although their place "'is the same house{}s befor{lit is
darker and much more gloomy than it used to be, indeed.'" . (p. 98)
Dickens' early descriptions of the‘shoé,_even though they do
indicate its gloomy nature, emphasize inétead the fantastic and
curious objects within it. But after Nell and her grandfather
leave, the house s%eadily deteriorates. Kit observes: "The place
was entirely deserted, and looked as dusty and dingy as if it

had been so for months. A rusty padlock was fastened on the door,
ends of discoloured blinds and curtains flapped drearily against
the half-opened upper windows, and the crooked holes cut in the
darkness of the inside.™ (p. 388) It is indeed a dreary place
that Dickens presents:. "The windows broken, the rusty sashes
rattling in their frames, the deserted house a dull barrier dividing
the glaring lights and bustle of the street into two long lines,
and standing in the midst, cold, dark, and empty, -- presented

a cheerless spectacle..." {(p. 388) This steady degeneration
prepares us fbr the ensuing demolition of the house. At the end
of the novel, Dickens sayﬁ: "The old house had been long ago
pulled down, and a fine broad road was in its place.” (p. 671)
Thefdecline and destruction 6f the house parallels the physical

decline of Nell and the mental deterioration of her grandfather.

In this light, it is fitting that the final destruction of the
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house does not occur until after tﬁe death of its two inhabit-
ants. The degeneration of the house has an even wider signifi;
cance. The 0ld Curiosity Shop is continually associated with

the citygas opposed to the country, society as opposed:to nature.
And certainly society, as symbolized by the shop, can be seen

in a state of decline and deterioration. Decaying houses as

metaphors for a decaying society had already been introduced in

Oliver Twist. In addition this dissatisfaction with the Present

state of the social world was also a sentiment voiced in tha£
novel. George Orwell says, "In every page of his work one can
see a consciousness that society is wrong, somewhere at the :r:oot.“2
The 0ld Curiosity Shop is also closely connected with
Grandfather Trent. Dickens says: "The haggard aspect of thé
little old man was wonderfully suited to the place; he might
have groped among o0ld churches -and tombs and deserted houses and
gathered all the spoils with his own hands. There was nothing in
the whole col}ection but was in keeping with himself; nothing that
looked older or more worn than he." (p. 47) The shop with its
commodities represents the monetary values of a commercially-
oriented society. In his love of gambling, Grandfather Trent
reveals his strong attraction to such values. Indeed this shop-
house is well suited to the o0ld man. In addition the curious
nature of these commodities prepares us for €he strange behaviour of
this character. Dickens' use of these fantastic and unusual

objects indicates that we are outside the realm of the ordinary

and the usuaf.v Later in Great Expectations, with the creation of
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Satis House, Dickens again explores a curious house that also

takes us into this extraprdinary realm. 1In The 01ld Curiosity

Shop after Grandfather #;ent loses all his money, the old man
remains in a spiritlesg and dependent state. He "seemed unable
to contemﬁiei;e their real position mo;;e distinctly, and was still
the listless, passionlese creature, that suffering of mind and
bedy had left him. We call this a state of ehildishness, but

it is the same poor hollow mockery of it, that death is of sleep "

(p. 146). In Eccentric Spaces, Robert Harbison notes ‘that an

increased’ interest in unusual and irregular houses in the nine-
teenth century coincided with a corresponding interest in pPsSy-—
chological states. He argues: "If Palladio's proportions are
derived from the regularities of the outside of the human body,
perhaps Walpole's calculated hodgepodge is a guees at the inside,
whichf{e not in fact symmetrical...The part we can see is logical,

the pi}rt we cannot is *l:angled."3

Certainly Dickens does not
embark on any penetrating psychological exploretions of Nell's
grandfather, bug he does present a character in an unusual state
of mind. The curious nature of the shop also prepares us for the
more harmful distorted behaviour of Grandfather Trentﬁgambling
obsession later in ﬁhe novel. In addition the curiosities fore-
shadow the haunting dangers in this world. Edgar Johnson suggests
"The distorted objects crouching in dim corners of the curiosity
shop, the fantastic carving and thfeatening forms, harmlessly
prefigure the uglier shapes of evil that will beset their journey

in a world dark with lurking dangers."4 Like the peril-

Ous and frightening environment of Oliver Twist,

in this novel tne".
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world indoors as well as outdoors is beset with many
dangers. There dppears to be very little escape from the
threatening evil haunting both worlds.
Unlike her grandfather, Nell is not associated with
the curiosity shop. 1In fact Dickens takes great care to emphasize
the contrast between Nell and her domestic environment. Indeed
she is in a place "uncongenial” (p. 55) and "unsuitable to her"
{p. 50). Master Humphrey says: "I had her image, without any
effort of imagination, surrounded and beset by everything that
was foreign to its nature, and furthest removed from the sympathies
of her sex and age " (p. 56). This contrast between Nell and
her environment seems to have particularly captured Dickens'
imagination. In his preface to the novel he says:
I will merely observe, therefore, that in writing the book,
I had it always in my fancy to surround the lonely figure
of the child with gretesque and wild, but not impossible
companions, and to gather about her innocent face and pure
intentions, associates as strange and uncongenial as the
grim objects that are about her bed when her history is
first foreshadowed. (p. 42) :
John Carey notices that "the bright, pure child in the mouldering
s - . .

Dickensﬂ imagination constantly

house is an image to which...
returns."S This‘image has such imaginative force for him because
of his owﬁ experiences,in the blacking warehouse. ﬂhen Dickens
portrays the child in the decaying étructure, "he becomes again
the humiliated boy, inhébits the ruin and gazes at the privileged
life he seems destined not to:;hai'e.“6 Indeed this‘experienqg
had such a profound impact upon Dickens that he was unable to

relate it to his wife or children while he was alive.7 After

being brought up in a very diffef@nt environment, the young
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Dickens would have felt quite humiliated ét being seen in_the
light of this more sordid setting by anyone. Because
he could néver verbally'communicate thesenpainful emotions
to anydhe during most of his 1life, he needed to find an alter-
native-release. It is no wonder that these suppressed emotions,
when recreated in his fiction, would produce such powerful and
convincing scenes. Dickens, in wanéihg others to see him dis-
q;sociafed from his warehouse environment,becomes Little Nell
in the novel.‘ | ’

Even though Nell remains untouc?ed by her environment,
she seeks to‘furtQFr separéte herself from it by iné%gg;;;g the
geographicai distance between herself and the shop. If Oliver

Twist can be seen as the heri]é search for a home, The 014

Curiosﬁty Shop can be viewed as an escape from a heme. When Nell

leave e house, she says to her grandfather, "Let us never set

foot inldark rooms or melancholy houses any more..." (p. 124)‘&49nd
during theéIw Jjourney she ésks, ;Have we not been much better and -
haépier without a home to shelter us, than ever we were in that
unhappy house?" (p. 306) Their jourhey is aﬁay from houses and
'the city towards nature and the country. Jerome Buckley maintains:
"...Dickens fe1£ no response to tranquil or tempestuous nature;

he focused his vision on the teeming city..."8 But certainly
Dickens felt a deep response to nature., In fact he Presents it

in a paétoral,-idyllic way. Even thg Iéaves 6n a- tree suggest

"quiet places afar off, and rest, and peace." kp. 147) Steven

-

Marcus points out, "in The 0ld Curiosity Shop the idyll does not
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celebrate recaptured joy and companionship as it does in

The Pickwick Papers : it celebrates peace, rest and tranquility.

The stiongest impulse of the novel is charged with the desire
to disengage itself from energy, the desire for inertia.“9

Just as rest is continually associated with nature and
the cbuntry, restlessness is connected with houses and the city.

In fact the word "restless" appears frequently throughout the

novel. Nell's grandfather "had been tossing on a restless bed"

in the 014 Curiosity Shop for a 1ong’time (p. 147):"he "grew
restless and impatient" before quitting the house to gamble

{(p. 72); Master Humplirey takes "some restless turns across and
across the room" when worrying about Nell alone in the house
(p. 56); Quilp's black eyes are "restless" (p. 65); the sea near

his house is "chafing" and "restless" (p. 87); Master Humphrey
notices that the city dwellers cénstantly pace to and fro in a

"never~-ending restlessness” and experience "restless dreams"

»

) £
" (p. 43); and even "birds in hot rooms, covered up close and dark"

1

grow "restless in their little cells" (pp. 170-171). Dickens
knew such unrest well. Edgar Johnson speaks of his "distressing

restlessness"lo and his "personal unrest."11 Consequently it is.

-understandable that the settings and characters. associated with

such reétlessness == Quilp, the 0ld Curiosity Shop, the city --
are more powerful and convinciné than their pastoral opposites.
A.E. Dyson maintains that it is Dickéns' own experiences that

produge such a vibrant cﬁaracter in Quilp. He says: "From the

obsessive walks at night in the streets of London, thr¥ough endless
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amateur theatriéals, to the fatal readings of his later years,
Je sought violent excitement as a daily féod. All this side of
him is mirrored in Quilp -- which is perhaps why the dwarf's
macabre imagination is so'Dickensian."12 Indeed restlessness

seems to have characterized much of Diékens} own life. But

during the writing of The 0ld Curiosity Shop, it seems to have
been even more prominent. Certainly no other Dickens' novel is
so preoccupied with it. During the time of this novel, bickens

himself was starting to taste the first fruits of success and

financial gain. Just before writing The 01d Curiosity Shop,

he "had decided that he needed a larger and more impressive
residence than the house in Doughty Street."13 He subsequently
bought, as he told Forster, "'a house of great promise (and great
Premium) , 'undeniable' situation and excessive splendour.'"14

Such a house, although eagerly desired, would certainly have caused
mixed emotions in a man who reacted strongly against materialistic
desires. The side of Dickens that disapproved of the increasing
materialism of his society may be reflected in the sense of
dissatisfaction and restlessness that is associated with the houses

'in The 01d Curiosity Shop.

ﬁut not all of the houses in the novel are connected with
the city. In juxtaposition to these urban houses, Dickens also
Presents houses that are a place of recoil from the city. These
sanctuaries are the centre of all goodness, virtue and harmony

in the novel. 1In contrast to Oliver. Twist, there is an abundance

of cheerful and comfortable homes here. 1In each of these places,

L]
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we see the truly Dickensian warm hearth, cheerful fire and
comfortable domestic scene. Nell and her grandfather experience
"warmth and comfort" in "a wammchimnexfcorner","by the side of
a cheerful firé" at the Jolly Sandboys. (p. 198) Dickens
description of this scene does not gstop here:
There was a deep red ruddy blush upon the room} and when
the landlord stirred the fire, sending the flames skipping
and leaping up -- when he toock off the 1lid of the iron pot
and there rushed out a savoury smell, while the bubbling
sound grew deeper and an unctuous steam came floating out,
hanging in a delicious mist above their heads -- when he
did this, Mr. Codlin's heart was touched. (p. 196)
It has been freguently observed that Dickens} imagination is .0
captured by anarchy, violence, decay and chaos. But sﬁéh passages
as this attest to the fact that he can Qortray vivid aﬁd imaginative
scenes of warmth and harmony. Thg very fact that so many people
are familiar with the "Dickensian Christmas" with its warm hearth
and cos& domestic circlé suggests the vividness and vibrancy with
which such scenes are created. We see a cheerful fire blazing
in the hearth of Master Humphféy's room (p. 55), Abel Cottage
(p. 622), the schoolmaster's room and theradjoining house in which
Nell and her grandfather live. (p. 489) The presence of the.hearth_
seems to stimulate Dickens' imagination. ‘It is interesting to
note that when the ﬁearth is not mentioned, as in'th Brownlow
Oor Maylie house, Dickens fails at creating a convincingly positive
house. « )
. Along with the cheerful fires, many of these houses are

characterized by their neatness and cleanliness. John Carey

maintains: "Neatness, orderliness and personal cleanliness...
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- . . 15
were passionate concerns of Dickens."

He also states: "In
his family life his concern with neatness was _cbsessive."16
Kit's house is a place of "cleanlingss and order" (p. 131):
in the cottage that Nell and her grandfather stay in, every-
thing is "eslean and neat" (p. 178): about Abel Cottage Dickens
sayé: "Everything within the house and without, sgsged to be
the perfection of neatness and order" (pp. 232-233); Kit's room
within the cottage is "very clean and comfortable” (p. 234): and
in the kitchen everything is "as bright and glowing, and as
precisely ordered too, as Barbara herself" (p. 234). Certainly
these houses symbolize the orderly moral lives of their inhabitants.
But order within these houses is described in a trite and uninter-
esting ﬁanner in comparison to the he FEE: Certainly when.
Dickens is-gither strongly attracted to or replused by something,.
his descriptions radiate vitality.
The concept of the house that is connected %ith the urban

- society does indeed repulse Dickens in this novel. The intensity
of this revulsion is revealed through the prevalence of dreams
in the novel. Dreams are freque;tly associated with houses here.
In the 014 duriosity Shop there is a "tapestry and strange furni-
ture that might have been designed in dreams " \(p. 47). Since
occurrences in dreams are not confined within tRe boundaries

realism, they are offen identified with our most: irrational
and extreme fears and fantasies. Consequently right from the
beginning of the novel, the reader learns to. associate the | house

with the bizarre and the irrational. We are thus prepared for
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Grandféther Trent's irrational fears in connection with houses.
With his "disorder&#hwgination" he is continually "haunted

by apprehensions of béing led captive to some gloomy place

where he would be chained and scourged, and worse than all,

where Nell could never come to see him, save through iron bars
and gratings in the wall " (p. 246). These fears have the
intensity of nightmare. Maéter Humphrey dreams about Neli "alone
in the midst of the decay and horrors"of the 0ld Curiosity Shop. __
(p. 56) On their journey, Nell and her: grandfather see rows

of chlmneys on houses in "that endless repetition of the same
dull ugly form, which is the horror of oppressive dreams "

(p. 425). And Nell is "troubled by dreams of falling from high
towers." (p. 301) In all these d;eams, houses are the cause
of fear; they are all eerie and horrifying places. -Dickens
suggests the frightening possiﬁility that somehow the houses
are simister and arercapable, perhaps, of gradually taking over
control of their ﬁuman occupants. Dickens, in seeing his own

growing prosperity and the increasing materialism of the society

N /
" around him, fears that humans will gradually losé control of their

possessions and these possessions will in turn control them.

Sﬁch fears reach great intensity through the use of fairy
tale elements as well.. Again we are beyond the limits of realism.
Many of these fabular elements are .identified Wlth Qullp. He is
called "a monster", "a dwarft", aq/égre"‘;nd a "mis-shapen wretch"‘
People wonder with what kind of "e Qigyéint" he was able ‘to make
Mrs. Quilp marry him. (p. 245) He lives on "Tower Hill" in an

"agre's castle" (p. 614). Like Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights
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and Orlick in Great Expectations, he seems to come from nowhere.

When Nell sees him at the caravan gate, she says that "he seemed

to have risen out of the eartﬁ " (p. 276). And indeed, all of
these fairy tale elements,emphasize the limitless nature of Quilp's
capacitf for evil; we fear him as we fear the bottomless, irration-
al borrors of our nightmares. In fact he is described as a
“dismounﬁéd nightmare" (p.. 462) and "a perpetual nightmare" (p. 288)
to Nell. It is important to realizé that Quilp is ideﬁtified withg
houses in general and the 0l1d Curiosity Shop in particular. In
fact Dickens always presents Quilp inside a house: the house on
Tower Hill, the "Wildérness“, the counting-house and the curiosity
shop are the places in which we see him. It is significant that

it is Quiip who takes possession of the 01d Curiosity Shop and
drives Nell anh her grandfather out. He is the underlying threat
of evil that lurks beneath a materialistic society, too concérned
with -commodities. By taking over the curiosity shop, Quilp drama-
tizes Dickens' belief that in such a society, evil will slowly
penetrate into the lives of individuals and drive out such values
as innocence and goodness. Quilp is also identified with the

city. Harry Stone argues: "The city is the abstract center of
evil, but in individual terms, the Eenter and original of evil

is the sinister misshapen dwarf, Quilp.“l7 Certainly Dickens

worst fears about this growing urban world are dramatized through
this monster-like character.

Paradoxically although Nell and her gfandfather try to
escape from the 0ld Curiosity Shop, they continuaily return t§

some form of it. 1In actuality the movement of the novel is
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circular, not linear. Almost all the places that the pair
visit bear a strong resemblance to the shop. Steven Marcus
. says about Nell: "...the decaying Arcadia in which she dies.

resembles nothing so much as that other pile of rubble, the
Shop itself. Though she has moved through space she has traveled
nowhere."le. In the cumosity shop there are "suits of mail
standing like cghosts in armour" (p. 47) and in the house thét
Nell dies in, there are warrior effigies with "their own weapons,
helmets, coats of mail, hanging upon the walls." (p. 494)
Similarly the shop has "fantastic carvings brought from monkish
cloisters” (p. 47) and the second home has "fragments of rich
carving from old monkish stalls." (p. 480) In addition both
these houses are characterized by age énd decay. Jarley's
caravan has waxworks that connect it with the effigies of both
these houses. The similarity of all these houseg reveals the
fact that escape from the 0ld Curiosity Shop is not possible.
Dickens is aware that this shop, as a metaphor for the commercial

F\H////‘ urban society, is here to stay. Nell and her grandfather in
travelling to their final home have come full circle. The
¢circular movement of this ﬁovel reflects its tightly integratéd
éonception. The action of the novel is centered on | the 01d

-

Curiosity Shop. Oliver Twist, on the other hand, moves from
7

q“\\“Z;ﬁse to house in '@ much more discursive, rambling way. But Nell,
ike Oliver, does not develop morally as the journey progresses.

She remains a static character.

Although Nell does not develop as a character, she does
v



change in relation to her domestic environment. While the
curiosity shOp is entirely unconnected with her, the second
home is indeed associated with Nell. Dickens says: "They took
their supper together in the house which may be henceforth

called the child's.:." {p. 484) ©Nell becomes part of the ruin

and decay surrounding her. Dickens may be admitting that inno-
cence and goodness cannot remain forever untouched by its énviron-
ment. To remain untainted, Nell must, in fact, Jleave this world.
She cannot escape the 0l1d Cumosity Shop, so she must die.

Edmund Wilson says: "The 014 Curiosity Shop, had been

' simply an impromptu yarn spun out -- when Dickens discovered that

the original scheme of Master Humphreys Clock was not going over

with his readers -- from what was merely a short story..."l9

Many critics automatically assume .that because this is an early
novel, it is artistically inferior. Certainly there are flaws

in the novel, but there is much that is worthy of special at-
tention. Dickens' symbolic use of houses is particularly skill-
ful right from his earliest novels because his imagination is
naturally attracted to inanimate objects. Peter Conrad suggests
that this is not exceptional in his time: ."The fascination of
the romantics with natural objects and their vital forces is
transferred to the Victorians to man-made- things, tokens of human

energy and ingenuity.“20

In an age of increasing secularism and
N [}
materialism, it is not unusual for a novelist to take particular

notice of "things". Dickens, after his experiences with the

Marshalsea and Warren's Blacking Factory, "made the decision that

4
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never again was he going to be so victimized...No obstaple should
stand between him and ambition;“2l With this ambition in‘mind,
Dickens like the society he lived in, woﬁld be very aware of
commodities and the financial success for which they stood.

Consequently it is not surprising to find that as early as The

0ld Curiosity Shop, he is able to create a vivid and effective

pattern of symbolism in connection with houses.

SPUUN TR S
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~ they talk to themselves."

CHAFTER IV

DOMBEY AND SON: ENCLOSED WITHIN HOUSES

The world of Dombey and Son is a place of isolation

and separation. Many of the characters are alone and le¢nely.
Even the central character of the novel, Dombey, "in all his
life...nad never made a friend." (p. 103) In such a context
it is not surprising to find Toots writing letters to himself.
(p. 218) 1In fact characters are so isolated in this novel,

that even their conversations fail to bring them into contact

with each other. The conversation between Mr. Feeder and

Doctor Blimber is a comic example of this lack of communication:

'And when, ' said the doctor, raising his voice, 'when,
Six, as we have read, and have no reason to doubt —-
incredible as it mdy appear to the vulgar ot our time --
the brother of Vitellius prepared tor him a feast, in which
were served, of tish, two thousand dishes --
'Take some water, Johnson -- dishes, Sir,' said Mr. Feeder.
'0f various sorts.of fowl, tive thousand dishes.'
'0r try a crust of bread,' said Mr.,Feedgf. (p. 222)

J. Hillis Miller acknowledges:. "The central problem ot Dombey
'and Son, a problem faced by all the characters, is how to break
through the barriers separating one trom the world and from other
people."l‘ V.S. Pritcnétt sees isoL%t;Qg,as’a distinctive mark

ér the Dickensian character in general. He maintains, "The
distinguishing quality of Dickens' people...is that tney are
solitaries? They are people caught living in a world ot their
o&n. They soliloqﬁize in it. They do not talk to one another,

2 And as we have seen as early as

43
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Oliver Twist, Dickens has introduced a theme that recurs with

great prominence in his fiction -~ the theme of isolation.
His use of houses in the novel is closely associated with this
theme. Frequently houses are places of enclosure or confinement

here as they are in Oliver Twist and The 0ld Cur1051ty Shop.

These enclosures physically separate characters from one another.
Because the house is also a symbol of the self, the house sug-
gests the theme of self-enclosure or egotism -- one of the major
causes of isolation from others in the novel.

Although the problem of isolation is also dramatized in

Oliver Twist and The 0ld Curiosity Shop, it is explored in much

greater depth in this novel. Dickens is concerned here with the

tactors that lead to isolation. In Dombey and Son, monetary

greed is one such factor. Grahame Smith dlscusses "the allenatlng
effects of money worship.“ He ma;ntalns- "At the level of
authentic human contact, then money is a divisive force. It

turns society from a community into a series of individual personal
units linked only in a web of external. material relationships.
Shut fast within the constricting boundaries ot their own egoe,
men deny their common numanity.“3 The relationship between greed
and isolation is given concrete form in the two buildings belong-
ing to Dombey -- his place of business and his private house.

The firm ot Dombey and Son is based on "ecompetitive greed and
indifference to tneAwelfare of others,...a cecynical ecenomic

system that spawns all the vices and cruelties of seciety. aAnd

of that system -- it might even be called Dombeyism -- Mr. Dombey
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is the symbolic embodiment."4 If Dombey is the symbolic

embodiment of competitive greed, Florence is the represent-
tative of isolation in the novel. Certainly, "the constantly
recurring image of Florence as the lonely princess in the evil
castle gazing out sadly at the wgalth of life around her in which
she seems forever unable to take part is...a delicately imagined
study of the alienatiné loss of identity that...was felt to be

one of the crucial facts of their age of Victorian critics of

society."5 The title Dombey and Son, like that of The 01d

Curiosity Shop, is an integral part of the novel. "Dombey and

Son" denotes the firm and the family, -the public and the:private,
and the close relationship between the two. We see the social
forces of the public world affecting the personal lives of

individuals. Steven Marcus maintains: "Dombey and Son is the

first of Dickens's works that might be thought of as a domestic
novel. For it is a novel which regards society and the indiviéual
existence through representing the life of a siﬁgle and rather
small family as it persists through time.%s By dramatizing'
abstract social attitudes and problems through their effect oﬂi
a single family, Dickens creates a much more powerful impact than
he would have achieved by simply examining social forces and
institutions.

Edgar Johnson idept%ﬁ}es Dombey as "the living symbol of

! :

the nineteenth-century theoxry of -business enterprisé."7 Through
Dombey, Dickens explores the industrial and commercial economy

and all its ramifications. It is not surprising that Dickens spends
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considerable time describing Dombey's house. He presents it~

in terms of a'prison. It has "barred windows" and keys that
"rusted in the locks of doors:" (p. 394) The outside of the

house is as forbidding as a prison: "There were not two dragon
sentries keeping ward before the gate of éhis above, as in maglc
legend are usually found on duty over the wronged innoccence
1mprlsoned: but...there was a monstrous -fantasy of rusting iron,
curling and twisting like a petrification of an arbour over the
threshold, budding in spikes and corkscrew points...“ {p. 393)

In this prison, the inmates keep to their own cells. The child,
Florenee, is rarely allowed to visit her father. Paul as;a

baby, is kept separate from his sister. Even Polly is penalized
for leaving the house to visit her family. Dombey, too, remains
isolated. Dickens tells us, "The door was ever closed, and he

shut up within." (p. 320). Moreover, the Dombey house is-constantly
descrlbed as "dark" and "gloomy", terms ofteﬁ associated with‘a ~
prison. The house, as prison, reflects Dombey s own psychological

imprisonment. Even though Dickens has also portrayed house-

prisons in Oliver Twist and The 0ld Curiosity Shop, he has

gradually changed his use of them. The "prisons" that Oliver

lives in are externally imposed. Oliver is put in one "prison”

after another. But in The 0ld Curiosity Shop and Dombey and Son
characters choose whether or not they will live in prison-like

interiors. The obvious choice is not to do s0; this is the choice

of The 0ld Curiosity Shop. But Dombey makes the more perplexing

decision of choosing to remain in a prison~house and in .an
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imprisoning state of mind. This is a theme tha£ Dickens- is

to expand on with great Isight in the Clennam house of Little
Dorrit. This more complicated mode of béhavior reveals Dickens'
own increasing awareness of the complexity of human nature. He
says that Dombey héd been "}ong shut up within himself" (p. 359)
and had lived "in solitary bondage" (px\§48) to his sense,of'

self-importance. And in fact, Dombey is imprisoned within his

F LA 3

own pride.and alienated from human contact. The only iqporeag§7
person in'BEEbey's world is Dombey; he rejects everyone else as
unnecessary. The one exception to this statement is Paul but
Dombey sees him as an extension.jof himself, not as a separate
being. Thus, through his pride and egotism,'he builds walls
around himself and shutsout humanity.

The Dombey house is associated with.another type of
enclosure. z- ‘a casket. 1Inside this house are objects connected
with death:

Bell-handles, window-blinds, and looking glasses, being
papered up in journals, daily and weekly, obtruded
fragmentary accounts of death and dreadful murders...
Odours, as from vaults and damp places, came out of -
the chimneys. The dead and buried lady was awful in !
a picture-frame of ghastly bandages. (p. 75)
There is also a pair of dusty urns "dug up from an ancient tomb"
(p. 109) in this ‘house. The death-like atmosphere of the place

is closely associated with its inhabitants.* A visitor to the

Dombey house remarked thdt "she couldn't separate the family from

the notion of tombstones." (p. 744) The furniture, too, is

associated with death. After ﬁns. Dombeyfs'death, it is covered

with sheets. These coverings,’reminding us of shrouds, are not °'
. . \ L
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only connected wii%’the furniture. When Dombey %; alone with
Florence in the drawing room, he covers "his head With a hand-
kerchief " (p. 585). Ail of these'covefgagg%bolize his'repres—
sion of emotions. The association of ghis house with death in
general suggests the destructive naturegof such repressed «deelings.
It also sign;fies the death-in-~life existence thatjnbmbey leads.
John Morkgf relates.this type of existence to the Industrial
Revolution, saying: - "The unchecked inventiveness, industr; and
ambition of their_contemporaries cdondemned manf ordinary men agg
women to an existence that was a living death - if by chance they
escaped death itself."8
| For Dickens, death itself is preferable to a death-like
existence. We éan sx+hs5rcomparing two houses associated with
death -- the Dombey house in this novel and the house, in which

. ™~
Nell dies, in The 0ld Curiosity Shop. Even though both have

death-like associations, Nell's house is presented in a positive
light. It is connected with Nell's physical death; to live in
the after-1if8 1s shown to be a much better alternative than to

live in this society. Alexander Welsh, in The City of Dickens,

argues that Dickens continually portrays the traditional contrast
between the earthly city and,thé heavenly city. He says: "Eggides
its association with death, and its figurative-réduction to hell,
the earthly city is properly associated with greed and selfishness,
and hence with money.“? The heavenly city is, of course, its
inverse. The death-like Dombey house represents the earthly éity
and its death-in-life existence: on the other hand, Nell's tomb-

like house represents the prefeéqﬁifaheavenly city to which she
; N\
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As we%i_;g,being described in terms of a tomb, the
Dombey house is identified with another type of enclosure --

a womb. In Psychology of the House, Oliver Marc argues that

the Sshape of the earliest huts and caves resembled the womb.

He says: "To build a house is to create an area of peace, calm,
LY
. , 1
and security,. a replica of our own mother's womb." 0 Florence

sees the Dombey house as a'retreat, and a haven from the world-
-of pain. After she has suffered through her observation of happy

family relationships at the Skettles, she is eager to return
home: - \_/////

Florence felt that for her, there was greater peace
within it [ber home] than elsewhere. It was better

and easier to keep her secret shut up there, among

the tall dark walls, than to carry it oad into the
light, and try to hid it from a crowd of appy eyes.

It was better to pursue the study of her oving heart,
alone, and find no new discouragements in /loving hearts
abcout her. It was easier to hope, and pray, and love
on, all uncared for, yet with constancy and patience,

in the tranquil sanctuary of such remembrances; although
it mouldered, rusted and decayed about her: than in a
new scene, let its gaiety be-what it would. She wel-
cormed back her old enchanted dream of life, and longed
for the old dark door to close upon her, once again. (p. 482)

3

iFlorence's desire to return to the house symboiizes a longing

to retfeat to the womb. She sees the world outside as a place
of sufferiné; she would rather have "the o0ld dark ?gor close
upon her." Dickens élso.indicates thét Florence's enclosure in
this house is, in actuality, an enclosure within illusions and.
"enchanted dreams." He describes this house in terms of romance
and fairy tale. He compares it to a "magic dwelling place in

' Eﬂnwgic story” (p. 393); Florence is the "king's fair daughter
- )

-
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in the story“ (p. 395) and it is an "enchanted abode" (p. 394)

with a "spell"” on it (p. 393). Certainly these associations
“emphasize the unreality of this house. Dickens tells us: "So
Florence lived in her dilderness of a home, within ;he circle

of her innocent pursﬁits and thoughts, and nothing harmed her."

(p. 395) Nothing can.harm her because she is living in a worlg

of illusions, not reality. But the world of reality‘cannot be

walled out forever. The alterations of the Dombey house take ——
place as Florence is away from home looking forward to returning

- to her old secure enclosure. Dickens says: "Although the enchan-

ted house was no more, and the working worid had/Broken into it,

and was hammering and crashing and tramping up and down stairs

all day long, ...there was, at first, no other dgreat change in

the method of Florence's life." (p. 500) The change in the

house foreshadows the later development in Florence's character.

She is forced to finally reject her illusions about her father.

When Dombey hits Florence hé destrays these illu;ions.‘ Dickens

says: "...she looked at him, and a cr¥ of desolation issued from

her heart. For as she looked, she saw himrmurdefing that fond. :
idea to which she had held in spite of him. She saw his cruelty, |
-neglect, and hatred aominant above it, and stamping it down, She

saw she had no father upon earth, and ran out, orphaned from his
house." (p. 757) The house as a womb-retreat reflects Florence's
desire to enclose herself in a world of illusions and unreality.

It is only when she faces the world of suffering and reality that

-

she is able to leave this house. | .7

In contrast to-Oliver Twist and The 01d Curiosity Shop -
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where the main characters journey from house to house, Dombey
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and Son is a novel in which Florence and her tather remain for

the most part in one house. 1In Dombey/g;d Son, Dickens intro-

fuces a variation on the journey motié;*wgere the house changes
-4 ;

as opposed to the characters changing from house to house. The
change in setting corresponds more closely with character devel-

opment in Dombey and Son than in the other two novels. Here we

also sec a varsion of the pure/cﬁildlin the mouldering house. But
this time not only doeémiﬁé‘hé;oine choose to remain inside such

a place but she also rejects the wérld of reality outside its walls.
Unlike Oliver and Nell, Florence is portrayed as a “good" char-
acter who is capable of making poor decisions. Florence's des-.

tre fo remain.énclosed within the Dombey house emphasizes the
pervasiveness ¢of isolation in this world.‘ Even characters who

have a genuine interest in others remain alone and separated

from others.

In Dombey and Son, other houses are also places of enclo-
4

sure. Mrs. Mac Stinger's residence is a comic parody of the
Dombey house, She asks Walter whether or not an Englishwoman's
house is her "castle" (p. 180). Indeed she walls her fortress
with a “woodén fortification"_(p. 180) and Captain Cuttle must

use enemy’'s tactics (p: 181) to escape this prison. Mrs. Pipchin's
home is another "Castle"; Mrs. Pipchin, herself, is an "ogress™
‘and disobedient children go to the "Castle Dungeon" (p. 161).

In this prison, the window in the front parlour is never opened.
(p} 160) This house is a "casket” enclesure as well as a

“pflson“ enclosure. Susan Nipper calls it a "burying-ground of a

place” (p. 168). .Such a place appropriately reflects the woman
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who had "all her waters of gladness and milk of human kind-
ness...pumped out dry." (p. 160) Mrs. Marwood's house is alsé

a place of enclosure. This place is "as closely shut up as a
house...full of.cracks and crevices could be." (p. 129) These
cracks and crevices emphasize their occupant's division from

the rest of humanity. All of fhesé enclosures give the impression

of a world composed of interiors. 1In The Victorian Treasure-

House, Peter Conrad says: "This maze, this subﬁerranean world

of crevices, hollows, low hiding-places, is the world of Dickens's
characters, burrowing.into themselves away from the light and
other people holed up in a weird privacy."ll Certainly this
emphasis on the inner world of enclosures is well suited to

an egocentrically-oriented society;

| It is not surprising that many of these enclosures have
locks and keys. After his first wife dies, Dombey decides to

- look into her writing-desk. He "carried the key in his pocket;
and he brought it to his table and opened it now -- having pre-
viously locked'the room door -- with é well-accustomed hand."

{p. 104} In addition Dombey's boockcase is locked. (p. 109)

The lock on‘the door and the bookcaée indicate the 1lock on
Dombey's soul. Dickens indicates the reasons fof this imprison-
ment: "An indescribable distrust of ‘anyone stepping in between
himself and his son; a haughty dmed of having any rival or partner
in the bsy'é respect and deference; a sharp misgiving; recently
acquired, that he was not infallible in his power of bending and

binding human wills; as sharp a jealousy of any second check or
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cross; these were, at that time the master keys of his soul.™
(p.7103) Dombey's affection for others is represséﬁ throu%h
his pride and jealousy. Edith also has a lock on her door.
When she makes the decision to leave Dombey, she locks the door
to her inner dressing-room and takes the key with her. (p. 756)
Dickens reveals the consequences of her decision through this
action. Edith, by locking her inner dressing-room, has locked,
symbolically, her heart and soul.

\ Just as houses and locks can indicate self-enclosure

and confinement, so too can boxes and containers. Gaston

Bachelard, in The Poetics of Space, points out that houses of

things,_like drawers and chests, correspond with secrecy and
concealment in the human personality.l2 In firm of Dombey
and Son, ﬁhére is an iron s&fe, some boxes, :hzzse-bottle, and
a coal-scuttle (pp. 91~92) -- all containers of oﬁjecté. And
in fact the two men;most closely aésociated'}ith the firm --
Dombey and dérker the Manager -- are both men of secrecy. |
Mirroré, too, are central to the theme of enclosurg in

Dombey and Son. When Edith has her first argument with‘Dombey,

she is sitting in front of a mirror. (p..657)_ Carker the Manager
also looks at himself in a mirror. (p. 457) Dombey does not
actually look in a mirro; but he sees his son as a mirror reflection
of himself; Paul is described as "his little image" (p. 151). ‘
By looking in mirrors, these characters impdse their images on

the surrounding environment. Hence ;hese mirrors symbolize the

distorted perceptions of-characters who see the surrounding world

as extensions of self. The destructive nature of a vision that

+
.

\\

~
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perceives the world in terms of self reaches a'climax in
Florence's dream. Dickens says, "In every vision, Edith came
and went, sometimes to her joy, somtimes to her SOrrow, untll
they were alone upon the brink of a dark grave, and Edith
pointing down, she looked and Saw ~- what! -- another Edith
lying at the bottom." (pp. 591-592) Dickens suggests that the
inevitable outcome of the egotism associated with these mirrors
is a destructive, even deadly one.

Inside many bf the houses in thié novel, are cobwebs,
birdcages and piants. Through the use of these objects, Dickens
frequently suggests the desire of one character to trdp another.
This is a variation on the theme of enclosure. Up until this
point,.we have seen self-enclosure —- characters trapped within
themselves and alienated from others. but birdcages, plants and

- cobwebs suggest the theme of enclosure or imprisonment of others.
In the firm of Dombey and Son, there are "a lot of Eobwebs."
(p. 92) The éobwebs obviouslf reveal Carker's desire to trap
and imprison others. Dickens makes thlS connection explicit
when he says/Carker was busy "winding webs round good faces,

{

and obscuring em with meshes- " (p. 387) He is also described

as weaving a "eRain" (p. 458) and a "web" (p. 477) around Edith. f\\f

Similarly his desire to trap others is symbolized by the "creeping h

pPlants entwined about the Pillars” (p. 553) of his house. Carker
is not the only owner of cr;éping piants. Mrs. Pipchin has
"severalc;eeping vegetables, possessed of sticky and adhesive
leaves and one uncomfortable flower—pot hanglng to the ceiling.,.

thlch tlckles people underneath w1th its long green ends."

Y
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(pp. 160-161) These plants reveal Mrs. Pipchin's desire to
ensnare‘children. Miss Tox not only has plants in her house
but also thinks in terms of plants. She suggests that Florence
"wind and twine" herself about Dombey's heart "like the ivy"
(p. 105). she also has birdcages in her house. Indeed her
object in life is to "trap" a man, and a man with money if
possible. Carker has a birdcage with a birdcage inside swinging
on a hoop. This hoop is "like a wedding ring." (p. 554) Dickens
foreshadows Carker's plot to trap Edith and destroy her marriage
through this bird cage. All of these attempts to enclose or
trap others are, in actuwality, unsuccessful attempts to become
unified with others. . - : ' -~
Space and distance within houses reveal characters'
attitudes towards and relationship with otq?r characters. Solomon
Gills' shop is characterized by its compactness. In fact "such
extraqrdinary precautions were taken in every inséance to save
room, and keep the thing compact; and so much practical navigation
was fi;ted, and cusg}oned, and screwed into every box; ...that
the shop itself, pargzking of the general infection, seemed almost
to become a snug, sea-going, ship-shape concern..." (pp. 88-89).
The snugness of Sol's shop reflects the close relationship he

has with others; he is never wi}hdrawn_or distant with people.

Dickens is very fond of compact spaces. As early as The Pickwick

Papers, he associates compactness with happiness. At Dingley

Dell all "was very snug and pleasant" (p. 464) and Pickwick's

home was "so beautiful, so compact, so neat” (p. 895) that it
4
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was difficult to decide what to admire most. Similarly in

The 0l1d Curiosity Shop, Abel Cottage has "a little stable, just

the size for the pony, with a little room over it, just the size
for Kit" (p. 232) and in the shop itself, Nell's bed was "a

kind of closet" that "looked so very small and was so prettily
arranged" (p. 47). John Carey argues that coéy spaces have
imaginative attraction for Dickens because they are crammed with
security. He points out that Dickens, from the days as a homesick
boy in the blacking factory, placed great importance on secur'ity.13
Gaston Bachelard maintains that f...the tinylthings we imagine
simply take us back to childhood, to familiarity with toys.“14

And indeed Dickens' passion for compact spaces is, in'many ways,.

a retreat to idexsassociated with the secure and non~threatening
time of his childhood, before the blacking factory days. Con- .
'sequently it is not surprising to find éharacters like Ruth Pinch
and Bella Wilfer in places like "neat little dolls’ houseg"15

and Kit's wife in a "kitchen as was never seen or heard of out-
side of a toy-shop window” (p. 234).. This also accounts for
Dickens' preoccupation with little people; characters like Little
Nell, Little Dorrit, Jenny lren and others are all diminuitive

in size.

In Dombey and Son, there are also characters who wish

to remain as spatially removed from others as possible. Dombey
is one such character. Not only does he live in a corner
house, but he also sits in a corner within the house. When

we first meet him, he is sitting in "the corner of...ia}darkened
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room” (p. 49); after Paul dies, "he sits in an inner corner
of his own dark room" (p. 310); and when he and Florence are
glone in the drawing-room, he withdraws "into a shadowy corner
at some distance" (p. 585). Bachelard maintains that corners
are symbols of solitude, places of withdrawal from the world.
He says, “The'gorner becomes a negation of the Universe..."16
And certainly if a person is in a room, he cannot withdraw any
further from others than into a corner. Dombey's separation
from others is physically reinforced.
Books and pictures in the novel indicate another type
of separation -- the separation between form and essence, or~——
appearance and reality. These objects frequently reveal the
disguise or pretense that a character is trying to maintain.
Edith draws pictures and.hangs them on the walls of her home
in Leamington. Her mother also loves pictures. When they visit
a Castle, Mrs. Skewton is in "ecstasies with the works of art"
(p. 467). The association of the mother and daughter with art
indicates the QEEificial, Qeceptive natures of these characters.
Edith describes herself as alwayé having been "artful, designing,
mercenary, laying snares for men" (p. 472). Carker, another
character described as "artful™ (p. 866) has paintings in his
hOL\lse :
And yet amidst this opulence of comfort, there is
something in the general air that is not well...Is
it that the prints and pictures do not commemorate
great thoughts or deeds, or render nature in the
poetry of landscape, hall or hut, but are of one
voluptuous cast -- mere shows of form and colour --
and no more? Is it that the books have all their
gold outside, and that the titles of the greater part

qualify them to be companions of the prints and
pictures? (p. 554)
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The discrepancy between the form and essence of the paintings'
and the cover and the content of the books parallels the
discrepancy between the outer appearance and inner charécter
of Carker.

Dickens uses furniture and rooms to reveal another
type of division within self -- the separatién of a character

from his purpose in life. 1In Dombey and Son, furniture and

rooms are frequently not used for their intended purpose. Dombey
uses his library for a dressing room and he eats breakfast in

any room but the breakfast room. After he goes bankrupt, "érustees
sit upon pieces of furniture never made to be sat upon“_and eat
""on- other ﬁieces of furniture never made to be eaten on." (p. 9283
In Brogley's shop, there are clocks that do not work, "window
curtains with no windows belonging to them and hearth rugs with
no hearth. In fact all of the furniture here is "exhibited in
the most uncomfortable aspect, and under circumstanceé and in
combinations the most completely foreign éo its purpose." (pp.
176-177) ° Confusion and.disorder are emphasized in a world

where objects are not used for their intended purpose. Dickens

already introduced this concept in The 01ld Curiosity Shop with

Quilp sleeping on his desk (p. 87) and using his counting house

as his residence. In Bleak House, the entire novel can be seen
in terms of things not working the way they should. Grahémé Smith
notes that "one of the most important strands of Dickens' genius
is a profound understanding of the period throﬁgh which he lived."17 |
And indeéd Dickens here makes vivid and concrete the sense that

-§omehow values have been inverted in’ this society. This inversion
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of values is also suggested through the reversal of roles
of the animate and inanimate. As in all his novels, the
houses and furnishings take on human qualities -- and usually.
sinister.human qﬁalities. Here, windows "frown" (p. 74) and
faces in wallpaper "leer" (p. 234). The devitalization of
humans acquires prominence here. When Dombey is interviewing
Polly, Dickens tells us that he turned "round in his easy chair,
~as one piece, and not as a man with limbs and joints." (p; 67)
Dombey is in fact slowly turning into an inanimate object. Paul
unwittingly recognizes this fact when his father stands at the
foot of his death bed. Paul points to him and asks, "what is
that?" (p. 224) Similarly.Doctor Blimber is described in con-
nection with the great clock in his establishment:

'And how do you do, Sir?' he said to Mr. Dombey, 'and

how is my little friend?' Grave as an organ was the

Doctor's speech; and when he ceased, the great clock

in the hall seemed (to Paul at least) to take him up,

and to go on saying, ‘how, is, my, lit, tle,~friend?’
over and over and over again. (pp. 209-210)

By assoéiating Doctor Blimber's speech with the ticking of a
clock, Dickens emphasizes the mechanical voice and sentiments

of the Doctor. In fact, he dehumanizes Blimber through such

a description. 'As we have seen in Oliver Twist, a world that
places a higher value on commodities than human beiMys ﬁnai:rs
the reversed roles of the animate and the inanimate. The in-
evitable product of-such‘an environment is someone like Mrs.
Skewton. When she is struck with‘pa;alysis, Dickens says:
Cleopatra was arrayed in full dress, with the diamonds,
short sleeves, rouge, curls, teeth, and other juvenility
all complete; but Paralysis was not to be deceived, had
known her for the object of ‘its errand, and had struck

her at her glass, where she lay like a horrible doll
that had tumbled down.



60

.~

They took her to pieces in very shame, and put the
- little of her that was real on a bed. {(p. 613)

Later in Our Mutual Friend Mr. Dolls is also specifiéally linked

with dolls. After his deéth "the corpse was put down in the
parlour -- the little worki&g-bench being set aside to make'foom

for it -- and therejin the midst df the dolls with no speculation

in their eyes, lay Mr. Dolls with no speculation in his.” (p. 801)
In this society, people are not only alienated from others, but also
separated from all that is "human" within. them.

In opposition to houses and furniture that suggest sep-

aration is Sol's house and shop. All of the furnishings in his
place are connected with the sea: "0ld prints of ships with
alphabetical references to their various myétefies, hung in frames
upon the walls; the fartar frigate underuweigh, was on the plates;
outlandish shells, sea weeds, and mcsses decorated thé chimney-
piece; the little wainscotted back parlour was lighted by a skf—'
.1light, like a cabin." (p. 89) The asséciation'of these objects
with the sea is a positive one in this novel. The sea, itself,
is connected with eternity, with a better world outside time and’
space. Because his house is Eonnected with the larggr, moré
mysterious life outside time, it is not a house of’enclosure.
J. Hillis Miller notes: "If tHe everyday social ﬁorlé 6f Dombey
and Son is a realm of self-encloseé milieus, of the impossibility
of communicafio; between people, of triumphant soiitude,‘the éea
of deaﬁh, with its 'wild waves' ...is the authentic symbol_of a

nonhuman power whose chief characteristies are reconciliation

and continuity.“la' In fact Sol's house has a gky-light in the
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parlour. The 'place is connected to and unified with the world

outside itself. The house represents Sol's own connections

with humanity. In The 014 Curiosity Shop, Quilp's counting-

house and the Wilderness are also connected with the sea. But

unlike Sol's house, these riverside houses have negative connot-
ations. John Carey argues: "It is a leading characteristic of
Dickens' mind that he is able to see almost everything froﬁ two

opposed points of view."lg. He points out that both the creative

and destructive aspects of fire are portrayed by Dickens.20
Certainly this can also be said of the sea and the river in his

novels. Dickens makes’use of the many connotations associated

-with this element. In The 014 Curiosity Shop he emphasizes its

corrosive effects; in Dombey and Son, he stresses its associations

with the transcendent world. : x

Throughout the'novel, Dickens juxtaposes Sol Gill's shop

~with the Dombey firm." ‘Sol's shop is not financially successful

because it has not kept pace with t?? changing economy. It .is an
almost anachronistic plaée of commerce in this world. But Dickens
obviously presents it in a mucﬁlmore positive fight than the
modern Dombey and son. Again wg,see chkens' nostalgic yearning
for a pre-industrial past. Clhsequently it is not surprising that
Dombey and Son, as representative of the modern business world,
collapses. The bankruptcy of thel firm "is a portent of the
collapse 6f civillzed values from within."21 The financial bank-

ruptcy symbolizes the moral and 5p1r1tua1 bankruptcy -0of the modern

lndustrlal world.

S



George Orwell mainﬁains that Dickens "is a south of
England man, and a Cockney at that, and therefore out of touch
with the bulk of the real oppressed masses, the industrial and
agricultural‘labourers.“22 Nothing could be further from the _(
truth. I find it is precisely D£2kens' thorough understanding
of the people and the social forces of his society that creates
such powerful fiction. Iﬁﬁéresenting the theme of isolation in :

~
Dombey and Son, Dickens not only recognizes one of the most

prevalent effects of a developing industrial economy, but also
portrays it vividly. Houses, as man-made envifonments, are effect-~
ive symbols of this sense of alienation. The industrial economy,

4
as the triumph of mans' efforts, also contributed to the feeling

of isolation in Victorian society.

Dickens spends more time describing the furniture and '

furnishingsin this novel than in Oliver Twist or The 0ld CuriosiE"ﬂ’i_

Shop. We are much more aware of the details of the interiors

here than in Oliver-Twist or The 0ld CurioSity Shop. Wé are much
more aware of the details of the intefiorq here than'in the earlier
fiction. Sﬁqh attention to fufnishings attests to Dickens in-
creas‘j.ng awarenesﬁ details and their potential symbolig func-
tiong. The emphasis on furnishings ‘here alsoc indicates the
pre&ccupation in this environment with things. About the Victorian
home, Peter;Conrad says:' "Lts works of art often.seem, like its
interiors, containers to be stuffed as full as possible. TIts

paintihgs are cluttered with objects, each precisely and con-

scientiously depicted; its novels expand to take in a miscellan
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of characters and incidents’.."%3

Dickens already introduced

the theme of the importance of objects in The 0ld Curiosity Shop.

But in that novel the theme is more abstract and less forceful.
We are nqﬁ§m§de aware of objects within houses in the way that

we are in Dombey and Son. The preoccupation with furnishings

and objects within the house, would éertainly foster an inward
orientation. Dickens emphasis on these objects is wgli suited

to a society.that is inward rather than outward looking. 1In .
addition this stress on material objects suggests the greed and
materialism that promotes isolation in this world. Certainly

Dickens' use of symbolism in Dombey and Son is.more carefully

c

integrated with the themes and concerns of the novel than in

I
his earlier fiction.

/
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CHAPTER V | ——

BLEAK HOUSE: DISORDER AND DISLOCATION WITHIN
- \

HOUSES

If Dombey and Son is characterized by separation between

characters, Bleak House is dominated by many additional kinds of

separation. In this novel, meaning is wrenched from action:
S . e . . .
objects are disconnected from their purpose; reality is separated

from appearance;'form is dislocated from content and principle

. 1s dissociated from practice. Not only are relations between

various ‘elements broken and fragmented but the prgggr order and

sequence of these elements is distorted and inverted. Disorder

; . .
is, in fact, a consequence of separation. Dorothy Van Ghent _
observes: "You cannot make order with an integer, one thing alone,

for order is definitely a refﬁtionship among things.” Bleak House

is, in effect, a world of disorder, confus}on, inversion, and
deterioration,

Dickens pfesents a succession of disconnected objects in
some of the houses. The Jellyby closets are a store-house of |
bric-a-brac:

. ».such wonderful things came tumbling out of the closets
when they were opened -- bits of mouldy pie, sour bottles,
Mrs. Jellyby's caps, letters, tea, forks, odd boots and.
shoes of children, firewood, wafers, saucepan-lids, damp
sugar in odds and ends of paper bags, footstools, black--
lead brushes, bread, Mrs. Jellyby's bonnets, books with
butter sticking to the binding, guttered candle-ends put
out by being turned upside down in broken candlesticks,
nutshells, heads and tails of shrimps, dinnermats, gloves,
coffee-grounds, umbrellas... (p. 476) :

64
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Dickens depicts the complete disorder of-the family through
this amazing assortment of disarraf. Characters, as well as
things, have collapsed into a state of canfusion and disorder.
This confusion is connected with the city. EQ&her notices that
the London streets are "in such a distracting state of confu51on"
that she wonders "how the people kept‘thelr senses."” (p. 76) -
Dickens is implying here that the confused and chaotic state of
individuals is a direct result of the urban environment. Xrook's
house and shop also has an array of assorted odd commodities. He
collects bones, kitchen-stuff, hair, old iron, waste paper, bottles,
clothes, rags, keys, old parchment scrdlls and‘discoloured, dog-
.earethaw papegi. (p; 59) These lists_qf useless and used commod-
ities emphasi eﬁiﬁEqurposelessness that pervades this world.
Moreover this assortment of odd unrelated objects also indicates
the lack of relation and harmony between individuals. Dickens
not only criticizes the acquisitiveness and greed of a society
" that accumulates commodities in such abunéance, but.he also points
out the futility of such avarice. He reminds us that the inevit-
able end of all commodities is "rust and must and cobwebs, "
(p. 101)

Jerome Buckley, in examining Victorian culture, points out:
"All levels of bourgeois society exercised their acquisitive pdwers
at leisure moments iﬂ amassing great stores of bric-a-brac...
For the sheer joy of possession, they accumulated innumerable i

oddments."2 Dickens uses XKrook's house-shop to dramatize the

absurdity of such avarice. Like the odd and eerie objects in the
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0ld Curiosity Shop and the haunting assortment of human parts
in Venus' shop, this place also has a weird collection of

human hair and bones. All of these places are frightening cor-
ruptions of the concept of a shop. By associating Krook's shop,

as well as Venus', in Our Mutual Friend with decomposed commod-

ities, bickens emphasizes the faét that corruption and deterior-
ation are closely connected to the commefcially—oriented founda-
tion of this society. Unlike Kxogk‘s Rag and Bottle Warehouse,
there is a greater emphasis on human as opposed to non-human
decomposition in Venus' shop. Such an emphasis produces a much
more gruesome vision of society. By this last compleﬁe novel,
Dickens' outlook has darkened considerable; here human beings are
being desecrated for money. ‘

Krook's Rag and Bottle Wafehouse is closely connected with
Chancery. "Being in the shadow of the wall of Lincoln's Inn"
(p. "186), the shop is geographicaily 1inkéd with Chancery. Dickens
makes this connection explicit in giving the shép "the ill name
of Chancery." (p. 101) In addition Krook's assortment of objecté
is paralleld by the series of papers and reports in the Court:
"bills, cross bills, answers, rejoinders, affidavits, issues,
references to masters, masters' reports,[?né]mountains of coétly
nonsense" accumulate in Chancery. (p. 50) Certainly papef is in
great abundance here. Eighteen lawyers in the Court-of Chancery
are "armed with a little summary of eighteen hundred sheets”
(p. 54). These useless mounds of paper become the rotting and

decomposing paper in Krook's Rag 2 Bottle Warehouse. By
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g} associating Chancery with this shop, Dickens reduces the Court
to the level of rotting garbage. 1In fact, paper seems to be
an abundant commodity in some of the other places also. ‘It is
frequently associatedAﬁith garbage here. One of the Jéms in the
Jellyby house "was strewn with papers and.nearly fiVlied by a
great writing-table 'covered’ﬁ'ith} similar lettexms." (p\. 85) Like-
‘\}$dse Miss Flite "carries some small lett%?\zn a reticule which
she calls her documents.”" {(p. 51) This a? ociation emphasizes
the useless nature of the content of these papers. Dickens tells
’ ﬁs that "Mr. Snagsby has dealt in all sorts of blank forms of
oS legal process" (p. 178) and certainly all the paper and documents
in the novel are merely'“blank forms".- Thié separation between
\kf_g;rm and content can also be seen in Sir Leicester's behavior.
In "condescendingly perusing the Eacks of his books™ {p- 457),
he reminds us Qf'Carkef with his books that "have their gold
outside and his paintings that are "mere shows of fo;m and colour”
(p. 554). Both Sir lLeicester and Carker, for most of the novel,
are men concerned mainly with outward show and form. Even though
_Dickens has already.dramatized the separation of form énd content
in his earlier novels, he has not previﬁusly made use of the imagery
of paper and lists. These lists are effective not only in under-
scoring themes but also in radiating vitality and animation.
Dickens seems to have a particular relish for such lists. lPeter

Conrad maintains that art in the Victorian period in general is

"a treasure-house of detail"3 and is "crowded, contradictory,

growing and spreading in an energetic anarchy, a riot of detail."?
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He also argues thatithis‘“pursuit of detail is a pursuit of

certainty."5 And indeed a detailed list can impart a measure

of sécurity to its creator. This is particularly important in

an age of widespread unceftainty. Thes= lists of mere outward

form in particular are especially suited to Dickens' imagination.

John Carey argues: "The peculiarity of Dickens' imaginative

vision which draws him to limbs or features cut away from their |

normal accoqpaniments, also alerts him to human actions which have
<Come adrift from theix contexts."® In the same way, Dickens is
particularly skillful in dramatizing forms that have been separa-
ted from their initialacoqtext and meaning. . |

Inside ‘many og the .houses in the novel there is not‘only

a series of disconnected:oﬁjects but many of the individual objects
themselves are falling into separate pieces. In Bleak House,

there are various degrees of decomposition. The first phase is

characterized by broken or cracked objects.. Mr. Skimpole "has

a broken water-butt" and a window with a "broken desk" in Nemo's
room (p. 188); Mr. Vholes' office has "cracked Qindow" (p. 603);
Caddie Jellyby carries a broken éandle in a broken candlestick

(p. 91); Bleak House with Tom Jarndyce as owner had "cracked

walls" and a “bréken roof" (pp. 73-74), a door that does not work
(p. 88), a corkscrew with a broken handle (p. 89) and a torn

carpet (p.88). Objects are rusty as well as broken. 'Tulkinghorn's
apartment (p. 182), his clothes (p. 527), his appearance (p. 58),
his self (p. 458), Nemo's grate {p. 187), SkiméBTE*s«hcuse*(p. GéB)

and the legal.neighborhood (p; 315) are described as rusty. Th%
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imagery of rust not onlylemphasizes the pervasiveness of indust-
rialism but also the corroding and destructive tendencies of an
industfial economy. Dickens also presents objects that are in
fragmented pieces. The sets of chambers that Tulkinghorn rents
are "sﬁrunken fragments of its greatness" (p. 182) aﬂd in Tom-
all-Alone's, two houses have caved in. (p. 273). Krook, when he
writes "Jarndyce" on the wall, writes each letter separately

and erases it before writing the next. Even laﬁguége here'is
presented as fragmented Rigtes. This fragmentation is clo;ély
associated with the fact that Krook cannot read. Again the
separation 6E-form and content is evident. Andlthe rain at
Chesney Wold is described in such a way as to emphasize its frag-
mentation; this rain "is ever falling, drip, drip, drip..."

(p. 131).  The final product of decomposition is dust, ashes,
and soot. Krook's place is lighted with a fire of "dying ashes"
(p. 189); the berfits of the Chancery suit are "ashey" fruits
(p. 592); "flakes of sootg;;all on London (p. 50); the "dust"

of the city is mentioned (p. 639); and soot covers both Vholes

office (p. 603) and Nemo's room (p. 187). In addition Tulkinghorn's

room is surrqtﬁded with dust. Dickens says: "In his lowering
magazine of dust, the universal article into which his pabers and
himself, and all his clien£s, and all things of earth, animate and
inanimate, are resolving, Mr. Tulkinghorn sits af one of the open
windows." (p. 359) Everything in this world seems to be disint-
egrating into its original state of matter -- dust and ashes.

This is a return to the primal world of chaos and darkness where a
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"Megalosaurus" (p. 50) is not out of place. 7

The decompositioh of houses and objects is particularly

. suited to many of the characters in the novel. Edgar Johnson
loéks at Mrs. Jellyby, Mrs. Pardiggle, Mr. Skimpole, Mr.
TGrveydrop and Mr. Chadband, and concludes: "All these people
exemplify the decay of the lofty principles and noble ideas that:

they profess, into irrelevance, flippancy, indifference, self-

B

ishness and hatred." And certainly there is a wide discrepancy

between the principles and practice of these people.
Decaying houses and' commodities, a recurring motif in

all Dickens' novels, dominate Bleak House to a degree unprecedented

, . -
in his earlier fiction. The decay and fragmentation here reveal
the moral and spiritual deterioration of the entire fabric of

society. This is one of the reasons that the title Bleak House

is so appropriaterT indeed, many of the houses in this novel are

bleak and decrepit. Andlcertainly it is Chancery that-is responsible
for such a condition. Gridley tells Miss Flite that every tie he
has haﬁ on earth has been broken by Chancery (p. 406). Tom

Jarndyce defines Chancery as "being ground to bits in a slow -

fire" (p. 102). The imagery of fragmentation also symboliées a’
world of unintegrated people. Alienation and isolation are phen-

omena particularly noticeable in the urban world. 1In Victorian

People and Ideas, Richard Altick points out: "Paradoxically, the
closer people were brought together physically...the farther apart
they drifted in any social or spiritual sense; ip the midst of

-crowds they were alone."B

’_,‘I‘
In Bleak House, decay reaches alarming proportiqns///;::"

T
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only do houses in Tom-all-Alone's decompose and completely
collapse but Krook also expldaes into a multitude of fragmentsl
In no earlier novel, do charécters literally fall to pieces,
nor do any of the tottering houses actually give way and sﬂash.

In the later novel, Little Dorrit, a central house in terms of

theme and plot -- the Clennam house -- also totally collapses.

) .
Dickens vision of society graduallf appears to be darkening with

each succealhng novel. At the time ofgwriting David Copperfield,

f
Dickens had begun the periodical, Household Words. This journal

is a testament to his growing unease about social problems. Edgar
Johnson says, "The viewpoint dominating all these articles, and

hundreds of others on gcores of additional subjects, r

an uncompromising humanitarian radicalism."*’ Dickens'
of subject matter.in these later novels, as well as his increasing
Eoncern‘with social problems, contributes to this darkening out-
look. In these novels, "he was to attempt nothing less than'an
*anatomy of modern society. The grimmer and more comprehensive

vision Dickens brought to this enlarged purpose fills these novels
11 ’
LY

Although the title Bleak House suggests the gloomy and

with sombre hues...”

dismal nature of this world, Bleak House.itself is anything but
bleak. This contradiction is appropriate though, in a world
pérvaded'by contradictions, inversions and distortions. The
character of Mrs. Jellyby reflects the theme of inversion in the
novel. Her topsy-turvey priorities are indicated by the "guttéred,
candle-ends put out by being turned upside down" (p. 476) that sit

in her closet. Quilp's boy standing on his head in The 0ld
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Curiosity Shop and Magwitch turning Pip upside down in Great

Expectations are similar variations on the same motif. These

literal inversions are effective visual counterparts to the
inverted values and méral disorder of the society. ‘The decaying
objects in Krook's shop also suggest the normal order in this world
has been turned upside down; shops usually carry new articles,
not decomposing ones. 1In additionas in Sol Gllls' shop and Venus'
sh'::. 'everything seemed to be bought, and nothlng to be sold
there.” (p. 99) These shops, in not carrying out their proper
functions, are well suitéd to a world of disorder and chaos. In
such ‘an environment, places like the Jellyby’s use pie-dishes
instead of.basins for washing (p. 88); garbage is storea in cup-
boards instead of'waste bagkets (p. 476); individuals are described
in terms of clocks "tHat never go and never went" (p. 299); chilg-
ren like the Smallweeds are adults deprived of any childhood. (p 341)
and adults like Skimpole, Grandmother Smallweed and Volumnia
Dedlock are childish. In fact nothing does what it is meant to
dd or work the way it should. 1In such a world, it is not surpris;.
ing that place§ of law are described in terms of churches. The
Court of Chancery has "stained-glass windows" {p. 50} and the
entrance to Kenge and Carboys is "like an entrance to a church."
(pl'76) The misplaced worship by individuals in this society
is symbolized by these connebtions between law and religion.
'Chesney Wold is dominated by contradictions and inversions.
Dickens describes it as "a picturesque old house, in a fine park
richly wooded.™ (p. 300) But the exterior beauty and attractive-

ness masks the loneliness, gloom and unhappiness within its walls.



73

In fact Diékens describes the trees surrounding it as "sighing,
wringing their hands, bowing their heads, casting their .

tears upon the qindow-panes ig monotonous depressions." (p. 931)
Chegney Wold is "a place where few people care to go about alone,
where‘a maid screaﬁs if an ash drdps from the fire, takes to ‘
crying in all seasons, beé&mes the victim of a low diéorder of

the spirits, and gives'warhing and departs." (p. 931) This - j
discrepancy between the outer and the inner corresponds to Lady
Dedlock's exterior beauty and implacability, and her inner sorrow
and agitation. Dickens also dramatizes this discrepancy in

Dombey and Son. Edith Dombey lives in a place of "elegance and

splendour™ (p. 503). But "the mimic roses on the walis and floors

were set round with sharp thorns, that tore her breast; in ever¥\

scrap of gold so dazzling ES‘th eye, she saw some hateful atom .

of her purchasggégheg; the broad high mirrors showed hef a person...
who was too faléz to her better self, and too degfﬁed é%d lost, . O

to save herself." (p. 503) In Victorian Convenzzahé, John Reid

indicates: "Disguises were more than plot convenidnces or uncon-
scious gratifications, the§ beé:me indicators of divided natures .
and revealers of puried selves."12 The héuse that disguises the
misery withinlitrreflects the,;ives'df both its mistresses in
these novels. 1In his earlier f{Ztion,_Dickeng does not portray
. . ,
any such house. His use of the house of disguise in his later
>fiction corre5ponds-with an increased awareness of the contradic-

tions and complexity of human nature.

The portraits inside the Dedlock house are also central

to the theme of inversion in Bleak House. The most notable aspect
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of these portraits of the Dedlock ancestors is the eerie
impression they give of having a life and will of their own.

When the Dedlocks leave Chesney Wold, "the piétures of the
Dedlocks past and gone pave seemed to vanish into the damp walls
in mére lowness of spirits." (p. 56) These ghost-like movements
prepare us for the story of the actual Dedlock ghost. In addiéion'
Rosa, Mrs;‘Rouncewell and Mr. Guppy "pass on from\room to room,
raising the pictured Dedlocks for, a few brief minutes as the '
young gardener admits the light, and reconsigning them to their
graves as he shuts it out agaip. (p. 138) The ancient Dedlocks
seem to rise %rom the dead. The “éoid.blank sméll"‘of Chesney
Wold suggests that "the dead and buried Dedlocks walk there, in
tﬁe long nights.” (p. 456) 1If all of these portraits suggest
,that the deceased Dedlocks are more alive than dead, the portrayal
of the actual living Dedlocks reveéls th;t they are more dead

than alive. Sir Leicester is "like one of a race of eight-day
clocké in gorgeous cases™ (p. 239). This image of people in glass
cases recurs later in the novel. Dickens outlines Skimpole's
impression of the Dedlock clan: "The whole race he re?resented,
as having evidently been, ifi.life, what he called 'stuffed people,'
~-- a large collection, glassy eyed;fset up in the mdst'approvgd
manner on thgiraﬂarious twigs and perches, very correct, perfectly.
free from animazion,.and always in glass cases." (p. 588) 1In Our

.. Mutual Friend, Dickens returns toc this image of "stuffed people”

inside glass cases. Inside Venus' shop are glas% bottles filled

with human parts. It is evident that human and non-human are

/
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reversing.roles. Moreover, by constantly connecting the'live
Dedlocks with their deceased ancésﬁoré, Dickens stressesrthé
_ backwafd locking orientation of this family. There is no chadnge
or progress in ‘this clanj the live Dedlocks are nq\differen£ |
from their dead ancestogg in picture frames. .

Dickens frequently makes vivid and effective use 6f
portraits, paintings and effigies'in his works. John Carey
poses asprovoca@ive exglanation'for this: -

~

Corpses, coffins, waxworks, portraits, clothes, wooden
legs, speakers of strange tongues and suchlike inhabitants e
of Dickens' imagination, are related in that they are};
neither impersonal objects nor fully humany.. They pop-
ulate the border country between people and things wheje
Dickens' imagination is moq&}y engaged. One way to increase
the population of this regién is to liken inanimate objects
to people. Another is to liken people to inanimate objects. 13

Again and again Dickens does indeed return to this area between

thg hPméﬂ and the ﬁbn-human. In fact, not only is tkis one of
the'mqst prevalent motifs in his'fiction, but it is certaiqu

also an area where hiscreatiyity emerges . The’blénk‘sﬁare of an
effigy ér portrait is the visual_ﬁanifestation of the theme of
- separation and dislocation. Because it attains no human.coﬁmuhi—
catio%, the ﬁlank séarehis-the optic coﬁntefpart of the(disjunétion
" between, form'and content. . o - ’

| Chesnef‘Wold ahd ité inhabitants are connected in manj
other ways witﬁ death. Dickené describes this place as a "deadened
ﬁofld",(p. 55); it isocomgared to an "overéléeping Rip Van Winkle"
(p; 55); its pwnefs are the."Dedlpcks"; th; Dedlock grounds have
the "géﬁeral smell and tasté of the aﬁqient Dedlocks in their

. i’a . -
graves” (p. 56}; Lady Dedlock dies in a graveyard (p. 868); the
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Dedlock church smells as "earthy as a grave” (p. 304); and

the mists move "funeral-wise" across the Dedlock property.

(p. 456) In addition many of the other houses in the novel
are connected with death. The Smallweed street is compared to
a "tomb" (p. 341); the parleur_of the house is "below stteet
level™ (p. 341); and the tune the Smallweeds listen to is the
"Dead March in Saul" (p. 355). Vholes' office in Symond's/Inn

is similarly death-like. His desk is "empty as a coffi and

he blinks at a "dead wall™ (p. 603). Undoubtedly all of tﬁese

houses indicate the death-~in-1ife existence of their occupants.
It is in_eueh a world that Dickens cah'say, "Jo lives ~=- that is
to say, Jo has not yet died." (p. 272) Like the houses they .
occupy, Vholes has a "lifeless manner” (p. 590) and Grandfather
Smallweed "does not preseet a very anlmated appearance" (p. 343).
Mr Smallweed also appears to be slowly turnlng 1nt0 a-Tentinel.
(p. 344) People seem to be gradually changlng into objects.
Again we are in the area between human and non-human that Dickens
knows so well. .

Although this death-in—llfe theme has been present in his
earller novels, it has not been examlned with the depth of percep-
tion that is shown here. chkens‘explores the many factors that
contribute to t;is type of existence. As in his earlier fiction,
he dramatizes the relatlonshlp between people being treated as
1nan1mate objects and the resulting death -like exlstences that
occur because ef thls Tulklnghorn talks: to Lady Dedlock as if
she were an 1nsen51b1e 1nstrument used in bu51ness" (p. 715); Mrs,

Pardlggle treats the poor as articles: she does charlty by

| \

~
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wholesale" (p. 159); Grandfather Smallweed has been reduced
to "a mere clothes-bag" (p. 343); Mrs. Smallweed is "bowled
down like a ninepin" (p.” 346) and thé lawyers at Chancery are
called "maces, bags and pursés." (p. 54)

Human beings in this world have been stripped of their
imagiﬁative powers as well as ééing reduced to the-level of

- inanimate objects. At Chesney Wold, the animals have more imagin-

&

ative powers than their owners:

The weather is so very bad down in Lincolnshire, that
the liveliest imagination can scarcely apprehend its r
ever being fine again. Not that there is any super-
abundant life of imagination on that spot, for Sir
Leicester is not here (and, truly, even if he were,
would not do much for it in that particular), but

is in Paris, with my Lady... 4

There may be some motions of fancy among the lower
animals at Chesney Wold. (pp. 131-132)

Be this as it may, there is not much fancy otherwise
stirring at Chesney Wold. (p. 133)

Similarly the Smallweed family has no concept of the life of the

imagination. It "has strengthened itself in its practical character,

has discarded all amusements, discountenanced all story-books,
fairy tales, fictions and fables, and banished all levities what-
soever.” (p. 342). ngﬂE/Judy Smallweed has been particularly

deprived "Judy never owned a doll, never heard of cinderella,

how to\laugh. She has so rarely seen the thing done, that the
probabiljities are strong the other way. Of anything like a
youthful laugh, she certainly can have no conception.” (p. 344)

Judy reminds us of the artful Dodger, who is Oliver's age but has

"about him_all the airs and manners of a man.".(p. 100) Similarly

in The Old.Curiosity Shop, Nell has to adopt the role as adult

"

any game.,. It is very doubtful whether Judy knows
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and advisor to her granéfather. Mrs. Leavis maintains thqt
the Smallweed children are "the ides of the child in a utilit-
arian society -- that society which indeed strengthened itself
in its practical charactér."14 And likeéise the Dedlocks are

the idea of the adult in a utilitarian society. In The Victorian

Frame of Mind, Walter,Houghton Sees this utilitarian orientation

as a product of an industrial economy :

A practical bent of mind, deep respect for facts, prag-
matic skill in the adaptation of means to ends, a ready

appeal to common sense -- and therefore, negatively, an
indifference to abstract speculation and imaginative
perception -- have always been characteristic of the

English people. What distinguishes the Victorians is

that the conditions of life in their period tended to

increase this bias...15 -
Furthermore "in lives so immersed in business, what counts is
tangible results...‘ The test of value, including that of thought,
becomes utility in the nérrow sense. "¢ Consequently children
like Judy Smaliweed, Oliver Twist and Little Nell mﬁst grow bld
beforq~their tim?; they cannét "waste" time in the state of child-
hood. Such a society cannot conceive of or provide for an imﬁroved
future; no one is abie to imagine a better world. That such a
life, devoid of imagination, leads to a death-in-life existence
is indicated by the association of “both the characters and their
houses with death.

The imagery of death that is associated with Vholes and

his office reveals another new development in Dickens' uﬁe of
the theme of death-in-life. The death-like Vholes is unexpectedly

connected with one of the "cardinal" virtues in Victorian society --

-
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respectability: R

1]

Mr. Vholes is a very respectable man. He has not a large
business, but he is a very respectable man. He is allowed
by the greater attorneys who have made good fortunes, or
are making them to be a most respectable man. He never
misses a chance in his practice; which is a mark of his
respectability. He never takes any pleasure; which is
another mark of respectability. His digestion is impatred,
which is highly respectable. And he is making hay of the
grass which is flesh, for his three daughters. And his
father is dependent on him in the Vale of Taunton. (p. 603)
In fact what Dickens is actually criticizing is "making hay of
the grass which is flesh" in the name of respectability. Walter
Houghton says: "In the middle classes the passion for wealth
was closely connected with another, for respectablity. Indeed,
their economic struggle was focused less on the comforts and
luxuries which had hitherto lain beyond their reach than on the
raspect which money could now command."17 Jerome Buckley also
. T ! - : .
notes the false connection between moral virtues and materialism
in the Victorian society. He points out that an individual in
this environment felt "the need of rationalizing his own daily
conduct. All too frequently he sought some spiritual sanction

for his roughshod material advance."18

Undoubtedly this is what
Vholes is doing. His "respectability” is digtorted and warped.

- Later in Our Mutual Friend, Bradley Headstone is an ever more.

sinister version of the "respectable"” man. In fact he turns out
_to be a murdereg; The discrepénéy'bgtweén‘the outer appearance
and inner reality of this character indicates the deterioration
of the concept of resbectﬁbilif& in Victorién culture. Indeed
_Dickens reveals the fact that respectability.has become merely a

concern with outward forms and observances.

A final important cause of death~like existences in this
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world is the lack ot growth and change. The imagery of water

and air that is agfociated with many of the houses in the novel
is used to reflect the stagnant nature of the individuals. .Lack
of fresh air characterizes many of the nouseé. Miss Flite
"cannot admit thé air freely“ into her "close"‘room.(p..IOS).

.The air in Nemo's room is "foul aﬁd fitthy" (p. 188) Also the
flavour of the stump of an old forest tree outside the Smallweed
home "is about as fresh and natural as the Smallweed smack of
youth." (p. 341) 1In addition.Tulklnghorn is surrounded By "an
earthy atmosphere” (p. 359) and the air is "stale and close."

(p. 603} Water and rain also indicate stagnation. At Chesney

Wold, there is a "stagnant river" (p. 56): the Dedlock Church
is "mouldy” (p. 56); the walls are damp (p. 56); and it seems
to continually rain there. 1In addition to stealing into IJ
Chesney Wéld itself, the dampness penetrates right into Sir
Leicester's bones. Dickens says:'r“;..the waters are out again

‘on the low-lying grounds, and the cold and damp steal into Chesney
Wold though well defended, and eke into Sir Leicesﬁer's bones."
(P..445)  In Tom-all-Alone's the streets are full of "corrupt
water though the roads are dry elsewhére." {(p. 364) And in front
of the brickmaker's house are "ﬁothing but stagnant péolsﬁo(p.'lss).
The house itselfgis “Qamé“ and has "droppings -of rain—waﬁer.leaking
into the rooms" (p. 156). All of these images indicateﬁstagnatioﬂ
and failure to change. The final description of Chesney Woldb
emphasizes its static nature: "Thus Chesney Wo;d. With so much
of itself abandoned to darknésg and vacancy; with so little éhgnée‘

under the summer-shining or the winter lowering; so sombre and
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motionless always...passion and pride, even to the stranger's
eye, have died away from the place in Lincolnshire, and yvielded
it to dull repose." (pp. 931-932) Dickens particularly stresses
the stagnation here to indicate the importance of change and
reform, especially in the upper classes. These people have the
money and the power with which to initiate social reforms. The

stagnation of all these houses is relatively minor in contrast

to the static nature of the Court of Chancery. Krook says: "'And

I can't bear to part with anfth;ng I once lay hold of...or to alter
anything, or to have any sweeping, nor scouring, nor cleaning, nor
repairing going on about me. That's the way I've got the ill name
of Chancery.'" (p. 101) The static naturé of Chancery is reflected
in individual houses and individua{‘liveé from the upper clases of

sbciety to the lower. It reaches a climax in the later novel,

Great Expectations, in the description of Satis House. There the

clocks have all literally stopped and time has come to a complete
standstili. Dickens emphasizes the diseased and crippling nature

of this unchanging house. This emphasis on the need for change

and reform is cer;ainiy evidénce of further devélopment in Dickens’
thought. 1In his earlier fiction, he portrayed the miserable
conditions of the society around him and juxtaposéd these conditions

with the pre-industrial past to. the disadvantage of the former.

In actuglity Dickéns wanted to turn back the clock. But by the

time of Bleak House, he realizes the futility of such a retreat

‘

and the need not only to accept the present but also to think in

terms of reform for the future.
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Dickens connects Tom-all-Alone's with Chesney Wold
through the imagery of stagnation. 1In do&ng so he stresses
the inevitable bonds between all classes of society. Edgar
Johnson insists: "Chesney Wold has its corollary and consequence
in Tom-all-Alone's and the wretched hovels of the brickﬁakers:
its dignity is built on their degradation."19 Certainly Dickens
criticizes this tendency in éhe Dedlocks . to protect themselves

from all the misery, misfortune and desolation that surrounds

them. In The Victorian Home, Jenni Calder indicates: "An
Englishman's home is his castle -- his ultimate defense against
an intrusive world and against the lives of those he prefers not

to be involved with. "20

Peter Conrad echoes these comments, saying:
"The Victorian interior...insulates its inhabitants from the rude
shocks of the world outside... The interior is a fortress, def-
ending the private‘life agaiﬁst the public world."21 Mrs.
Rouncewell. admits, "There may be a world beyond Chesney Wold that
I don't understand." (p} 136) and Dickens maintains that Chesney
Wold "is a world wrapped up in too much jeweller"s cotton and
fine wool, and cannot héar the rushing of the larger worlds..."
(p. 55) He criticizes "the fact that it was considered morally
improving to feast one's eyes on beauty rather than on poverty"
as ""a significant part of the conspiracy against improvemer}t"22
in the Victorién culture. In addition he emphasizes the illusory
nature of ﬁhe.inéularity of the upper class *from poverty and
squalor throﬁgh the use of these connections between Chesney Wold-
and Tom-all-Alone's.

The imager chf water and rain surroundinq, these .houses is

/-4"
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is also connected with disease. Tom—~all-Alone's is a place

"where the rain drips in; and comes and goes, fetching and

carrying fever" (pp. 272-273). In a society characterized by
sepération and isolation, one of the tenuous bonds that does

join individuals in all classes is infectious disease. Dickens
warns: “There is not a drop of Tom's corrupted blood bﬁt pro-
pogates infection and contagion somewhere... There is not an
atom of Tom's slime... but shall work its retribution, through
every order of society, up to the proudest of the proud, and to
the highest of the high."” (p. 683) And in fact Jo, Charlie and
Esther all contmct sﬁallpox. Even on fhe first page of the novel,
Dickens indidates the diseased nature of the entire society.

Foot passengers jostle "one another's umbrellas, in a general
infection of il1l tempef“ (p. 49). This disease, as well as
spreading from house to house, seems to have attacked the very
houses ahd furniture themselves. Many of the places are compared
to an ailing or injured individual. Mrs. Jellyby has a'"lahe
invalid of a sofa” (p. 85). Tom-all-Alone's "is a street of
perishing blind houses; with their eyes stoned out” and propped

up on "crutches™ (p. 147). In addition "the brains seemed...to‘
have been blown out of Bleak House when it is boﬁght by Jarhdyce._
(P. 146) ?he sickly nature of these_houses reflects the ughealthy
nature of individuals within this society. Dickens uses cannibal-
istic and parasitic imagery to indicate the diseased and distorﬁed

nature of these individuals. Mr. Vholes looks at Richard, "as if

he were looking at his prey" (p. 591); on another occasion he looks
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at Richard with "hungry eyes" (p. 609), "as if he were making

84

a lingering meal of him"r(p. 607) . In fact Dickens explicitly
‘describes Vholes as a "cannibai'chief" (p. 605). Similarly
K;pokrs cat w;nts to eat Miés Flite's birds (p. 105) and Dickens
tells us that Krook "might have changed eyes with his cat.”

(p. 191) The inhabitants of Tom-all-Alone's are compared to

maggots, parasitic creatures (p. 272) and the lawyers that liver

in Tulkinghorn's house are also called "maggots™ (p. 182). 1In

addition, the smoke that covers Snagby's name plate is described as

an "affectionate parasite." (p. 1&9) This cannibalistic and
parasitic imagery gives the impression of an inverted, distorted
world where humans are feeding on fellow humans. The Victorian
industrial economy that fostered such gualities as agressiveness
and competitiveness simultaneously created the seeds of its own.,
self-destructive tendencies. The cannibalistic imagery suggests
acquisitiveness in -its éxtreme form. John Morley argues that in
Victorian society "men found themselves chastised by scorpions
‘that they themsel&es created.“23 This‘emphasis on disease,_infec—

]
tion, sickness and canniHFlism is not a concern of Oliver Twist,

The Q01d Curiosity Shop or Dombey and Son. This stress on the

diseased mentality Of the age in Bleak House reveals Dickens'

bleaker vision of society.

) But if his vision of society appears to be growing darker,
it-is not entirely so. He can ét least envision one small ray of
hope. And of course this is Bleak House itself. It is important
to realizé that Dickens had many &fher possible titles for this

<
novel. Almost all of the alternatives involved houses in one form

-
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or another: "Tom-all-Alone's: The Ruined House; Bleak House
and the East Wind: How they both got into Chancery and never

got out..."24

It is significant that he chose to name the book
after one of the few positive houses in the novel. And Bleak

House, unlike Qliver Twist, The 0ld Curiosity Shop or Dombey

and Son, is the one nbvel where the main characters live in a
happy house for most of the book. The adjective "bleak"” is a
significént part of the name ”?leak House". Unlike Chesney Wolé:
Bleak House, does not try to ignore or shut itself out from the
miserable environment. Its connections with the bleak world
surrounding it are gmphasized by its name. Bleak House has a
"Growlery" inside it, in which to face and deal with proplems,
injustice and misery. Jenni Calder indicates: "It is fair to
say that the Victorians demonstrated in their attitudes towards
the home...a powerful‘moveﬁent towards narrowing life and concen-

trating self-—interest.“25

Certainly Bleak House is the polar
obposite of such a house. This is one of the few places in the
novel that does not turn its back on illegitimate children like
Esther, social outcasts like Jo, or unfortunate young girls like
Charlie. S '

Of all the positive houses Dickens has portrayed up until
'now, Bleak House is the most rEblistic. Edmpnd Wilson argues that
Dickens fdﬁn‘l;t difficult to "get the good and bad together in

26

one character.” This could also be said about the houses thus

- .

far. Places like the Maylie housg\in Oliver Twist or Sol Gills'
house in Dombey and Son seem like fairy castles that have dropped

-
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- out of the sky and landed in the ést of squalor, decay and
filth. 1In fact the language of falry tales 1s even used in
connection with the latter. But Bleak House is more closely
connected with and affected by the rest of the environment.

| ‘The place with Tom/;arndyce as owner was "dilapidated,
the wind whlstled through the cracked walls, the rain fell. threugh
the broken roof, the weeds choked the passage to the rotting
door." (p. 146). But when its present owner inherited the housé

\‘\Qi\worked hard to make this truly bleak house a better environment.

In\Oliver Twist and The 0Old Curiosity Shop, most of the houses

have decayed from a previous state of harmony to their present

rotting condition; in Bleak House, the reverse is true. But if

Bleak House itself suggests a ray of hope in the novel, it is
very small. Dickens tries to cqnvince us of fhe'viébility of
this positive vision and to a éreat extent fails. The overall
impression that the reéder is left with is one of desolation.
The multitudé of decaying houses in the novel simply overwhelms
the one positive one presented. This is a problem that Dickens

runs into over and over again in all his novels.
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- confrontations in this novel; both gppear to be-'the only method
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CHAPTER VI 5

GREAT EXPECTATIONS: HOUSES IN RELATION TO

A HOSTILE WORLD

In his study of Dickens, George Orwell comments:

"Considering the age in which he was writing, it is astonishing
~

how little physical brutality there is in Dickens' novels."t

It is difficult to understand how anyone who is familiar with

. — '

Dickens' fiction could make such a statement. Certainly physical
violence is present in all the novels, and nowhere is this more h

apparent than in Great Expectations. Dorothy Van Ghent cbserves:

Perhaps, if one could fix on two of the most personal
aspects of Dickens' technique, one would speak of

the strange language he concocts for the solitariness of
the soul, and the abruptness of his tempo. His human
fragments suddenly shock against one another in collisions °
like those of Democritus' atoms or of the charged particles
of modern physics...These sudden confrontations between
people whose ways of life have no habitual or logical
continuity with each other suggest the utmost incohe

in the stuff of experience. 2

Bleak House, Dickens 'dramatizes the "solitariness of Phe soul"”,

He uses physical aggression in the same way that he uses sudden

of human contact in a world characterized by isolation. Mrs. Joe
is undoubtedly one of‘the most aggressive characters in all of

q v
Dickens' fiction. She brings Pip up "by hand® (p.39) and he

observes: "I had cherished a profound conviction that ﬁer bringiné_

87
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me up by hand, gave her';o right to bring me up by jerks."

" (p. 92} And .certainly it is "by.jérks" that Pip is raised.

She frequently uses Tickler, "a wax-ended piece of cane,‘worn
smooth by collision™ with Pip's bod& (p. 40); whén Pip fall%
asleep, she gives him "a heavy thump between the sﬁgulders to

wake him" (p.'?Z);OShe.Shoves his face against a wall (p. 95) and
makes Pip's head reel frdm her “thimblé having plaﬁed_the tambour-
ine upon it." (p. 46) It7is indeed fitting that she should wear
a "coarse apron" that is_"stuck fuil\of ins and needles" (p. 41)
and that she cuts bread "in an apothecary kind of way" (p. 42).
*Objects within her house also éppea; to be hoétile.. The coals in
the fireplace are "avenging" (p. 41)'and an acute angle of the i-‘
table sticks into Pip's chest during Christmas dinner in the

same way that the guests "stick fhe point into“.P;p during their
conversation at tﬁis meal . (p. 56) Mrs. Joe is not aloﬁ; in her
verbal and physical brutuality. Mrs. Hubble is a "sharpredged
.person” (p. 56); Compeyson gives Pip a physical blow {p.'49);‘

Magwitch pulls out_a "jack knife” wﬁén he -hears someone enter’

a room (p. 354) and even in the Pocket household, knives and forks °°

are "instruments of self-dest:uctioﬁ“ {(p. 215). In'such_a wdrld,

it is appropriate that the symbol of the cross represéﬁts_the .

anger of Mrs. Joe and not the sacrifiéial‘humpniiy‘qf Chfisf. (p.53)
Nature, as well as man, is violent and aggressive. Mag=~

witch is a man "who had been socaked in.wa£er, and smothered.in mud,

and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, amd

torn by briars..." (p. 36). At shtis Hoﬁse, the wind throws snow,

-~

/
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at the window as if wishing to pelt Pip for being there. (p. 109}

Similarly in the sky, the only form of interaction is a hostile one;

Pip notices that "the sky.was just a row of long angry red lines

and dense black iines intermixed." (p. 39) In Great Egpec;gtion%;

more than any other DicﬁéiZT novels, things and nature seem to -
have a demonic life of their owr(:.3 Orlick is closely associated;

with the grdélty that imﬁregnates-this world. In fact hostility

reaches a climax when Orlick;violently.assaults Mrs. Joe. Dorothy

Van Ghent contends: "In Orlick is concretized all the undefined

evil of the Dickens world, that has nourished‘itself underground [(/N
and crept along.walls, like:the ;ncient étains on the house of
Atreus.“4 On two separate occasions, Pip caghot ascertain from
where Orlick has suddenly appeared. When Pip and Biddy are walking,
Dickens writes: "There started up, from'the.gate, or from the
rushes, or from the ooze...0ld Orlick." {(p. 158) Similarly when

" Pip sees Orlick with Drumm%g, he says, "A man in a dust-coloured
dress appeared with what was wanted -- I could not have said from
wﬁere: whether f;om the inn yard, or the street, or where..."

(pT 372). It is difficult to pinpoint him geographically because,

as the embodiment oﬁ violence and evil in the novel, he resides
everywhere. S}milarly he dces not live in a permanent home; instead,
he wanders froﬁ place to place. Orlick's sudden appearance in
different locations throﬁghouﬁ the novel emphasizes the all-

‘ L
pervasiveness_of animosity in this environment.

1

In Great Expectations, Dickens examines the theme of

violence with 'such vitality and thoroughness because it is a concern

-

.
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congenial to his imaginaticon. John Carey observes:\f:ﬁickens,
'

who saw himself as'the great pfoﬁhet of cosy, domestic virtue, -
purveyor of imprbving-literature to the middle classes, never
seeﬁs to have quite reconciled pimself to the fact that violence
and destruction were the most powerful stimulants to his imagin-

no

ation. As Edgar Johnson points out, Dickens was a man of inten-

sity: "Dickens liked and disliked people; he was never merely
indifferent. He loved and laughed and derided and despised and
hated... He could be desperately unhappy; he was never only
bored."6 ' It is not surprising that a man of such extremes could
?nter imaginatively into a world characterized by the extremes of

violence and agression.

. - ~
The houses in Great Expectations cannot be fully understood

unless they are examined in this context of a violent world. And

indeed the opening chapters of this novel and of Bleak House focus

first én the exterior environment and oniy after this is established,
do they move inwards- into the domestic getting. From thelpublic
‘world of Chancery é& the private home of Chesney Wold and from the
outer world of nature to éﬁé inner world of the forge, the pro-

cess is the same. In both novels, Dickens  stresses the similarities

between the larger social or natural environment and the smaller

domestic setting. In Great Expectations, the hostility outdoors

in the world of nature is paralleled by the animosity indoors in
the Gargery home. Similarly, both on the marshes and within thé
forge, péople are identified with animals. Magwitch addresses
Pip as “ydu young dog" {(p. 36), comg;res Compeyson to a "blood-

hound" (p. 52), wishes he was a "frog" or an "eel” (p. 38) and
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eéts like "a ddé" (p. 50). Likewise in the Gargery house,

Mrs. Joe calls Pip "you young monkey" (p. 41), addresses.Joé:

as a "great stuck pig" (p. 43{, and appropriately epough has

"four little white crockery poodles on the mantelshelf” (p. 54)..

In addition dampness, bleakness anéwdesolation éharacterize both

' '

settings. And in both places, inversions occur. ﬁagwitch turns

Pip upside down on the marshes, and inside the Gargerx.pantry

is "a hare hanging d% by the heels" (p. 47). By.connecting the

Gérgery house with the environment outside-.it, Dickens emphasizes

the tremendous influence and impac£ that the world had on individ— )

uals within their domestic settings. And again we see Dickens

return to a recurring theme in his works: the inversion of the

normél'order that characterizes this society also infiltrates

the private lives of individuals. It is also importapt-to realize

that the natural éurroundings are aggressive and malevolent,‘ho£

peaceful and picturesque as in.many of his earlierlnovels.‘ Such

a vision is closely connected to Dickéns' perception of the'effects

of an industrial soéiety. He describes the marshes as "a watery
lead colour" (p. 65) and as having "a leadéﬁ hue " (b. 344). 'By

| associating the natural surroundings with the metai, lead, Dickens

emphasizes the all-encompassing industrial nature of this world.

In fact industrialism has

-

invéded the very world of nature here.
' Dickens is also suggesting that.+ s this industrialism that promotes
the aggression and hostility pervading the natural and.domestic

3

environment. In The Victorian Temper, Jerome Buckley says, "The

L]

Captains of Industry...subscribed wholeheértedly to an economic

and political doctrine which sanctioned their ggressive.individual~-

ism.“7
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A natural reaction to this violent world is to withdr;‘( from "
it. Jaggers®' home as well as hi e can be seen in this

. . RS :
light. The furqgture in his house is "all very solid and good,

-

like his watch-cham" (p. 234), which is itseif "massive“-(p. 228).:

This description ecuoeé that of another-lawfer's house in Bleak !

House. Tulkinghorh has "heavy broad-backed old-fashioned mahog-

ony and horsehair chairs, not easily 1ifted " (p. 182). Jenni

Calder points out: " The Victorian interior fecaﬁe incrgasingly A

burdened and enclosed. Thick carpets and heavy curtains were

in dark colours, net curtains and leafy plants at the windows

obscured the light, dark wood was preferred, mahoganyy in

particular, and furniture becaﬁe heavier, more solid...“8 In

a changing and rather kleak environment, the solidity .and weight

.0f household furnishings create an aura of stability and perman-
ence within the home. Unéoubtgdly "it is hard not to see the

E darkness as,piit of the womb-like tendency of the Victorian home,

to see thick carpets and curtains as a significant element of

sanctuary, and solid furniture as representative of solid vir_:tues."9

In Eczentric Spaces, Robert Harbison also comments on the illu-
sion that heavy furnishings suggest - protection. He claims:
“Mos£ important are furnishings like hegvy curtains which muffle
the doors, syﬁbolid safeguards against an'unspecified threat .
{}né]quantities of padding on walls and seats, * protection frbm
-abrupt encounter...“loi In fact Jaggers tries to escape from a

sordid world into his home in the same way that he tries to wash

off his clients with scented soap and scrape the legal cases out
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of his nails. (p. 233) The fact that both the homes of
‘Jaggeré and Tulkinghorn belong to 1awyeré sugéesﬁs thg‘fendency
of the law to insulate itself from the grim féaliéies of the -
- time.
S, .
Jaggers' office is another place of protection in a ,
~ hostile environment. When Pip awaits his legal advisér inside -
this building, he is made uncomfortable by "the distorted adijoin-
ing houses looking as if they haé t;isted themselves to peep-down“'
on hiﬁ through a skylight in the roof. (p. 188) 1In such a place
it is not surprising to find "an old rusty pistol" and "a sword
in a scabbard” (p. 188). Jaggers.reacts to'hostility by arming
himself with weapons of yiolence; he meets aggression.with agress-
ion. Indeed he "seemed to bully his very sandwich és he ate
it." (p. 194) Certainly Dickens does hot advocate Jaggers' response
to this violent world. |
Q.D. Levis observes, "..:one way in which we can see jthat
Dickens evidently did do some deliberate thinking is by recogﬁiz—
ing that he habftually examihed alterpatives -— people he posits
who in the same situation have responded to it in opposite ways.“ll
In two successive chapters Dickens juxtaposes Jaggers' home with
Wemmick's; obviously he intends us to explore their reqctions to
the environment in relation to one another. Wenmick's home is
also a retreat from this hostile universel This "Castle" 1is
’ - .
literally a fortress with the top of it "cut out and painted like

a battery mounted with guns" (p. 229). It has provisions in case

it is "besieged” (p. 229) and a bridge that-is hoisted up to "cut
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off communication." (?. 225).' Iﬂ“addition the guns fire etety
Anight at nine o'clock (p. 229). Certainly futnishings in the -
Victorian home were usea "to accentoate the difference"between‘
the worild out51de the front door and the world inside.” ni2 "and
Wemmlck admlts- " ...the office is one thing, ahd'private life
is another. When I go-into the offioe, I "leave the Castle behindk
me; and when 1 come into the Castle, ] leave the offlce behlnd '
me.'" (p. 231) The world outside Wemmlck's door, and in part-
icular the world assoc1ated with work, is, a bleak and unsavoury
place. .As one cr1t1c observes: "Society 1tseif was tgly. The
aspect of the urban world was not nice to look upon. There Qas
.dirt, there was noise, there was human excrement, there was
starvatlon, there was crinme, - there was v1olence...‘ To have an
intérior environment that enabled such thlngs to be forgotten was
a priQrity of middle-class asPJrations;“13 The fortreés-inéulates
Wemmick from 511 this. Robert Ha:blson suggestefgr:ﬁhen the home
becomes a defense agalnst the hostlle world a refuge, lt becomes .

14
denser, fenced 1n, more secret."

This fortress protects Wemmick
from beéhg completely dehumanized by the 1ndustrlal work world.

" In fact when he leaves his castle he becomes "dryer -and harder"

and. hlS mouth tlghtens "into a post-office again?% (p. 232). Walter
Houghton contends that the.victorian‘home “was a piace apart a
walled garden, in which certaln virtues too ea51ly crushed by
modern life could be presejbed and certain desires of the heart

too much thwarted—be fulfilled. "15 In so far as Walworth’ Castlef

protects such values as charity, kindness and benevolence, it is
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a far superior place of retreat than Jaggers' home. But the

very fact that such a sanctuary is necessary is a sad reflection

on this. society. In Dombey and Son, Dickens already introduced
the concept of a house as a fortress with Mrs. MacJHWpﬁeffé
"castle". But the conceﬁt is comically treated there. In Great

Expectations, Dickens explores the‘ramifications of the house-

fortress with a far greater seriousness of purpose. Peter Cohrad,

in The Victorian Treasure-~House, maintains that an important motif

recurring in Dickens' fiction is the "contrast between the fearful

exposure and predatoriness of the streets and the snugness of

the home."16 Part of the reason that Walworth Castle is So snug
and secure is because of its size. Pip says, "I think it was
the smallest house I ever saw." (p. 229) Again and again in

Dickens' nowels, he associates small, compact spaces with cosiness

) . L]
and security. )

Walworth Castle also has "gothic wiﬁdows" and "a gothic

door" (p. 229). John Reed maintains that the Gothic revival was

-

itself an attempt to disguise a modern industrial society behind

17 Walworth Castle is a retreat from the

iﬂaustrial world not only spatially and geographically but ailso
temporally. Robert Harbisén Suggests additional implicdations of
the use of Gothic architecture:

. - .~
A high proportion of nineteenth-centruy buildings, personal
to the point of foolishness or obscurity are Gothic castles.., .’
The connection between Gothic and privacy is made from the
gloom and darkness of a self which wants to convert itgs
feeling of being embattled to literal .fortifications. A
tinge of the desire to perpetuate self-seclusjion underlies
the most...extensive reconstructions- of Gothic... 18

- -
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And certainly the desire for éelf—seclusion and'pro£ection
characterizes this house.

Walworth Castle is also closely associated with nature.
It is "in tﬁe midst of plots gf gardens;. (p.'229) Innaddition-
Wermmick grows his. own vegetables for salads in his vard. {(p- ZZSL
This healthy growth stands iﬁﬁdirect oppésition to the étagnation
associated with the working world of the city. The natural world
here i§ also completely isolgggd from the aggregéive natural |

a - -

worldﬂpreSented in the reét_bf the novel. To understand thq
sigﬁificance,of the benign landscape here; it is necessary to

realize that Dickens is presenting us with a pastoral "egvironment.-
4

Michael Squires, in The Pastoral Novel, indicates the flunction of

1
such a setting:
The portrait of country life functions partly, it is true,

to charm the reader for charm's sake, but it functions

also to awaken and illuminate the reader's sense of .
contrast between city and country in order that man's
ambition, grown o powerful, can be seermfrom the per-
spective of both/the .cycles of nature ahd the*simpler,

more fundamental life of the country. 19

. The "rural" setting of Walworth. is a reaction to the tremendous

social upheaval of a changing environment. Dickens retreats E& .

a rustic setting, to a place and time believed to be secure and

harmonious, in order to gain perspective on the urban industrial

world. Certainly in ‘his fiction, he never entirely escag%g from

the nostalgit-desire to move backwards in time. Wemmick's Castle,-

in relation to'Jaggers"homé and Chesney Wold -- other pl&ggé of

retreat -—- is presented in a much more positive light. And

%

"certainly this ietreat is not a total withdrawal from:the prablems

of others; he recognizes and deals with Pip's, Herbert's and

Magwitch's misfortunes in a way that Jaggers never attempts. "

L]
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In fact, Dickens stresses the nevitable connections

between man and his environmen%if Joe tells‘Pip, "'I'm wrong

~out of the forqe, the kltchen, or off th' meshes.'" (p. 246)

Jagéers feels that his surroundlngs come in physical contact

_ ﬁ/;h him; Pip sees him "not" only washlng his hands, but “lav1ng

his face and gargllng his throat." (p. 233) Plp himself, more
than any oﬁﬂer character, is closely connected with his surround- “

ings. On the marshes "the damp cold seemed riveted" to his feet

\{F. 48); Smithfield, "all asmear with filth and fat and blood

' ‘and foam; seemed to stick” to P1p (p. 189); and after he visits

Newgate, he says, "I beat the prison dust off my feet as T
sauntered to and fro, and I shook it out of my dress, and I

exhaled its air from my lungs. {p. 284) ‘In-Great Expectations,

‘Es in all his novels, Dickens dramatizes the effects of the
environment upon individuals. Indeed’ Plp S journey takes him
through many settings and these changes in setting correspond with -
psychological changes in his characteg. He recognlzes these Y.
,connectfons when he perceives the impact that Satis House has

had upon his charactér. He asks: "What could I become with these

surroundings? = How could my character fail to be influenced by

" them? Is it to be wondered at if my thoughts were dazed, as

my eyes were, when I cameout into the natural light from the - =
misty vellow roogs?“ {p. 124) - ‘ y;

Certainly Satis House is "one of the most bizarre and
memorable houses in all of Dickens' fiction. As we Kave seen,
decafing houses pervade his novels. In_Safis House, . this décay -
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is unegualled. Everything in it is "covered with dust”, f\
"dropping to piecegi'(pp. 112-113) and ready "to crumble under

a touch." (p. 117) Miss Havisham's inner deterioration as

indicated by these descr%ptions, is also made explicit‘when she ~
is identified as a "skeleton"” {p. 87). The deterioration of
Satis House has additional implications. J. Hillis Miller
observes:

Again and again in Dickens' novels we find houses which

are the mirror images of their masters or mistresses.

But Satis House expresses .far more than merely Miss

Havisham's nature. Miss Havisham and her house are

the images of a fixed social order, the power which

can judge Pip at first as coarse and common, and later

as a gentleman. 20 ’ -
Satis House, as representative of "a fixed social order", is
connected with Barnard's Inn through the imagery of decomposition.
The windows of this inn are "in every s;age"of_dilapidation“,

L4

the’flower-pat_is "erippled", the glass ié "eracked"; the stairs’

are "slowly coliapsing into sawdust"; thé building is described

as "é mere dust—hovel"} it is covered in "soot and smoke" and

has "ashes” st}ewn on it. (p. 197) The decay of both places

emphasizes the decrepit f@qndations of a social order based on
Satis Housé also represents the false values of an entire

culture. _The artificial lighting of the house emphasizes this |

falseness. It is therefore significant that Pip, who subcribed

to these values for most of the novel,_should see his own moral

decay reflected in these surroundings: .

As I locked round at them, and at the pale glpom they
made, and at the withered articles of bridql drqss upon

+
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the table and the ground, and at the awful figure
- with its ghOstly reflection thrown large by the
fire updrn the ceiling and the wall, I saw-in every-
‘thing the construction that my mind had cote to,
repeated and thrown “back to me. (p. 321)
Pip, during his life in London, builds his life on an illusory
foundation. He believeslthis foundation to We-“secure and whole;

-

Magwitch's sudden eﬁtry aestroys this delusion. It is fittiné
that Pip's ction is expressed ip terms of decomposition for
his state pafallels that of Satis House. ~ﬁe ;ays, "For an

hour or more, I remained too stunned to think; ;RH it was not’

until I began to think tHat I began fully to know how wrecked

I was, and how the ship in whiclh I had sailed was gone to pieces."
' : ¥ ) .

(p. 341‘)3 ‘ o
o ‘ Unlike the |ldecay in his earlier novels, the decomposi~-
tion of houses is éar[Lieh*by)the decomposition of human beingg
in Great Expéctation;? Magwitch is introduced hugging "his !
shuddering body in both his arms -- clasping himself, as if to
hold himself together." (p. 38) Similarly Joé's father "hamme;ed.

-

away" (p. 76f at his mother and himself. Pip is also adgressed
in terms of decomposition+ The convict at The Tﬁ;ée Jolly
Bargemen calls Pip "a 1ike1y'young pgrcéiy;f bones . " (p. 105}
“And Mrs. Joe w&rns her husband, "If you bfing the boy back with‘
hié head blown to.bits by a musket, don't %ook to me to put it
together;“ (p. 64) In addition bickené says that Miss Havisham
“had shrunk to skin and bone" and looked as if "the natural light

of day would have struck her to dust" (p. 90). Later in Our Mutual

Friend,' Mr. Dolls also seems to be l%terally falling to pieces; -

i

»
LY
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he makes "a dignified attempt to gather himself together, but,

as it were, dropping half a dozen Plieces of himself while he
tried in vain to pick up one." (p. 603) _Obviously in all the

novels, the imagery of decomposition indicates moral, decay. But

the imagery of human fragmentation in Great ExPectatiens is more
vivid and direct in emphasizing this decay. Characters are
literally and metaphorically'falling to pieces here. 1In.his

earlier fiction, Dickens' more freqhent use of objects to depfct

_this decay; distances the - -impact. - .

~

As well as the Dickensian motif of theigecompoqing house,7

the‘imagery of death is another_recurrinaapattern in all his
novels. As witq,decay, bickens expleres this familiar.concept
wigh greater intensity here. The first "house" described is £he
house of the q$ad -—- the graves which Pip's_;amily inhabit.
The opening scene takes place in a.graveyard and Pip‘views_a
gibbet on the horizoh. These images foreshadow Pip's spir;tual
"death" and prepaee us for the many death-like houses that he is
to inhabit through the course-of theheovel._ In the opening scene
the dead qre not content to stay in their graves. §ip says tﬁat
Magwitch looked "as if he were eluding the hands o(‘ghe dead
people, stretching up cautiously out of.their graves, to get a
twist upon his ‘ankle and pull him in." (p..38) . The dead aéfect
the 11v1ng here in the same . ;ay that the aﬁc;ent Dedlocks in theix
graves pervade the atmosphere of the 11v1ng Ded\ahﬁbu The death—
like qualities'of! both these worlds are made v1v1d éAd concrete

through the imagery of corpses reaching out to the lltlng; death

*

~is, in fact, overtaking life.'.It;ff important to remember that

-
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the novel' opens with the celebration of Christmas -- a time

> -

ot spirdtual birth. By juxtaposing this holiday wi€h the
imagery of death, Dickens emphasizes the distance between. a
. ) ' . '
lite-giving spirituality and this corrupt werld of violence
and death. He also juxtaposes death and life in Satis House.
Dressed in bridal array and sitting near her bridal cake,
Miss Havisham. should be associated with llfe and happiness, '
Instead thlS brlde“ lS connected w1th death and sorrow.
Dickens tells us that her weddlng clothes looked 11ke ‘a
"shroud® (pe 90). By JuxtaPOSing this imagery of death e
that of life, Dickens 1ncreases the sordld and dlstorted
nature Qf the society that Satls House symbollzes It is
also ﬂlttlng that the other ;epresentatlve of the corrupt
r__,?nnc:l.al order - Barnard s Inn -- has a yard “like a flat \
burying~ground." (py lve) . : , S,
: S ) '
Througdout'the novel,* Satis House and the forge are
examined in relation to one aqather. Before leaving the
forge$ Pip says: .
When I got into my little room, I sat down and toock ©
a long look at it, as a mean little room that I .
should soon be parted from and raised above, for ever.
It was furpished with fresh young remembrances too,
and even at the same moment I fell into miich the same -
confused division of mind between it and the better ™
rooms to which I was going, ds I .had so often between

the forge and Miss Havisham's, and Biddy and
Estella. (p. 172) .

If Satis Houee'represents the false values of money and class,
the forge symbolizes the true values of 1ove and kindness.

Pip VaClllates between these tw0npolar opposites. His move-

- —

P
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ment spatially trom one realm to another corresponds with a
movement in terms of -‘inner awareness. Inside Satis House,

the two occypants -~ Miss Havisham and Estella -- represent

‘the component parts of the false values with which the house

is associated. Estella symbolizes the oﬁtwe;d attractiveness
of these values; Miss Havlsham represents the decreplt
foundation that 11es‘heneath the glamour. Dorothy Van éhent
argues: "In the sense that one implies the other, the glit-~
tering frosty girl Estelie: and the decayed and false old

woman, Miss Havisham, are not two characters but a single
- L

one, or a single essence with dual aspects, as if compoéed )
21

by montage -- a splrltual contlnuum, $0 to speak." The

false values of Satls House are connected w1th the theme of !
love and an1m051ty in the novel. Satis Housells, in fact, a-
microcosm of the heartless cruel world. But Pip bhelieves
that he will escape from his early envxronment ofihostlllty
and enter into a world of love in Satis House. 1In actuallty
the Love thet he finds there turns out to be false. Ironic-
ally Satis'House:is a place associated with the'same'éruelty
and’ coldness thaﬁ-Pip,tries to leave behind,

The concept ot work is also examined in relation to
both plaéee, The forge is associated with work, Satis House

with idleness.'_Pip's movement way from the torge is simult-

aneously an escape from work. The freedam from the nécessity'

of work is an integral part of the concept'of_a gentleman
. . -

to which Pip aspires. Satis House, as the symbol of Pip's



aspirationgg is characterized by'inactivity and unemploy-
ment. In fact "there were no pigeons in the dovecot, no
horses in the stabley no pig in the sty,‘no malt in the
store-house, no smells of grains and beer in the'copper or
the vat.” (p. 93) But freedom from employment does not
bripg‘happinéss to Pip or the inhabiténts of Satié House.
Edgér Johnson observes that Dickens "pierces to, the very
core of the leisure-class ideal that lurké in the heart of
a pecuniary society."22
In Satis House and the torge the imagery'pf light
and warmth is contrasted. Satis House is égnfﬁﬁaally assoc-
iated with either artificial 1light or the absence of light.
The corridors are always pitch bléck or lighted by a single

candle.. These descriptions remind us of Oliver Twist and

increase the atmosphere of eeriness and gloom in both novels.
In Satis House, the sinister atmosphere is closely connected®
with the bizarre aAﬁ diseased mentality of Miss Havisham.

The fear or enclosure, entrapment and suffocation in Oliver
Twist are fearé suggesfed by the gloomily lighted houses.
fhgsg-tears are fears of the outside world. These exterior

horrors move to within in Great Expectations. Dickens con-

centrates here more on the terrors thaé lie within the human
hind. His depth 6t psychological percepﬁion certainl& inc-
reases in his later fiction. ) g

A final form ot light that Satis House and in part-

icular, Estella, are associated yith is the light of stars



and the sky. Pip says that "Estella's light came along the
dark passége like a star.” (p. 8Y) He also watches her
"ascend some light iron stairs and go oﬁt by a gallery high
overhead, as if she were going out into the sky.” {(p. 93)
" The stars in the sky are a cold type of light. Pip says:
"And then I looked at the stars, and considered how awful
it would be for-a man to turn his tace up to them as he
froze to deatn: and see no help or pity in all the glitter-—
ing multitude.” (p. 80) The coldness associated with this -
light refliects the coldness of human relations;-indeed, Est~
ella, who is continuvally linked with images of coldness,
ha; no human compassion or warmth; her smile always "chills®
Pip. (p.-320) The c¢old light of stars and the sky is. a
light tar from human reach. Dickens unaerlines Pip's
idealization of Estella and Satis House through this imagery.
If Satis House is identified with cold lights, art-
ificial lights and the absence of light, the forge is close-
ly connected with the warm naturai light of fire and the sun.
Pip says: "The sun had been shining brightly all day on the
roof of ﬁy attic, and the room was warm" (p. 172), and later
he observes Joe, "at work with a glow of-héalth and strength
upon his face that made it show as if the bright sun of the
life in store tor nhim were shining on it." (p. 30% ) Joe is
also.associgted with the fife inside ﬁhe forge. In fact his
very job as a blacksmith indicétes this connection. When |
’

Pip returns to the forge after visiting Miss Havisham, he’

saﬁs, "Joe's furnace was flinging a path of fire across. the

104
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road." (p. 121) Certainly he brightens the dark and dismal
world with human warmth and understanding. During his stay
in London, Pip admits: "Many a time of an evening, when I
sat alone looking at the tire, I thought, after all, there
was no fire like the forge fire and the kitchen fire at

home." (pp. 292-292) As Alexander Welsh indicates, "the

‘hearth is a symbol of....close relations.“23 And it is the

close relations between the young Pip and Joe that give the
forge its aura of sanctification. Welsh explains: ~The
worship of hearth and home that culminates in the nineteenth

century, and which importantly survives in our own lives is

not fully explicable without the pressures that the modern

24

city has brought to bear on it." Certainly the pressures

of a violent, aggressive urban world were enormous. In an
increasingiy secular and materialistic environment, it is

not surprising that traditional religious worship is to some

extent replaced by worship of the hearth and home.z_5 Walter

Houghton observes:

The Victorian home was not only a peaceful, it.was a
sacred place. When the Christian tradition as it was
formally embodied in ecclesiastic rites and theological
dogmas was losing its hold on contemporary society, and
the intluence of the pastorate was declining, the

living c&grcn more and more became the "temple of the
hearth'.

%

The home becomes a store-house for thé values qging under-
mined in the industrial environment. Pip‘s rejection of the
forge, seen in these te?ms, is in actuality a rejection of
important spiritual values. He a&ﬁits: |

Home had never been a very pleasant place to
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me, because of my sister's temper. But Joe had

sanctified it, and I hag believed in it. I had

believed in the best parlour as a most elegant

saloon; I had believed in tne front door, as a

mysterious portal of the Temple of State whose

Solemn opening was attended with a sacrifice of

roast towls; I had believed in the kitchen as a

chaste though not magnificent apartment; I had

believed in the forge as the dlowing road to

manhood and independence. Within a single year,

all this was changed. (p. 134)
Pip's change of allegiance trom the forge to Satis House andg
finally back to the forge again signals his changing moral.
outlocok.

Even though Dickens bpresents the forge as the

source of true values in the novel, he also reveals its many
negative’ aspects. When company is present, the forge
- changes. The parlour, which is "never uncovered at any other
time” (p. 54) is uncovered with the arrival ot guests. Sim-
ilarly Pip says that he opened the front door to company
"making believe that it was a habit of ours to open that door."
(p. 55) The changes in the house indicate Mrs. Joe's hypo- ,
critical changes in the midst ot company. One of the prob-
lems that Dickens must face in creating a house with occup-
ants so different as Joe and his wite is to make the house

.reflect each ot the occupants and yet maintain a coherent and

unitied setting. In Great Expectations, he acheives this

with great success through the theme of various forms of per-
ception in the novel. Dickens continually juxtapoées the
clouded perception of a romantic vision with the more accur-
ate perception of a realistic vision. .And in fact Satis

. + "
House is associated with the former, the forge with the lat-
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ter. Q. D. Leavis misses this point when she arques: “Dick-
ens holds no brief for villége life. He takKes pains here to
show only its deprivations culturally, socially and morally.
The best ot it is to be tound in Jeoe who has a good heart
but is illiterate, and who is lost outside the forge and the

27

village inn..." Dickens, in tact, dramatizes the forge's

deprivations in order to aveoid romanticizing it: The forge
is a good home, not an idealistic.fairy land. By pointing
out both the negative and the positive aspects in this way,
Dickens is able to also make the forge reflect the divergent
, ..characters of Joe and Mrs. Joe. |
The forge is also associated with Pip's early i nse
of desolation and loneliness. Thg dampness lying o ide
his window looks "as if some goblin had been crying.tnere
all night, ana using the window tor a pocket handkerchief."
(p. 48) Pip is eager to escape from this early setting of -
sorrow. Before leaving he says, *I strolled out alone, pur-
posing to finish oft the marshes at once, and get them done
*with." (p. 173) Pip's journey is motivated by a desire to
transcend his "initial given condition of alienation and
isolation".28 This state of alienation is a direct result
of living in a violent aggressive world. Violence is, in
fact, heartlessness carried to extremes. And Pip is cer-
tainly born into a heartless and unfeeling world. He admits:
"I was always treated as if I had insisted on being-born, in

opposition to the dictates of reason, religion, and morality,

and against the dissuading arguments of my best friends." (p. 54)
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It is no wonder that Pip is eager to escape the-forge. But

4

he has to slowly learn that the search for happiness involves
accepting the bleaker side of reality as Joe has done. Es-
cape is no solution.

Yet Pip does try to escape. Through the imagery of

108

mist as well as féiry tale that is associated with Satis L

House, Dickens emphasizes Pip's illusory vision with respect
to class and money.- The mists rise every‘time Pip leaves the
forge in pursuit of his "great expectations.” Similarly the

air in Satis House is compared to "mist".{p. 112) Because

mist obscures proper vision, it indicates Pip's moral con-

fusion and distorted perceptions. Dickens introduced this

same theme through the use of fog in Bleak House. Peter

Conrad indicates that "fog...is a romantic medium, blurring
. »
the real into the mysterious.“29 Pip's romantic perceptions

do indeed blur reality. He thinks Miss Havisham has reserved

tor him the tagk of doing "all the shining deeds of the young

Knight of romance, and marry the Princess." (p. 253) He
also sees Miss Havisham as his "fairy godmother" (p. 183)
and the rooms in Satis House as "dreamy”.(p. 257) The un-

/ .
reality ot Pip's percéption of Satis House is underscored

by the tairy-tale imagery. It is appropriate that Pip des-

cribes Orlick as. "the last man I should have expected to see
in that place of porter at Miss Havisham's door." (p. 254)
Pip fails to recognize the connection between Orlick, as a

symbol of all that is evil in this world, and Satis House,

as representative of the false aspirations of wealth and "

. *
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position in s?ciety. When Pip acquires tnié wealth and soc-

" ial position, he is‘not happy. About himself and his felloﬁ X
club members he says: "We were always more or less miserable,l\
and most of our acquaintance were in the same condition.

There was a géy fiction among ué that we‘were cert;inly en-
joying ourselves, andla skeleton truth that we never did."
(P. 294) This search for happiness that ends in fruétratidn
and disillusionment, is a journey Dickens himself knows well.
Edgar Johnson tells us that before the ﬁriting of Great Ex~
pectations, Dickens felt "a restless uneasiness that still

“lay heavily on his spirits despite all his lovely sallies.

His freedom trom the old domestic unhappiness [his Separation
trom his wifé) had not brought him the peace ot heart ne had

30

dreamed of." For whatever reasons, Dickens never seemed

. 4
to find the peace and tranquillity of mind he continually
searched for. He recreates his own sense of disillusion in
the charadter of Pip; consequently, it is not surprising that

" critics find him;one of the most pPsychologically convincing
protagoﬁists in ail of Dickens’ tiction.
This theme ot disillusion is symbolized by the ruined
fq?rden at’Satis House. This garden is a wilderness in decline
and "too overgroﬁn and rank for walking." (p. 258) It is
also covered "with tangled weeds." gp. 93) This unhealthy
growth also indicates the diseased life of the innabitants‘
of Satis House. Other forms of bizarre and unhealthy growth

pervade this place. The bridal cake in one of the rooms ise

"overhung with cobwebs" (p. 113r;“4These cobwebs are assoc-

b et et e e -
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lated with rstella's behaviour. She admits that she "dec-
eives” and "entraps” men (p. 33Y) and tells Pip, "'You made

v

your own snares'" (p. 374). 1In this light, it is significant

that she sits "knitting" (p. 381) in Satis House. Drummle

too is conpected Ylth this imagery.. Jaggers calls him a _
ﬁSpider" (P. 234) and he leaves the Pockets to return "to

the family hole” (é. 239). He is connected with the same '
social order that Satis House is-identified with. Pardsitic
érowth alsoc pervades this place. Cobwebs "grow like a black
fungus” here (p. 113); the air is "mildewed" (p. 325) and
everything inside the house is covered with "moulgd" (p- 112),
And certainly any form of growth is inevitably éistorted and

unhealthy in this false environment.

As in Bleak House:, the unhealthy nature of this

world is also emphasized by cannibalistic imagery. Magwitgg_

says to the young Pip: "'...what fat cheeks you ha' got.
Darn Me if I couldn't eat em.'" (p. 36) He also says to Pip,
"'...your heart'and liver shall be tore out, roasted and
ate.'" (p. 38) Miss Havisnam.sees Estella in similar terms.
Dickens says: "She hung upon Estelié's beauty,...and looked
at her,'as though she were devouring the beautiful creature
she had rgared;" (p. 320) Pip is also placed before the fire,.
as if he “"were-going to (be cooked" by Pumblechook. {(p. 125)
Cannibalism, as an extr form of aggression, is a natural

product of this environment.

In Great Expectations, Dickens is drawing "on his

most intimat&\personal experiences. They are transformed
’ ™~



Bickens' sense of meaning of his own life.
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into a' 'fable,' but still retain the essential form of

w31 Edgar John-

son also comments on the autobiographical nature and.setting

of this novel: ' 3 i@

The impulse tnat sent Dickens back to the
world of nis chiildhood...was more, however, than
the desire to have an appropriate setting for his
story. It rose from some deeper need to explore
once again, more protoundly even than he had been
able to do in David Copperfield, his formative years
and the bent they had given him, to weigh the nat-
ure of his regponse to them and discover what it
revealed.32

Because Dickens is persénally involved with his material, he

is able to transmute "his personal experience into some-
thing that is not personal, but felt by us as reality and
truth presented.“33 This novel is also characterized by a.
compactness ana integfatio@iunparalleled in his other fic-

tion. J. Hillis Miller claims: "Great Expectations is the

most unified and concentrated exbression of Dickens' abiding

s:yée of the world...In Great Expectations Dickens' particu-

*
lar view of things is expressed with a concreteness and sym-
-
bolic intehsity he never surpassed.“df The novel not only

has fewer pages but also fewer houses than many®of his earl-

ier works. This limited scope contributes to the iﬁtensity

and concentration of Great Expectations.35 qur of the f
housés are presented in relation to one another in this novel.
Walwortﬁ castle is juxtaposed with Jaggers' house; SaE}s
House is presented in relation to the_forge. All of the

major themes and concerns of the novel emerge from the inter-

connections between theée settings. Certainly Great Expect-
‘ .




P

L

112

dtions is one of the nost tightly integrated novels in the o

Dickens' canon.

- Dickens' artistic development trom Qliver Twist to

—

—-.\'; T o
. Great Expectations can be sSeen most clearly in his creation

of good . houses. The Maylie house in Oliver Twist is des-

" cribed in briet, simple and unimaginative terms. But later

' ' . L]
"> houses like the forge or Bleak House are not only complex and

'imaginative but also more intricatelytrelated to the other
houses apd&Eo the novel és a whole. They are also more
‘direcfi; connected with the envirconment that surrounds them,

and iﬁ this way, they becomg tar more convinciné, Siyple
houses like the Méylie or Bfownlow house retlect simple;
upcompliceted characters. The more. complex houses of the
later novels correspond to the more psychologicdally complex
characters. There is undoubtedly a greater .awareness on
Dickens' part of the contradictions and compexities of human
nature in his later fiction. Dickens" houses, as well as
becoming more ﬁomplex, also become more particularized. From

. .ok
Dombey and Son onwards, he certainly pays more attention to

-

objects and details within houses and their symbolic potential.

In addition, in Oliver Twist, Dickens frequently describes

entire neighbourhoods of houses. But in his later novels he
concentrates instead on individual houses and their partic-
ular signiticance. Dickens came to realize that his earlier
generalized observations could be éuperficial or over-sim-
plistié:

There is little doubt that houses play a major role

¢
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w
in Dickens' novels. Their importance is indicated by the
P

very fact that some ot the novels -~ The Old Curiosity Shop

and Bleak House in particular -- are named after houses.

As we have seen, many types of houses recur again and again

in Dickeys' fiction -- the decaying house, the house-shop,

the tomgilike enclosure and the prison-house. all of these \\\\\
houses réfleét some aspect of Victorian society. Houses, as ' o
nicrocosms of the larger social'world, are congenial to
Dickens’ imagination for a number of reasons. Certainly he
reveals a penetrating insight iﬁEp the nature of his own age.
Grahame Smith argues that "his native intélligence in these
matters was reinforced, and crucially reintorced, by certain

episodes in his own life."_36

Smith contends that the black-

' ing warehouse experience was an important episode and it (
gave him a critical awareness of the industrial environ- \
ment and its eftects on the ingividual. This experience

- "had more than a persona1 SLgnlrchNUe. He endured the act-

ing out of a publlc as well as a prlvate\?rama. What he

went through was a microcosm of the social fate of thousands

in the industrial révolution."37 Aithough I would agree

with this idea, I think Dickens' entire life, and not just .

his early expegiaqses. finds its counterpart in the lives of
individuals in Victorian society. The financial difficult-

ies that his parents experienced, no doubt motivated Dickens - oo
to avoid their situation. His resulting material aspirations :

reflect the aspirations of an éntire culture. Certainly

Dickens growing prosperity througndut his life time corresponds
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with the growing prgsperity of Victorian England. And no
doubt Dickens' mixed emotions towardi Victorian prosper%}y
represents the mixed emotions of an éntire age, This (;
Ppersonal experience with many of the social forces dhring
this time certainl& gives him great insight into the‘{at-
ure of this culture. In fact, as Smith says, "It is e
intensity of this feit experience which distinguishes hi; so
absolutely from the 'social-problem' fhovelists" and gives
him“"a poetic apprehension of the world."38 With such a
thorough undérstanding of his society, it is no wonder\
thaﬁ Dickens_is able to use houses in such- an effective man-
ner; the houses that symbolize aspects of this society are
presente& with a depth or.perception few writers cah egual.
Houses are‘also éo effectively dramatized in the
novels because of Dickens' observer's eye for detail. Indeed
he reveals an acute and instinctive awareness ofithe precise
detail to choose in describing a character or scene. In ad-
dition many critics have commented on his sharp aural per-

ception. He is able to individualize characters through

their verbal habits. Norman Page, in Speech in the English

Novel, observes: "It would certainly not be too difticult
to compile a very long list of characters associated with
soﬁe favourite word 6r phrase or other verbal manne:r:ism.“39
Mr. Snagsby's "not to put too fine a point on it" and Wem-
mick's “po:table prbpgrty" are instances of Dickens' use
of recurring verbal mannerisms. The Dickensian character

9is made memorable through visual as well as aural associat-
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_ o - _ .
ions. Miss Havisham divorced from the mould and decay of

Satis House is impossible to imagine; similarly we cannot P
visuvalize Joe outside the forge or Fagin outside his dens.

\gﬂ/ Indeed, we otten understand and remember a Dickens’
character through his house. |

Rob t Harblson suggests that, "erters...who con-

.
rcnltecture seek reunitying images-to solve

centrate on
their own fragmentation, and art made ot‘art‘disclqpes a
mor heéperate rather than a more etiolafed search for or-
'der, 1nvokes ltS rlgldltles to cover its teeterlng."40 In
addltion he maintalns that, "A strong concern with archit-
ecture signifies in fiction as it does outside a concern
with protection, [and] a desire tor established existence."%1
Iﬁgg rapidly_chang;ng culture, it is not surpfising for |
whiters to concentrate on images that suggést protection,’
order and stability. Richard Altick observes: "Victorian
literature is;:among other things, the éécord of a society
. Sseeking ways ;d.adjust itself to conditions as revolutionary
as any we face today.f42 Certainly Dickens is intent on
exploring the nature of lite in an increasingly industrial
and commerﬁial'world. Houses, as objects or commodities,
and houses as symbols ot self; ére two values that the en-
vironment fosters. The focus on houses also suggests the
emphasis on externalities that this world advocates. In such
a society, human life loseé its value to such an extent that
v

characters like Dombey can equate it with furniture. {p. 54)

If Dickens is concerned with the separation-of an in-{
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dividuai f?om his sense of value v, hetis even more con-
cerned hithfseparationé and divisions among.ihdividuals; Of

all the éffects of £his changihg environment, Dickens ex-

) plores most‘intently tﬁe concepts of isclation énd alienatioﬂ.'
In fact, in one torm or another,-all-thé novels are conceipgd-
with thisyproblem. J. Hillis Miller points out that the
Dickehsian her04“ﬁecomes aware of hingself as isolated from .
all that'ié outside himself.j{? 'He is alienated from the
'hdman~comﬁPnity gﬁd :has no family tie. He is an orphan, or
illegitiméte oryboth. He has no status in the coﬁmunity, no

nd4

inherited role whichh he can accept with dignity. Houses,

as places of enclosure, suggest and reintgrce this sense of

r

isolgtion. Houses as places of: warmth and vitality dramatize

the integrated tamily life the Dickensian hero needs.

-
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