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Introduction 

In previou s studie s I  have deal t wit h th e imag e o f woman a s she haunt s 
the work o f creative writers—Sir James Barrie , Shakespeare , C . S . Lewis, 
George MacDonald , an d D . H . Lawrence . Wit h thes e I  found , a s I  sup -
posed, tha t insight s fro m psychoanalysi s hel p u s t o understan d th e mos t 
baffling meanings . I n applyin g thes e insight s I  wa s no t tryin g t o reduc e 
the symbolis m o f ar t t o som e economi c theor y o f the psyche , based (lik e 
Freud's theory ) o n instincts , th e deat h instinc t o r th e sexua l instinc t o r 
whatever, bu t t o appl y phenomenologica l discipline s i n th e searc h fo r 
understanding. 

Since Freud , psychotherap y ha s passe d throug h severa l ne w phases — 
"object relations " theory , Kleinia n investigatio n o f infan t fantasies , Joh n 
Bowlby's wor k o n attachmen t an d loss , D. W. Winnicott' s insight s int o 
child nurturing , th e existentialis t therap y o f Vikto r Frankl , Roll o May , 
and R. D. Laing—while psychotherapy has been affected b y the Europea n 
phenomenologists an d figures like Martin Heidegger . Happily , I  have no w 
dealt wit h al l these movement s elsewhere , an d ma y offer , I  hope , a  kin d 
of literary criticis m base d o n the m withou t havin g t o explai n mysel f ye t 
again. 

Freud's best insights , as in The Interpretation of  Dreams, were phenom -
enological. That is , they had to do with the phenomena of consciousness— 
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2 Introduction 

and, o f course , unconsciousness . H e sa w tha t dreams , symptoms , sexua l 
perversions, an d sexua l hangup s ha d a  meaning. I t i s this elemen t i n th e 
Freudian traditio n tha t ha s bee n deepene d an d extende d b y th e figures 
mentioned above . They hav e show n tha t ou r capacit y t o find  th e worl d 
and t o dea l with i t ar e formed withi n th e contex t o f the mother' s care , in 
infancy. W e al l gro w withi n a  mother' s bod y an d i n a  sense within he r 
psyche. W e retai n i n ou r "psychi c tissue " (t o us e Bowlby' s term ) th e 
particular mark s o f her makeup , and th e experienc e she had o f us an d w e 
of her . 

We looke d int o he r face , an d sa w ourselve s emergin g i n he r eyes . D . 
W. Winnicot t call s thi s "creativ e reflection, " an d h e believe d h e foun d 
in woman a special state that he called "primary maternal preoccupation"— 
a specia l stat e o f psychi c parturitio n i n woma n i n th e contex t o f whic h 
we find  ourselve s an d find  th e world . A t first  th e mothe r allow s u s t o 
believe we ar e her ; bu t b y degree s sh e "disillusions " us , so that w e hav e 
to encounte r reality . 

This i s a complex process, involving the way she handles us, which ca n 
be false o r true (disaste r ca n occu r i f a  baby gir l is handled a s if she were 
a boy , o r a  boy bab y look s int o hi s mother' s min d t o find  wha t kin d o f 
"image" she has of him and finds nothing). A mothe r who fail s to provid e 
an adequat e "facilitatin g environment " fo r th e "maturationa l processes " 
may leav e within th e infant' s psych e a  dark an d eve n hostil e figure  tha t 
may haunt him al l his life. Catastrophes in these processes of early nurtur e 
can leave a  legacy of lifelong torment i n which, often , th e central proble m 
is tha t o f exorcizin g a  dar k shado w i n th e psychi c world , o f a  figure  o f 
woman wh o wil l no t le t the sou l res t unti l sh e i s dealt with . 

Indeed, all of us suffer from this dark figure of woman in the unconscious 
since we wer e al l onc e totall y dependen t o n a  woman an d sh e was onl y 
weak an d human . Sh e gave us life, but migh t she not als o have the powe r 
to take i t away? Could sh e not be a  witch? Sh e belongs in any case to th e 
father, an d i n the ai r are many reverberations fro m th e parents ' sexuality , 
which, as infants, we believed to be a powerful kin d of eating. The parent s 
could ea t on e anothe r up , an d perhap s ea t us . The breast , whic h mean s 
all the presence of the mother that we yearned for, enjoyed, or were denied, 
is a focus o f both our hope and our delight, but als o perhaps of our darkes t 
fears a s to th e consequence s o f our voracious appetite , i n lov e o r hate . 

So, woman i s our mother , bu t the n als o our mat e and , a s the Jungians 
believe, i n thei r analysi s o f symbolism , ou r grave , i n Mothe r Earth . Al l 



Introduction 3 

that I  am saying , o f course, I  a m saying phenomenologically—in term s o f 
the meanings of the psyche; and, obviously, these symbols have to do with 
our urgent nee d t o pursue the questio n o f the meanin g o f life. For , again , 
we lear n t o play , an d lear n symbolism , a t th e mother' s breast ; an d onc e 
we have the capacity to symbolise, we use it (as Winnicott said ) to explore 
the questions , what i s i t t o be human? an d what i s the poin t o f life? I n a 
great artis t lik e Dickens , then , aroun d th e figure  o f woman circl e thes e 
pursuits, together with the various facets of her being—angel, guide, whore, 
witch, mother , libidina l sexua l partner , an d threa t o f death . 

What puzzle d m e most when I  first began t o explore the symbolism o f 
woman i n Dickens was the association o f woman with murde r an d death . 
I shal l discus s belo w th e strang e imag e o f th e hangin g woma n i n Great 
Expectations. I t i s the shadow o f Estella's mother , the murderess with th e 
strong wrists, who i s Jagger's housekeeper ; but i t canno t be her ghost , fo r 
she is not dead. Miss Havisham's life is stopped a t the hour of her aborte d 
marriage, s o she i s a  dead woma n o f a  kind, whil e Estell a hersel f ha s n o 
heart an d i s emotionall y dead . I n Oliver  Twist  th e appallin g murde r o f 
Nancy i s committe d b y he r common'la w husband ; sh e i s th e prostitut e 
type and a  gangster's moll , but she is murdered because her maternal hear t 
goes out in sympathy to Oliver, and over this she betrays her lover. Dickens, 
as we shal l see, was obsessed by the murder and read i t in public reading s 
against hi s doctor' s advic e unti l i t contribute d t o hi s death . 

Such a compulsive fascination wit h such a horrific fantasy suggest s tha t 
the momen t ha d a  particular phenomenologica l meanin g fo r Dickens , an d 
we may, I believe, invoke the primal scene and the fantasy of the combined 
parents so that the scene takes on aspects of the dangers of the culminatio n 
of sensua l lust ; th e threa t i n it , a t th e unconsciou s level , i s on e o f th e 
dangers o f sexua l intercourse , a s th e infan t finds  them , i n voraciou s 
fantasy.* 

Lady Dedlock i s a woman whos e emotiona l lif e i s dead, whose natura l 
feelings ar e locke d u p b y he r denia l o f he r earlie r passionat e encounte r 
with Hawdon . Thes e situations , i t shoul d b e noted , ar e linke d t o th e 
predicament o f a  deprived child . 

Pip i n Great  Expectations  i s surrounded b y hint s o f murder: we neve r 

*See below (p. 20ff.) a  comment on Steven Marcus's belief that the murder of Nancy represents 
the prima l scene . 
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know wha t Compeyso n o r Magwitch ha s done , but murde r i s in th e air ; 
Orlick make s a  murderou s assaul t o n Joe Gargery' s siste r and , later , o n 
pip. 

In David  Copperfield  i t i s David' s mothe r who , althoug h no t exactl y 
murdered, fall s i n with th e (sexual)  wiles o f Mr. Murdstone , who blight s 
David's sensitiv e emotiona l lif e an d s o oppresse s th e youn g wido w h e 
marries tha t sh e dies . In Little  Dorrit  th e plo t circle s aroun d th e extraor ' 
dinary figure  Rigaud , wh o whe n th e boo k open s i s in priso n fo r murder . 
In Edwin  Drood  there i s a  murder , apparentl y cause d b y jealousy ove r a 
woman, an d i n Our  Mutual  Friend,  also, there i s an attempte d murde r o f 
Lizxie Hexam's lover by a fanatical rival , Bradley Headstone. Lizzie herself 
is brought u p under the shadow o f murder, a s her father retrieve s corpse s 
from the river and is suspected of collusion in the murder of James Harmon 
that i s central t o the novel . 

What doe s thi s preoccupatio n wit h murder , ofte n associate d wit h 
woman, mean ? 

It will surely be accepted tha t man y of these imaginative fantasies hav e 
a powerfu l undercurren t tha t ca n onl y b e explaine d i n term s o f dee p 
unconscious meanings ; they ar e grotesque , fa r beyond norma l reality , an d 
so disturbing that they have a nightmarish quality . At times , as with som e 
of Dostoevsky's mos t fantastic moments , they have a  desperate quality , a s 
though a  characte r i s tryin g t o com e u p agains t a  realit y tha t h e o r sh e 
urgently seeks—o r tha t perhap s (w e may  say ) th e autho r seeks . Such in -
cidents ar e Orlick' s attac k o n Joe Gargery' s siste r an d o n Pip , or Nancy' s 
murder, o r Bradle y Headstone' s assaul t o n Eugen e Wrayburn . Thes e r e 
semble, in phenomenological terms, Raskolnikov's attack on the old woman 
in Crime and  Punishment,  a n ac t that i s the epitome of abnormal crimina l 
acts an d th e inverte d logi c tha t prompt s them . I t i s often significan t tha t 
such acts have to do with woman—and with hate; they belong to the kind 
of ferociou s hat e experience d i n infan t fantasy , towar d th e breas t an d 
mother. 

I believe i t i s therefore vali d no t onl y t o se e in thes e theme s element s 
of infantile fantas y bu t als o to speak of a need i n Dickens to reexperienc e 
the intensity of infantile fantasy fo r psychic purposes of his own. It is these 
needs that drive his art, since the problem of the meaning of being is linked 
with th e problems of love and hate , as is only too clear from hi s work; fo r 
in hi s engagemen t with th e extreme s o f love and hate , he i s investigatin g 
the ultimat e meanin g o f being, a s Shakespeare was i n King  Lear. 
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Dickens's dealings with hate are startling: Quilp's treatment of his wife, 
for instance , an d hi s genera l villainy ; Fagin' s impuls e t o corrup t youth , 
and hi s wa y o f havin g doubtfu l member s o f hi s gan g hanged ; Monks' s 
impulse to lure Oliver into criminality so he will lose his inheritance; Uriah 
Heep's manipulations ; Littimer' s operation s i n the servic e of his decaden t 
master; and Sir Mulberry Hawk's menace to Kate Nickelby and his violence 
to Nicholas and Lord Verisopht. We migh t have taken Bill Sikes as merely 
a member of the criminal classes , like MacHeath; but his murder of Nancy 
is a n attac k o n huma n sympath y itself ; performe d i n a  terribl e spiri t o f 
inverted morality—"Goo d b e tho u m y Evil"—i t i s a  glimps e o f ruthless ' 
ness. Other character s ar e carried awa y by hate—Mrs. Clennam , Bradle y 
Headstone, Whackham Squeers , Monks again ("to vent upon it the hatred 
that I  deeply felt , an d to spit upon th e empty vaunt o f that insultin g will, 
by dragging it , i f I could, to the very gallows ' foot" [Oliver  Twist, 397*]) , 
Steerforth's mothe r and Rosa Dartle; the reader of Dickens's novels is often 
startled b y th e intensit y o f suc h moments , an d ther e is  ofte n i n the m a 
quality o f arouse d bloo d an d fur y tha t w e d o no t fin d (say ) i n Samue l 
Richardson, Jan e Austen , Charlott e Bront e o r Georg e Eliot , thoug h w e 
do find this desperat e qualit y i n Wuthering  Heights. 

The tendency toward an inverted morality , when hate is acted out with 
a sense of justification, leadin g to intense cruelty in some of these episode s 
such a s th e murde r o f Nancy , suggest s a  schizoid  elemen t i n Dickens' s 
fantasy. An explanatio n may be suggested from Kleinia n psychology. If we 
accept th e tw o "positions " o f Melanie Klein' s schem e o f psychic growth , 
the paranoid'schizoid i s the earlies t an d deepes t stage of development an d 
belongs to a primitive experience of the fear of love. Th£ voracious hunge r 
of the infant , i f it i s starved o f love, is so tremendous, in terms o f psychic 
fantasy, tha t i t comes to fea r love ; its need i s so great tha t th e infan t may 
fear tha t it s hunge r wil l ea t u p al l th e world . A n individua l wh o grow s 
up with thi s fea r ma y be tormented b y violent fantasie s o f attackin g an d 
emptying th e "other " becaus e o f his o r he r hunge r fo r th e lov e o f which 
he o r she has been starved . Fairbair n ha s mad e a n analysi s o f the strang e 
logic of the schizoid condition , which ofte n culminate s in the conclusions , 
"evil b e tho u m y good " an d "goo d b e tho u m y evil. " T o suc h schizoi d 
individuals, who have been deprived of love, love seems the most dangerous 

*Page references throughou t ar e to th e J^ew  Oxford  Illustrated  Dic\ens. 
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thing in the world, so (by infant logic ) it is better to hate. It may be better 
to giv e up love and the nee d fo r lov e altogether , an d operat e according t o 
the rule s o f hate. These tragic mora l reversal s ofte n appea r in Dickens, as 
they d o i n Dostoevsky , an d i t i s thes e tha t ar e perhap s mos t startling . 
Oliver finds himself within a  world operatin g on the basis of hate, and th e 
inverted moralit y o f hat e impel s Monks , whil e i n othe r novel s i t drive s 
Bradley Headstone , Steerforth , Dombey , Orlick , Quilp , Uria h Heep , an d 
Squeers, in their various ways. But Dickens's primary preoccupation i s not 
with th e schizoi d problem . 

The nex t stag e i n infan t developmen t i s th e depressiv e stage , whic h 
belongs to the fear o f hate. To ente r thi s stage represents progress because 
it manifest s th e findin g o f the othe r person , an d Winnicot t call s i t "th e 
stage o f concern." Th e essenc e o f this stag e o f growth i s a  recognition o f 
the consequences of one's own hate on others, and so there is a development 
of th e capacit y fo r guilt . Dicken' s novel s ar e ful l o f guilt—epitomize d 
eminently b y Cruikshank' s illustratio n o f Fagi n i n th e condemne d cell . 
Guilt runs through the novels in many forms. Mrs. Clennam is guilty about 
cheating littl e Dorri t o f he r inheritance . Lad y Dedloc k i s guilt y abou t 
having a premarital affair and a child by her former lover, Captain Hawdon : 
she is so guilty that i n the en d sh e flies awa y to die : not eve n heaven ca n 
forgive her . Magwitch i s a  figure o f guilt , a s is his wife. Guil t haunt s th e 
action of Our Mutual Friend,  not least because of the mystery of the deat h 
of Joh n Harmon , an d i t haunt s th e myster y o f Edwi n Drood . Al l th e 
characters in David Copperfield  are haunted by little Emily's guilt , as well 
as that of Steerforth, her seducer. Guilt is clearly an obsession with Dickens. 

In Kleinia n psychology , guil t i s the motiv e fo r reparation , an d Melani e 
Klein find s th e basi s o f al l ou r mora l capacitie s i n th e depressive  position, 
the stage at which, concerned abou t the effects o f our own hate on others, 
we seek to make reparation, and in symbolic terms to make good the mother 
and he r breast , whic h i n fantas y w e ma y hav e emptie d o r destroyed . 
Reparation, o f a  symboli c kind , impel s man y huma n action s an d under -
takings, especiall y o f a  cultura l kind— a them e Andre w Brin k ha s take n 
up i n literar y criticism. * Guil t i s the dynami c behind depression , an d th e 
response to depression is either a manic response—a false attempt to remedy 
the sense of harm caused by others—or true reparation, which is a genuine 

*See Brink's Loss  and Symbolic  Repair. 
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engagement with th e suffering cause d by concern. There i s plenty o f both 
in Dickens , an d th e differenc e betwee n mani c an d tru e reparatio n ca n 
assist criticis m here . 

In Dicken s w e fin d man y episode s tha t evidentl y represen t reparativ e 
activity: ther e i s s o muc h suffering . On e o f th e mos t obviou s theme s o f 
manic or false reparation i s Magwitch's attemp t to make Pip into a  gentle-
man; i t i s false becaus e i t threaten s Pip' s ow n authenticity , sinc e i t bear s 
no relatio n t o hi s ow n discover y o f himself . Pip' s attemp t t o sav e Mis s 
Havisham i s a  symboli c ac t o f reparation , a s ar e hi s attempt s t o protec t 
Magwitch agains t rearrest . Littl e Dorri t seek s t o restor e he r fathe r t o a 
state o f "goo d father " (th e fathe r who m n o on e ha s eve r known) ; he r 
capacity t o endur e humiliations , eve n fro m him , i s a  lon g proces s o f re -
parative endurance . Dickens' s drama s o f th e restoratio n o f affluenc e ar e 
symbolic of reparation, too. There are many developments in which people's 
fortunes ar e restore d t o them—t o Bets y Trotwood , t o Littl e Dorrit , t o 
Clennam, t o Oliver , t o Esther . A s w e shal l see , on e centra l them e i n 
Dickens i s the  restoration  of  the  inheritance —as wit h Esther , Pip , Davi d 
Copperfield, an d Olive r Twist . An d w e ma y sa y tha t muc h o f Dicken' s 
work ha s t o d o with th e restoratio n t o centra l character s o f the psychi c 
inheritance tha t the y shoul d hav e received , b y rights , fro m th e mother , 
from woman,  ha d sh e lived o r been available . 

There ar e als o many episode s i n which tremendou s reparatio n i s mad e 
through the ordeal of suffering, a s with Eugene Wrayburn's being brought 
back t o life , afte r sufferin g brai n damage , unde r th e lovin g ministration s 
of women—in thi s cas e Jenny Wren an d Lizzi e Hexam herself . Esthe r i s 
nursed throug h smallpox , whil e sh e i n tur n nurse s Charley , an d thei r 
mutual love is a dynamic of the healing process. Pip goes through a horrible 
ordeal i n th e lim e kiln s an d i s rescue d b y Herbert . Bu t h e ha s another , 
longer ordea l i n which , sufferin g a  severe illness , he i s nurse d b y Joe; i n 
the cours e o f thi s h e undergoe s a  radica l mora l transformation , b y bot h 
realizing his love for Joe and experiencing profound guil t over how he has 
neglected him . Dic k Swivelle r i s nursed throug h a  dreadful illnes s by th e 
Marchioness. Davi d Copperfiel d run s awa y a s a  child an d undergoe s ap -
palling privation, to be rescued by Betsy Trotwood, who is herself redeemed 
in the process, by experiencing love. David Copperfield ha s to undergo the 
decline and deat h o f his child-wife Dora , an d the gradua l discover y o f his 
love fo r Agnes, who als o suffers fro m he r secre t lov e fo r David . 

These vast ordeals of reparation bring changes in the hearts of characters, 



8 Introduction 

and the y ofte n mov e u s deepl y becaus e w e watc h wit h bate d breat h t o 
see whether the reparative effort wil l be successful. Onl y if it is successful , 
we feel , ca n the protagonis t a s being survive in an y true sense . And ofte n 
the focu s o f our concer n i s the lov e o f a  good woman . 

Dickens i s les s convincin g whe n h e employ s magica l mean s t o yiel d a 
good outcom e because i n such episode s we hav e onl y manic reparation — 
as when seemingly infinite riche s are available from a  John Jarndyce or the 
Cheeryble Brother s o r the Mr . Brownlo w who take s up Olive r Twist , o r 
even when th e Dorri t fortune s ar e restored. We certainl y find  i t difficul t 
in the extreme to follow the magical switches around John Rokesmith an d 
Bella Wilfer, al l o f which see m disastrousl y t o belon g t o th e manic . W e 
do no t fee l i t i s real o r possible—and, o f course, the essenc e o f the mani c 
is tha t i t i s a  denia l o f death an d harm , an d a  denial o f the exigencie s o f 
reality. Thi s magi c introduction o f good fortun e ofte n seem s fals e repara -
tion, though sometimes Dickens can use it to demonstrate that mer e riches 
are n o solutio n t o th e existentia l problem—a s wit h Bell a Wilfer , wh o 
experiences such doubts abou t herself, or as with littl e Dorrit in her secre t 
yearning fo r Arthur Clennam . 

But wher e ther e i s mora l sufferin g (a s with Pip' s anguis h ove r Mag -
witch) o r suffering i n sicknes s o r i n th e presenc e o f death (a s so often i n 
Our Mutual  Friend),  the n w e d o fee l satisfaction , fo r th e consequenc e o f 
the anguis h i s a  deepene d awarenes s o f ou r humanness—an d o f what i s 
authentic, wha t i s righ t fo r us , a t th e deepes t leve l o f being . I t i s th e 
development o f th e protagonis t throug h suc h tormen t tha t make s Great 
Expectations, Our  Mutual  Friend,  Little  Dorrit,  an d David  Copperfield 
such grea t novels—becaus e the y conve y th e progres s o f a n inwar d sens e 
of authenticity . 

Since the impulse toward reparation has to do not only with the mothe r 
and th e mother' s breast , phenomenologicall y speaking , bu t als o with th e 
origins of love and hate , i t tends to center aroun d th e problem o f woman. 
Dickens pursues themes o f reparation aroun d hi s women i n man y divers e 
ways. Betsy Trotwood i s rescued fro m he r harsh bigotry and her denial of 
love o n ground s o f partialit y an d prejudic e b y David' s predicamen t an d 
his claim on her; she comes to love him, and her own ruin and her dreadfu l 
marital legac y involv e th e reade r i n a  furthe r deepenin g o f hi s o r he r 
sympathy. He r lov e fo r Mr . Dic k an d he r car e fo r hi m despit e hi s bein g 
simple is yet another manifestation o f the power of love in a  woman: "th e 
mother knows " a s Winnicott put s it . This usefu l phrase , despit e it s odd -
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ness, seems a completely convincing one to convey the tacit power woman 
has t o d o th e righ t thin g intuitively . Mrs . Jellyby , whos e charit y i s s o 
"telescopic," represent s a  misconception o f love , directe d a t expor t only , 
while he r ow n hom e i s sadly neglected , with muc h consequen t suffering . 
(She, by the way, inspire d a  later , mor e complex an d subtl e dealin g wit h 
campaigning women in Henry James's The Bostonians—Miss Birdsey e ow-
ing a lot to Mrs. Jellyby.) B y comparison, Mrs . Pardiggle's form o f charity 
seems to be based o n hate . Dickens' s comi c women ar e often wicke d an d 
cruel but , lik e Falstaff , the y ar e ofte n foun d sympatheti c becaus e thei r 
weaknesses ar e those we recognis e i n ourselves , as is the case  with Sara h 
Gamp, wh o despit e he r gruesom e pragmatis m ha s suc h lif e an d vitality , 
from he r brightly patched umbrell a to he r fantas y authority , Mrs . Harris . 

At th e other extreme are the women whom Dickens portrays a s angels: 
Rose Maylie , Agnes Wickham ; h e eve n say s o f Rose Mayli e tha t "eart h 
seemed not her element, nor its rough creatures her fit companions." These 
women ar e les s interestin g becaus e o f th e absenc e i n thei r live s o f th e 
reparative need: they do not have to strive with the usual temptations an d 
torments as Esther, Ada, Lizzie, Betsy Trotwood, Biddy , and the more real 
women do . Agne s suffer s a  goo d dea l ove r he r father , bu t i s impossibl y 
unselfish. Perhap s i n portraying the child-wif e Dora , Dickens manage d t o 
gain a  mor e critica l perspectiv e o n hi s ow n capacit y t o idealis e woman . 
Certainly a t times he tends t o allo w himsel f to depic t women a s "angels" 
who have no problems of ambiguity, of emotional need and conflict . Wit h 
Little Nell this unreal purity becomes morbid: in the end she can only die, 
resembling a  ston e ange l o n a  tomb . He r submissiv e devotio n t o duty — 
the dut y o f a  totall y committe d daughter—i s idealised . Eve n whe n he r 
father steal s from her , she suffers dumbl y an d fail s t o challenge him. Thi s 
"Euphrasia" moti f in Dickens will be examined furthe r below , in relatio n 
to Dickens' s preference s fo r a  certai n kin d o f man-woma n relationship , 
based o n th e idealisatio n o f the father-daughte r complex . Lissi e Hexam , 
Little Dorrit, an d the Little Doll's Dressmaker als o have cruel and wicked 
fathers; an d whil e Dicken s seem s fascinate d b y thi s kin d o f relationship , 
he shows himsel f painfully shor t o f insights into the limitations i t impose s 
on th e wome n themselves : h e seem s no t sufficientl y appalle d b y th e ex -
ploitation o f "duty. " A s wil l appear , I  fee l littl e Dorri t fail s seriousl y t o 
deal adequately with he r father , bu t love s him too absolutely an d submis -
sively, while Dickens approves. The Little Doll's Dressmaker perhaps deals 
most realisticall y wit h he r "child " (he r father) , whil e Lissi e ha s Eugen e 
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to dra w he r ou t o f he r compromis e wit h he r father' s cruelty : h e offer s 
radical criticis m o f he r submissio n t o he r father' s domination . Ther e ar e 
two aspect s o f th e father-daughte r relationshi p i n Dicken s w e nee d t o 
examine carefully . On e i s the Euphrasi a theme : the archetypa l fantas y o f 
the daughte r feedin g he r fathe r wit h he r breast s throug h th e bar s o f hi s 
prison. The other is the reduction of the woman to a child-wife, as manifest 
in the father-daughte r relationshi p (Clenna m an d Little Dorrit, John Jam-
dyce an d Esther , Davi d an d Dora) . Bot h ma y b e see n a s revealin g th e 
limitations o f Dickens' s vie w o f woman's role , i n a  way characteristi c o f 
his time . Ther e i s a  tendenc y i n Dicken s t o escap e th e exigencie s an d 
realities of mature relationship by portraying woman as a submissive house-
hold servant , carryin g he r "little " bunche s o f key s wit h he r "bus y littl e 
hands" albeit , o f course , i n th e end , allowin g th e "ship " t o brin g he r a 
little baby . Bu t th e strang e fantasie s o f murder an d deat h see m t o revea l 
that whe n i t cam e t o a  ful l libidina l sexua l relationshi p wit h woman , 
Dickens fel t himsel f t o b e i n a  stat e o f danger . On e mean s b y whic h h e 
avoided th e fea r o f se x wa s t o presen t a  man-woma n relationshi p fro m 
which the libidinal elements are excluded, as with Tom Pinch's relationship 
with hi s sister , o r b y father-daughte r relationships , a  tendency i n hi s ar t 
that echoe s hi s strange relationshi p with Georgina . 

Dickens seem s t o hav e idolise d th e father-daughte r relationship : wit h 
Esther Summerso n an d John Jarndyce thi s inclinatio n i s very strong , an d 
though he transfers Esther' s affections t o Alan Woodcourt i n the end, th e 
transfer i s made, one feels, with some reluctance; it is done, it would seem, 
to satisf y th e readers , while Dickens' s ow n sensibilit y i s more inclined t o 
celebrate th e benig n guardian-war d relationship . H e like s t o fantasis e a n 
all-powerful, generous , patronising father-daughte r relationship , i n whic h 
recognition o f the undercurrent s o f libidinal , norma l sexua l inclinatio n i s 
repressed. The father figure enjoys all the delights of wifeliness, but without 
the disturbance s o f sexuality : 

I held his hand for a  little while in mine. 
"I saw my ward oftener than she saw me," he added, cheerily making light of 

it, "an d I  always knew that sh e was beloved, useful an d happy . She repays me 
twenty-thousand fold , and twenty more to that, every hour in every day!" 

"And oftener still, " said I, "she blesses the Guardian who is a Father to her!" 
At the word Father, I  saw his former trouble come into his face. He subdued 

it as before, and it was gone in an instant; but, it had been there, and it had come 
so swiftly upo n my words that I  felt a s if they had given him a shock ....
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"Take a  fatherly good-night , m y dear," sai d he , kissing me on the forehead , 
"and so to rest. These are late hours for working and thinking. You do that for all 
of us, all day long, little housekeeper." (Blea\  House, 237-38 ) 

Dickens like s t o us e th e wor d "little " fo r women : "th e littl e creature. " 
And b y thi s h e show s hi s inclinatio n t o portra y th e idea l woma n a s a 
dutiful daughter , busying hersel f with he r "little " baskets o f keys and he r 
household tasks : Esther reports that, "A mai d . . . brought a  basket into my 
room, with tw o bunche s o f keys in it , al l labelled" (Blea\  House,  68) . 

John Jarndyce i s a  foster fathe r t o Esther ; by comparison Dr . Stron g i s 
a father/husband figur e to Annie Strong. We ma y note how with the latter 
the libidina l leap s out , a s sh e i s tempte d b y a  lover—whos e passionat e 
interest i s symbolize d b y th e re d ribbo n h e steal s fro m her . Dicken s i s 
actually somewha t ambiguou s abou t thi s temptation , an d we canno t hel p 
feeling tha t th e marriag e o f this youn g gir l t o a n elderl y man , despit e al l 
the hono r h e deserves , was a  mistake, since i t mean s sh e can neve r fulfil l 
herself a s a  young creature capabl e o f passion . 

There ar e several bad father s i n Dickens : little Nell's grandfathe r gam -
bles and even steals from her; Madelaine Bray's father is a sick and petulant 
man who oppresse s her an d keep s her something of a prisoner; Dombey i s 
a bad father t o Florence Dombey, and Mr. Murdstone i s a cruel stepfathe r 
to David Copperfield . Dorri t behaves monstrously to little Dorrit, exploit -
ing her dutifu l natur e an d criticizin g he r mos t generou s act s a s offensiv e 
to hi m an d hi s socia l status . 

But o n th e whol e Dicken s seem s t o idoliz e th e fathe r status , an d w e 
cannot hel p feeling tha t ther e was a  pressing need i n him to be thought a 
good father himself , although al l the indications are that he was a  difficul t 
and sometime s bad one . Attitudes t o husbands an d fathers , o f course, tel l 
us a  good dea l abou t a  writer's attitude s t o women an d marriage . 

Where marriag e i s concerned , perhap s Dickens' s bes t insight s ar e de -
veloped i n hi s comi c themes . Hi s caricatur e o f lif e afte r marriag e i s em -
bodied wit h gruesom e realis m i n hi s portraya l o f the fat e o f Bumbl e th e 
Beadle. I n chapte r 2 7 o f Oliver  Twist  Bumbl e i s show n examinin g Mrs . 
Corney's silver : "Mr . Bumbl e ha d re-counte d th e teaspoons , re-weighe d 
the sugar-tongs, made a close inspection o f the milk-pot . . . " (Oliver  Twist, 
196). Returning wit h a  stately walk t o th e fireplace,  h e declares , with a 
grave an d determine d air , "I'l l d o it! " 
He followe d u p thi s remarkabl e declaration , b y shakin g hi s hea d i n a  waggish 
manner for ten minutes , as though he were remonstrating with himsel f for being 
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such a  pleasan t dog ; an d then , h e too k a  view o f hi s leg s i n profil e wit h muc h 
seeming pleasure an d interest . (197 ) 

By suc h touche s o f bodil y presenc e Dicken s manage s t o conve y t o u s th e 
undercurrents o f sexualit y tha t often , i n marriage , ar e turne d int o hate — 
as happen s s o terribly wi t h th e Quilps , Jonas Chuzzlewit , th e Mantalinis , 
and th e Lammles , fo r instance . 

Mrs. Corne y play s u p t o th e Beadl e i n a  hilariou s scen e o f sl y an d 
awkward courtship : o n he r breathles s return , Bumbl e ask s what ha s upse t 
Mrs. Corney . 

"Nothing," replie d Mrs . Corney . " I a m a  foolish, excitabl e weak creatur. " 
"Not weak , ma'am, " retorte d Mr . Bumble , drawin g hi s chai r a  littl e closer. 

"Are you a  weak creatur , Mrs . Corney? " 
"We ar e all weak creaturs," said Mrs. Corney, laying down a  general principle. 
"So we are, " said th e Beadle . 
Nothing wa s said , o n eithe r side , fo r a  minut e o r tw o afterwards . B y th e 

expiration o f that time , Mr. Bumbl e ha d illustrate d th e positio n b y removin g hi s 
left ar m fro m th e back o f Mrs. Corney' s chair , where i t had previousl y rested , t o 
Mrs. Corney' s apron-string , roun d whic h i t graduall y became entwined . (198 ) 

Mrs. Corne y ha s perquisite s a s mistres s o f th e workhouse : 

"Coals, candles and house—rent free, " said Mr. Bumble . "Oh, Mrs. Corney, wha t 
a Angel you are! " 

The lady was not proof against this burst of feeling. She sunk into Mr. Bumble' s 
arms; an d tha t gentlema n i n hi s agitation , imprinte d a  passionat e kis s upo n he r 
chaste nose . (199 ) 

Declaring hi m " a irresistabl e duck, " Mrs . Corne y agree s to marr y Bumble , 
and the y exchang e endearment s suc h a s "dear, " "dove, " an d "love, " an d 
he speak s o f he r "lovel y countenance" : 

The dov e the n turne d u p hi s coat-collar , an d pu t o n hi s cocked-hat ; and , havin g 
exchanged a  lon g an d affectionat e embrac e wit h hi s futur e partner , onc e agai n 
braved th e col d wind o f the night . (200 ) 

The nex t tim e w e mee t th e pair , however , thing s ar e changed . 

A pape r fly-cage dangled from th e ceiling, to which he occasionally raised his eyes 
in gloom y though t . . . it migh t b e tha t th e insect s brought t o mind , som e painfu l 
passage in hi s own life . (267 ) 
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Mr. Bumbl e i s n o longe r a  beadle, bu t i s no w maste r o f the workhouse , 
and reflects woefully tha t he has been married only two months. He admits 
later, 

"I sold myself .. . for six teaspoons, a pair of sugar-tongs, and a milk pot" (268). 

Mrs. Bumble fail s t o respond t o Mr. Bumble' s stern look , and ask s him 
whether h e i s going to sit snoring all day. To decid e how he shall behave, 
declares Mr. Bumble, is his "prerogative." Mrs. Bumble sneers at the word 
with "ineffabl e contempt. " The prerogative of woman, it seems, is to obey. 

Mrs. Bumble , seein g tha t th e decisiv e momen t ha d no w arrive d an d 
"that a blow struck for the mastership on one side or other, must necessarily 
be final  an d conclusive, " drop s int o a  chai r with a  loud screa m an d fall s 
into a  paroxysm o f tears. 

The dram a develop s an d th e comed y ha s beneat h i t th e iron y draw n 
into i t fro m th e previou s exchange . We ar e al l weak creatures—an d th e 
impulse tha t draw s th e coupl e togethe r i s dependence . Bu t now , afte r 
sexual union , th e mutua l dependenc e i s resented , an d th e struggl e fo r 
"mastery" begins . Althoug h Bumbl e is , lik e Dogberry , a  caricature , th e 
presentation ha s muc h psychologica l truth . 

Mrs. Corney that was has tried the tears as less troublesome than manual 
assault. Bu t no w sh e i s prepared t o tr y the othe r method : 

The firs t proo f h e experience d o f th e fact , wa s conveye d b y a  hollo w sound , 
immediately succeeded by the sudden flying off of his hat to the opposite side of 
the room. This preliminary proceeding laying bare his head, the expert lady, clasping 
him tightly roun d th e throa t with on e hand, inflicte d a  shower o f blows (deal t 
with singular vigour and dexterity) upon it with the other. This done, she created 
a little variety by scratching his face, and tearing his hair; and, having by this time, 
inflicted a s much punishment as she deemed necessary for the offence, she pushed 
him over a chair, which was luckily well situated for the purpose; and defied him 
to talk about prerogative again, if he dared. (269-70) 

As i n ou r own relationa l difficulties , w e find  the conflic t onl y binds u s 
together, i n it s humiliatin g way , sinc e i t i s itsel f a  manifestatio n o f nee d 
and attachment . So , Mr . an d Mrs . Bumbl e g o together t o conspir e wit h 
Monks i n th e suppressio n o f the relic s o f Agnes's existenc e an d hi s frau d 
on Oliver—until , expose d i n the end , they ar e prohibited fro m eve r agai n 
holding office an d join th e paupers whom the y have previously exploited . 
Such sever e realis m abou t huma n weaknes s i s perhap s wha t Dicken s i s 
most revere d for : yet , a s we shal l see , i n hi s dealing s wit h woma n h e i s 
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sometimes unabl e t o confron t reality , whil e i n som e o f hi s vacillation s 
around th e them e o f what woma n ca n o r canno t provide , h e penetrate s 
to eve n deepe r area s o f truth . 

Dickens i s fa r to o comple x a  character t o b e understoo d i n term s o f a 
single theme throughout his work. But it is perhaps worth dwelling furthe r 
on th e phenomenologica l significanc e i n hi s work o f the orpha n theme — 
the "orfling, " a s i t i s called i n David  Copperfield.  I t seem s to represen t a 
hunger fo r furthe r "reflection. " Th e orpha n ofte n als o yearns t o find  th e 
mother's face : ther e ar e significan t moments , fo r instance , whe n Esthe r 
first sees Lady Dedlock , an d late r when sh e reveals hersel f a s her mother , 
as we shal l see . We ma y even, I  believe, go further an d se e how a  writer 
preoccupied wit h th e orpha n sens e o f needing t o find  bette r acces s t o a n 
inheritance ma y ten d t o find  woma n a s a n angel , a s Olive r finds  Ros e 
Maylie. 

The younger lady was in the lovely bloom and springtime of womanhood; at that 
age, when, i f ever angels be for God' s good purposes enthroned i n mortal forms , 
they may be, without impiety , supposed to abide in such as hers. 

She was not pas t seventeen. Cas t in so slight an d exquisite a  mould; so mild 
and gentle; so pure and beautiful; that earth seemed not her element, nor its rough 
creatures he r fi t companions . The very intelligenc e tha t shon e in he r dee p blue 
eye, and was stamped upon her noble head, seemed scarcely of her age or of the 
world; and yet the changing expression of sweetness and good humour, the thou-
sand light s tha t playe d abou t th e face , an d lef t n o shadow there ; abov e al l the 
smile, th e cheerful , happ y smil e wer e mad e fo r Home , an d firesid e peac e an d 
happiness. (212) 

Oliver, o f course, is an orphan. H e is born i n the workhouse, delivere d 
by the parish surgeon, and his mother dies on the third page: he is a parish 
child. In the end he inherits a  property, of which Monks has tried to chea t 
him, amountin g t o "littl e mor e tha n thre e thousan d pounds, " an d i s 
adopted b y Mr . Brownlo w a s his ow n son . Rose Maylie , als o an orphan , 
is an aunt , the siste r of Oliver's own mother , Agnes, who was "wea k an d 
erring." I n chapte r 4 9 there i s a  long an d elaborat e unfoldin g o f the plo t 
between Mr. Brownlow an d Monks. Throughout i t is made clear that Mr . 
Brownlow's interes t i n th e cas e aros e becaus e h e saw  resemblances  in 
Oliver's face. The coincidence s i n th e book , o f course, ar e incredible , an d 
it i s no t necessar y fo r ou r purpose s t o unrave l th e fantasticall y comple x 
plot. We simpl y note tha t th e essenc e of Oliver Twist ha s to d o with hi s 
being an orphan, while late r he is redeemed by a  beautiful angeli c woman 
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who is his mother's sister (or, we might say, her substitute or reincarnation). 
The them e o f the rediscovered face i s one we shal l look a t later : in Oliver 
Twist an d Blea\  House  th e recognitio n o f a  fac e throug h a  portrai t i s 
significant, fo r example . 

Pip, too , i s an orphan ; everyon e who ha s rea d Dicken s recall s th e sa d 
and slightl y comica l accoun t h e give s o f the grav e o f his mothe r an d th e 
series o f defunct siblings . 

I give Pirrip as my father's famil y name, on the authority of his tombstone A s 
I never saw my father or my mother, ... my first fancies regarding what they were 
like, were unreasonably derive d fro m thei r tombstones . The shape of the letter s 
on my father's gav e me an odd idea that he was a square, stout, dark man, with 
curly black hair. From the character and turn o f the inscription, "Also  Georgina 
Wife of  the above," I drew a childish conclusion that my mother was freckled an d 
sickly. To five little stone lozenges, each about a foot and a half long, which were 
arranged in a neat row beside their grave, and were sacred to the memory of five 
little brothers o f mine—who gav e up trying to ge t a  living exceedingly earl y in 
that universal struggle—I am indebted for a belief that they had all been born on 
their backs with thei r hands in their trouser pockets, and had never taken them 
out in this state of existence. (Great Expectations,  1 ) 

Both Great  Expectations  an d Oliver  Twist  consis t of a child growing up 
with a  series of substitute parents—as doe s David Copperfield , o f course, 
who is also an orphan—his mother having remarried to a wicked stepfather , 
Murdstone, who treats him so cruelly that he runs away to find a substitute 
mother in the forbidding but sympathetic Betsy Trotwood. Esther is a kind 
of orphan, and she has a guardian for father; late r she finds her real mother 
in circumstance s i n which th e acknowledgemen t canno t b e openly made . 
The orphan theme in Blea\House yield s the beautiful story of little Charley, 
which w e shal l examine . 

Little Dorri t i s no t a n orphan , bu t sh e i s disinherite d b y th e wicke d 
manifestations o f Mrs. Clennam , an d sh e is orphaned b y Dorrit's collaps e 
and deat h late r i n th e book . Nicola s Nickleb y an d Kat e hav e los t thei r 
father an d thei r ordeal s ar e thos e o f trying t o survive . Florenc e Dombe y 
loses he r mothe r an d i s rejecte d b y he r father , an d whe n sh e flees  sh e 
becomes an orphan and is taken in as a daughter by Captain Cuttle . Estella 
is virtually a n orphan, a s her father ha s been transported , an d he r mothe r 
is kept a s a household servan t b y Jaggers. George Rouncewel l i s virtuall y 
an orphan, as he has kept himself away from his mother and brother. Lizzie 
Hexam i s orphane d earl y i n Our  Mutual  Friend,  while Cadd y Jellaby i s 

....



16 Introduction 

virtually a n orpha n becaus e o f the neglec t o f her househol d b y he r cam -
paigning mother ; Peep y feel s ver y muc h lik e a n orpha n child . Jo , th e 
crossing sweeper , know s "nothink " o f hi s origins , o f course , whil e th e 
Marchioness i n The  Old  Curiosity  Shop  i s a n orphan . Dor a i s orphaned , 
while Tattycoram i s taken i n fro m a  foundling hospital . 

Thus throughou t Dickens' s work s ther e i s a  preoccupatio n wit h th e 
urgent need s o f the deprive d infan t an d chil d an d o f the adul t wh o feels , 
like Esther , tha t h e o r sh e ha s neve r experience d a  ful l portio n o f ric h 
reflecting love. Consequently, when we come to Dickens's image of woman, 
the question that hangs over her is whether she can provide that reflection , 
that capacit y t o fulfil l th e need s o f being, the rol e o f the (lost ) mother . 

A Poll y Toodle s ca n provid e i t bette r tha n a  Mis s Murdston e o r a n 
Edith (thoug h Edith' s power s ar e brought ou t b y Florence—onl y t o lea d 
to intens e env y an d hatre d i n Dombe y himself) . Wha t Poll y provides , a s 
a stron g working-clas s wet-nurse , i s th e breast , whil e often , on e senses , 
the sickl y o r oppresse d mother s hav e faile d t o giv e the experienc e o f th e 
breast to their infants . So , crucial to an understanding o f Dickens's geniu s 
as a  write r i s a n examinatio n o f hi s attitude s t o woman . T o penetrat e 
beyond norma l considerations o f what thi s means, we have to try to bring 
up insights from psychoanalytical theories about the origins of many of our 
adult problem s i n th e infan t experience s o f hunger , fear , hate , an d th e 
reparative impulse—directe d a t al l we mea n by "the breast," th e focu s o f 
the mother' s car e and he r capacity to reflec t u s and bring out fro m u s ou r 
sense o f our ow n being , an d ou r gras p o f reality . 

It is obvious from recent scholarship that many critics share my puzzlement 
about Dickens and woman. Michael Slater, in Dic\ens and  Women, write s 
in a  fascinatin g wa y o f ho w Dicken s use d th e wome n i n hi s lif e a s th e 
basis o f hi s characters—hi s mother , fo r instance , fo r Mrs . Nickleb y an d 
Mrs. Micawber; his sister Fanny for Fanny Dorrit; Lucy Stroughill in some 
of his visions of child-sexless-love; Maria Beadnell as Dora and Flora Finch-
ing; Mary a s Rose Mayli e an d Agnes , an d s o on . And thi s i n tur n lead s 
him t o mak e som e ver y pertinen t comment s o n th e genera l proble m o f 
Dickens's treatmen t o f women. 

He reaches the conclusion tha t Dickens' s "nervousnes s abou t an y man-
ifestation o f aggressiv e femal e passio n (a s oppose d t o passiv e femal e de -
votion) ma y b e linke d t o hi s nervousnes s abou t hi s ow n stron g sexua l 
responsiveness" (356). He "could no t include the turbulence and sensuous 
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delights o f sexuality" i n th e domesti c setting , alon g with childhoo d an d 
angels. His women ten d t o be the Fairy o r Angel, the Goo d Sister , o r th e 
kitten: the full y adul t woman i s missing . 

Slater shows by his quotations tha t th e most sympathetically portraye d 
couples ten d t o b e brothe r an d sister—Nicola s Nickleb y an d Kate , an d 
especially To m Pinc h an d Ruth—whil e hi s marrie d couple s see m mor e 
like fathers an d daughters rather than husbands and wives. The attractio n 
of th e brothe r an d siste r unio n seem s t o b e tha t i t represent s a  "sexles s 
marriage" (34) , while ther e ar e aspect s o f boy an d gir l relationships tha t 
seem to Dickens especially enchanting, a s when Davi d Copperfiel d speak s 
of loving little Emily "with greater purity and more disinterestedness, tha n 
can ente r int o the bes t lov e o f a  later tim e o f life. " 

On th e on e hand , hi s experienc e o f his rea l wife , Catherine , seem s t o 
have ha d littl e influence o n hi s art . Slate r says , 

the woman he married and lived with for twenty-two years, fathering a large family 
by her, appears to have had less impact on his deepest imagination and on his art 
than any of the other women who hold an important place in his emotional history. 
(102) 

Among thes e othe r women wer e Luc y Stroughill , who wa s th e objec t o f 
an innocent romance of his happy childhood; Fanny, his sister, whose career 
at th e Roya l Colleg e o f Music wa s encourage d whil e h e was kep t o n a t 
the blacking factory ; Mari a Beadnell , who treate d hi m with cold'hearte d 
contempt an d wa s a t th e sam e tim e flirtatious  an d flippant.  The n ther e 
were mor e significan t figures  wh o live d i n hi s household : Mar y Hogarth , 
for whom h e grieve d a s a sister an d with who m h e fantasized a  heavenly 
reunion, yearnin g tha t sh e migh t tur n ou t t o b e o f hi s ow n blood— a 
household saint in Dickens's mind, whose relationship to the saintly Agnes 
Wickfield i s clear; and Georgina , another sister of his wife, who embodie d 
that capacit y tha t Dicken s regarde d a s so important fo r woman—th e ca -
pacity fo r a  goo d sisterl y relationship . An d the n ther e wa s hi s mistress , 
Ellen Ternan , hi s fascinatio n fo r who m mad e Dicken s hat e hi s wif e an d 
accuse her of many failings, including being a bad mother and housekeeper . 

It wouldn' t do , I think, t o accus e Dickens o f being so afraid o f women 
that h e hated women , thoug h h e does portray som e deadly women i n hi s 
novels (Magwitch's wife, Mrs. Gamp, Mrs. Nickleby, Mrs. Clennam, Mrs. 
Steerforth an d Ros a Dartle , Mrs . MacStinger , Mrs . Corne y [Mrs . Bum ' 
ble]). But we must surely take note of Kate, his daughter (Mrs. Perrugini), 
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who declare d tha t "m y fathe r di d no t understan d women, " "h e wa s no t 
a goo d man, " an d "m y fathe r wa s a  wicked man— a ver y wicke d man " 
(Storey, 219). He was known to swear at his wife, and there are occasional 
glimpses of his strange behavior a t home: for instance, on the eve of Kate's 
wedding h e was foun d sobbin g int o he r wedding dres s (Slater , 185) . Hi s 
final treatmen t o f hi s wif e seem s determinedl y governe d b y hatre d an d 
misrepresentation. H e enjoye d puttin g wome n i n bodil y fear , a s Slate r 
reports, quotin g a n occasio n o n whic h Dicken s recklessl y hel d a  woma n 
in the risin g tide, in a  melodramatic posture , unti l he r ne w sil k dress wa s 
ruined (Mrs . Christian , The  English  Woman's  Domestic  Magazine  1 0 
[1871]: 339 , quoted b y Slater , 115 ) an d describin g how h e ruine d tw o o f 
her bonnet s b y pushin g he r unde r waterfalls . Hi s inclinatio n t o bull y 
women is hinted at, as when he referred t o himself and Catherine as "Bully 
and Meek, " speak s o f exerting "despoti c conjuga l influence " o n her , an d 
writes o f how he would kee p a  strict watch ove r her housekeeping, "con -
cerning whic h w e hol d solem n weekl y council s whe n I  conside r i t m y 
bounden dut y to break a  chair o r two, a s a frugal demonstration " (Slater , 
111). H e spok e o f hi s wife' s "bashfu l sensuality, " bu t tha t th e marriag e 
was energeticall y sexua l i s plain fro m th e recor d o f ten childre n an d tw o 
miscarriages i n sixtee n years . 

But there is also the indicative episode of Dickens's obsession with Mrs . 
de la  Rue , o n who m h e exercize d mesmerism , i n which th e fac t tha t (a s 
Slater declares ) "th e power-relationshi p wa s . . . sexual" wa s mad e plai n 
by a  story Dicken s wrot e a t th e time , i n which a  woman "vanishe s int o 
infamous oblivio n with th e man whose face threatening her had appeare d 
in a  dream" (Slater , 124) . 

This, then , wa s th e realit y o f Dickens' s lif e wit h hi s wif e an d othe r 
women, in which i t i s clear that h e could no t bring together the ideal an d 
the libidinal , an d i n which h e continued t o yearn fo r a n impossible ideal . 
There wa s somethin g h e fel t h e ha d neve r had : "somethin g beyon d tha t 
place and time." He wrote to Forster, "Why i s it, that as with poor David, 
a sens e come s alway s crushin g o n m e now, whe n I  a m i n lo w spirits , a s 
of the on e happiness I  have misse d i n life , an d on e friend an d companio n 
I have never made" (679) . Like Esther Summerson, Dickens obviously fel t 
"as i f somethin g fo r whic h ther e wa s n o name , n o distinc t idea , wer e 
definitely lost to me," as he goes on. To Esther, he restores this "something" 
in th e strang e piec e o f wish-fulfillmen t b y whic h sh e i s give n t o Ala n 
Woodcourt b y a  kind o f magic switch, o n Mr . Jarndyce's part , i n a  ploy, 
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of course, that deprives Esther of any authentic choice in the matter—an d 
as if Dickens coul d no t endors e a  woman's fre e choic e i n sexua l love . 

To Dickens fully adult sexual love was, at the unconscious level, terribly 
dangerous. Michael Slate r returns agai n an d agai n to this problem. I t wa s 
as i f Dicken s fel t tha t i t wa s se x tha t mad e wome n cold-hearted : Slate r 
points ou t that , writing abou t aunt s (lik e Betsy Trotwood), Dickens mar -
veled tha t "th e fir e of love should no t hav e been quenche d i n their lonel y 
hearts," but celibacy was likely to make that fire "burn brighter," and even 
to preserv e wome n fro m downrigh t cold-heartedness : "wome n ar e neve r 
naturally vain, heartless, and unloving. They are made so" (176). A woma n 
is ofte n mad e s o by marriage . I n th e marriage s o f Charit y Pecksnif f an d 
Jonas Chuszlewit, and of Mr. and Mrs. Bumble, he shows the rapid change 
of courtship int o violen t brutalit y an d th e dominatio n o f one partne r b y 
the other . 

Speaking of the fate of the women in Dickens's novels who are punished 
by bein g "endowe d wit h passion " (Edit h Dombey , Lad y Dedlock , an d 
Louisa Gradgrind) , Michae l Slate r repeatedl y note s Edit h Dombey , Lad y 
Dedlock, Louis a Gradgrind , an d Mis s Havisha m a s women wh o ar e "en -
dowed wit h passion. " Bu t Edit h Dombey' s flight  wit h Carte r i s onl y a 
piece of simulated abandonmen t t o passion—she repudiate s the man wh o 
casts himsel f a s he r seducer , an d reveal s tha t sh e onl y wen t awa y wit h 
him t o humiliat e Dombey . Mis s Havisha m ha s gon e ma d becaus e he r 
intended fail s t o tur n u p a t th e wedding—sh e i s passio n frustrate d an d 
unawakened, an d turne d t o hate . Lad y Dedloc k ha s o f cours e th e secre t 
of her passionate affairs in youth, but little remains of her passionate nature: 
she ha s locke d i t u p i n he r heart . Louis a simpl y doe s no t kno w ho w t o 
deal with a  lover. Surel y these women are , rather, threatened  by passion ? 
Slater says , "we ca n registe r just ho w disturbe d h e was by this qualit y i n 
the opposit e sex : h e seem s compelle d t o sho w i t a s finally finished  o r a t 
least neutralized" (265) . Slater concludes that he is reflecting a  world tha t 
"dealt harshl y wit h wome n wh o coul d no t confor m t o sociall y approve d 
patterns." No doub t h e ha d t o satisf y hi s readers : but w e may , I  believe, 
explore th e subjectiv e factor s beneat h hi s repudiatio n o f sexualit y i n 
women. 

One interestin g observation emerge s from Michae l Slater' s book: Dick-
ens's wome n ten d t o b e describe d i n term s o f thei r face s (an d hair ) an d 
sometimes thei r ("neat" ) feet : bu t thei r figures  and bosom s ar e neglected . 
There i s a  tendency fo r th e mor e admire d wome n t o b e somewha t ethe -
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real—bodiless, angelic  figures. Agnes i s like a  figure in a  church window ; 
Esther Summerso n ha s a  mysterious perio d i n which sh e goes temporaril y 
blind, an d i s preoccupied wit h havin g he r fac e disfigure d (thoug h i t late r 
becomes a s mysteriousl y beautifu l again) . Sh e seem s to fee l a t time s a s i f 
her own beauty, indeed her own feminine and lovable self, has been "given" 
to Ada, an d (a s Alex Zwerdlin g points out) there is  a revealing slip at one 
point when, speaking to Charley about not letting Ada into her sick cham-
ber when sh e ha s th e smallpox , sh e says , "Charley , i f you le t he r i n bu t 
once . . . I shall die." Note she does not say "she will die" but "I will die"— 
so closely does she identify with Ada, an d so closely does Dickens identif y 
with her. The "double" theme is a common one in Dickens (cf. the Harmon 
story, th e Cheerybl e brothers) , while Dicken s himsel f seeme d t o nee d t o 
search fo r a  firm identity. S o we may , I  believe, see the woman deprive d 
of her birthrigh t a s an alte r eg o of Dickens, who searche s continuall y fo r 
a sens e o f self-bein g capabl e o f lovin g an d bein g loved , an d i n thi s wa y 
remaining in touch with childhood, as a deprived child. His obsession with 
his mother's "warmth" t o return him to the blacking factory t o contribut e 
to the family' s earning s when he yearned fo r learning and the opportunit y 
to realiz e hi s potentia l mus t surel y hid e a n earlie r an d deepe r experienc e 
of deprivation at  his  mother's breast. 

It i s such a  deprivation , I  believe, tha t explain s Dickens' s urgen t nee d 
to fantasize , o n th e on e hand , an d hi s drea d o f sensua l woman , o n th e 
other: a  dread tha t make s hi m find  ful l adul t femal e sexualit y associate d 
with death. For Nancy (he wrote somewhere, "the woman is a prostitute") 
is both hi s mos t full y realize d sensua l woman an d als o one who ha s to be 
killed in a  most brutal way, fo r daring to show pity for Olive r and loyalt y 
to her man. Her death is a fantasy of the brutal primal scene, and Dickens' s 
continual yearnin g fo r childis h purit y i n hi s women i s a  way o f avoidin g 
the murderou s danger s o f aroused femal e sexuality . 

Here I  wa s delighte d t o find  confirmatio n o f m y suspicion s i n a n ap ' 
pendix to Steven Marcus's book, Dic\ens: From  Pic\wic\ to  Dombey, titled 
"Who Is Fagin?" Marcus pieces together various aspects of Dickens's child ' 
hood experienc e an d pick s out , i n relatio n t o this , a  numbe r o f very be ' 
traying phrases an d paragraphs . 

One o f th e phrase s i s i n a  recollectio n o f Dickens , i n whic h h e see s 
himself sitting on his bed, "reading as if for life." This points to the intense 
need i n Dicken s fo r literar y fantasy , an d t o devis e his ow n fantasies , an d 
this may be linked with the whole question of the humiliation an d neglec t 
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Dickens fel t a s a child, when th e fathe r wa s arreste d fo r debt , the mothe r 
followed hi m int o th e Marshalsea , an d Dickens—wh o remaine d outsid e 
(a "small Cain," he called himself)—had n o home to g o to. He seemed t o 
feel most his father's indifferenc e a t the time to his yearning for education : 
his fathe r "ha d utterl y los t a t thi s tim e the ide a o f educating m e a t all. " 

One da y Dickens , who was wrapping blackin g bottles a t th e window , 
where the workers were watched fro m tim e to time, saw his father watch -
ing him, and "wondere d ho w h e could bear it. " We hav e seen the degre e 
to which Dicken s resente d hi s mother' s "warmth " fo r keepin g him a t th e 
humiliating work . No w h e fel t hi s father' s freedo m wa s a  frau d an d a n 
outrage. Bu t Steve n Marcu s believe s tha t thi s intens e memor y o f bein g 
seen in an exposed situation, and of seeing something menacing, is a screen 
memory o f earlier traumatic experiences . And, a s he points out , ther e ar e 
many scenes o f the kin d throughou t Dickens' s novels . 

These ar e primal scen e fantasies , i n which, h e believes , 

the child [is ] asleep, or just waking, or forging sleep while observing sexual inter-
course between his parents, and, frightened b y what he sees or imagines, is either 
then noticed by the parents or has a fantasy of what could occur if he were noticed. 
(Marcus, 373) 

In th e min d o f a  very smal l child , say s Marcus , "whe n parent s see m lik e 
gods, giant s an d demons, " "sexua l intercours e i s firs t apprehende d a s a 
form o f violence , specificall y o f murder , inflicte d b y th e mal e upo n th e 
female" (375) . In this we have a  clue to Dickens's fascination with murde r 
(and, on e migh t add , hi s preoccupation wit h publi c hanging s fo r murder , 
which h e fel t ough t to  be private: h e was obsesse d with th e corruption h e 
felt t o b e inheren t i n thousand s o f eyes ' bein g turne d o n thi s dreadfu l 
activity, an d h e wa s especiall y vivi d i n hi s descriptio n o f a  murderou s 
couple being hanged) . Bu t here , too , we may  find  clue s t o Dickens' s fea r 
of the full y adul t sexua l woman, an d hi s fea r o f sexuality altogether , th e 
converse of which i s a yearning for "pure " infancy , an d fo r a n innocence , 
in woman , in  love , an d i n hi s protagonists , tha t i s prelapsarian : tha t is, 
one might say , for a  state before th e dreadfu l experienc e o f witnessing th e 
primal scene . Thi s als o help s u s understan d wh y (fo r example ) th e rela -
tionship between Eugen e Wrayburn an d Lizzie  Hexa m ha s to g o through 
the threat an d experience of murder before i t can be accepted: i t has to be 
shown (t o the self ) tha t on e may survive murde r i n order to endure adul t 
sexuality. 
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To retur n t o Steven Marcus : he points ou t the intensity o f the writin g 
about eyes,  in the way Nancy's dea d eyes haunt Bil l Sikes, and in the way 
Fagin i s exposed t o the eye s of the multitude : 

Those widely staring eyes, so lustreless and so glassy, that he had better borne to 
see them than think upon them, appeared in the midst of darkness; light in them' 
selves, but giving light to nothing. There were but two, but they were everywhere. 
If he shut ou t the sight , there came the room with ever y welMmown objec t .. . 
each in its accustomed place . The body was in its  place, and its eyes were as he 
saw them when he stole away. (Oliver Twist, 368 ; Marcus, 375) 

At th e end , Sike s i s surrounded b y "tier s an d tier s o f faces i n ever y win ' 
dow," by people fighting each other "only for an instant to see the wretch." 
At las t h e call s ou t "th e eye s again, " lose s his balance, an d i s hanged b y 
the rop e he i s carrying . 

At th e end , wit h Fagin , th e cour t i s "paved , fro m floor  t o roof , wit h 
human faces : h e seeme d t o stan d surrounde d b y a  firmament,  al l brigh t 
with gleamin g eyes." As Marcus point s out , in the end , "Sike s and Fagin , 
both o f the m figures  wh o threate n t o ruin , castrat e an d destro y Oliver , 
are no w i n Oliver' s place, " an d th e reade r is  enlisted i n thei r terror . Ye t 
it wa s th e mos t horrifyin g scene , Sikes' s murde r o f Nancy, tha t Dicken s 
read i n publi c until  it  Killed him.  Ye t th e essenc e o f th e murde r i s tha t 
Nancy die s because she stays loya l to Sike s and i s seeking to save Oliver : 
that is , because o f her maternal  instincts. 

But Marcus also points to the strange moments in Oliver Twist i n which 
Dickens records what Marcus call s a "hypnagogic phenomenon." They do 
not emerg e ou t o f th e logi c o f th e story , an d contai n element s tha t ar e 
never cleared up , as if Dickens fel t compelle d t o write abou t a  mysterious 
experience h e had had . The first  i s when Olive r i s dosing in Fagin' s den : 

There is a drowsy state, between sleeping and waking, when you dream more in 
five minute s with your eyes half open .. . (Oliver Twist, 58 ; Marcus, 371) 

Fagin call s the boy by name, and he does not answer . H e takes jewels ou t 
of a  small box, including a  trinket tha t seem s to have "som e very minut e 
inscription o n it " tha t h e pore s ove r "lon g an d earnestly. " Suddenly , a 
flash of recognition passe s between them : 

for the briefes t spac e of time that ca n possibly be conceived—it wa s enoug h to 
show the old man that he had been observed. He closed the lid of the box with a 
loud crash; and laying his hand on a bread knife which was on the table, started 
furiously up . (Oliver Twist, 59 ; Marcus, 371) 
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The scen e end s inconsequentially , bu t Marcu s link s i t with hi s diagnosi s 
of the "prima l scene " fantasy , Fagin' s attentio n t o th e trinke t bein g pre -
sumably relate d t o a  fantasy o f the fathe r bein g engaged i n attentio n t o a 
sexual goal whose meaning remains incomprehensible to an infant, thoug h 
when observe d turn s t o furiou s rage  agains t him . 

The secon d hypnagogi c episod e i s of course the mysteriou s appearanc e 
of Fagin an d Monk s t o th e sleepin g Olive r i n th e Ma y lies' house . Olive r 
is reading . 

There is a kind of sleep that steals upon us sometimes, which, while it holds the 
body prisoner, does not free the mind from a sense of things about it. (Oliver Twist, 
255; Marcus, 372.) 

As Marcu s says , Dickens , i n thes e passages , addresse s th e reade r i n a 
"personal, essayist , an d almos t musin g voice," an d eac h episod e contain s 
"illogical" o r "false " details , i n th e sens e tha t somethin g mysteriou s hap -
pens that Dicken s fail s t o clear up. The implication i s that, i n "sticking so 
close t o Oliver " (fo r whic h Dickens , a t th e tim e o f writing , suffere d a 
recurrence of a childhood malady), Dickens is here approaching, willy nilly, 
those childhoo d fantasie s o f the prima l scene , a s murder , whic h h e asso -
ciated wit h th e father : h e had , say s Marcus , " a feelin g o f identit y wit h 
his father , eve n wit h tha t fathe r wh o appeare d t o hi m a s destroye r an d 
betrayer," whic h i s why Fagi n i s so human . 

With th e fantas y o f th e prima l scen e w e mus t link , I  believe , thos e 
intense fantasies o f the infant tha t ar e directed a t the mother's breast: an d 
here, o f course, where Dicken s i s concerned, w e ca n have n o evidence o f 
how h e wa s treate d b y hi s mother . W e kno w tha t Poll y Toodle s i s th e 
picture o f a  totall y materna l woman , a s sh e i s chose n t o b e a  wet-nurs e 
for littl e Pau l Dombey , an d sh e i s presente d a s a  benig n an d satisfyin g 
female presence , a s is Peggoty—the Goo d Provider . 

But th e genera l absenc e o f breast s i n th e form s o f Dickens' s women , 
and hi s obsessio n wit h women' s face s a s those o f angels, often givin g th e 
promise of another world, sugges t tha t hi s abhorrence o f female sexuality , 
such a s migh t hav e bee n prompte d b y prima l scen e experiences , ha s a 
deeper caus e i n som e complicatio n o f th e processe s b y whic h a  mothe r 
introduces he r infan t t o th e realit y o f th e worl d an d othe r people . W e 
need her e to g o back to the Kleinia n theor y o f the infan t bein g involved , 
over hi s feeding , i n hi s fantasy , i n a  "cannibalisti c attack. " Ther e i s th e 
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question o f what D . W. Winnicot t call s the way mothe r an d chil d "live 
as experience together": 

The mothe r has a  breast an d the power to produce milk , and the idea that sh e 
would like to be attacked by a hungry baby .. . it is she who produces a situation 
that ma y with luc k result in the first tie that th e infant make s with a n external 
object, an object that is external to the self from the infant's point of view. (Win-
nicott 1958 , 153) 

Winnicott urges us to think of the process as if two lines come from opposite 
directions: 

If they overlap there is a moment of illusion—a bit of experience which the infant 
can take as either his hallucination or  a thing belonging to external reality. 

There i s a  grea t advantag e i n finding  externa l reality : i t afford s relief . 

Fantasy things work by magic: there are no brakes on fantasy an d love and hate 
cause alarming effects. External reality has brakes on, and can be studied or known, 
and, in fact, fantasy i s only tolerable at full blast when objective reality is appre-
ciated well. The subjective has tremendous value but is so alarming and magical 
that i t cannot be engaged except as a parallel to the objective. (Winnicot t 1958 , 
153) 

In th e mos t primitive state , says Winnicott, th e objec t behave s accordin g 
to magica l laws : "i t exist s when desired , i t approache s when approached , 
it hurt s when hurt . Lastly , i t vanishes when no t wanted" : "t o no t want , 
as a result of satisfaction, i s to annihilate the object." Winnicott here deals 
with th e proble m o f tryin g t o understan d why , wit h som e infants , the y 
are not satisfied  with satisfaction.  This seems to me possibly to lend insigh t 
to Dickens' s fea r an d drea d o f femal e sexuality : lik e a  patien t t o who m 
Winnicott refers , "his chief fear was of satisfaction"—because satisfactio n 
brought a n annihilation o f the object , a  kind o f murder. To such a  person, 
woman migh t b e th e sourc e o f one' s being , bu t als o (a s t o th e Jungians ) 
that grav e int o which on e ultimatel y plunges—because , i n he r body , to -
ward whic h on e direct s th e fantasie s o f aspiratio n an d idealism , lie s th e 
power, in providing sexual satisfaction, tha t would annihilat e one' s world 
altogether. A  terrifyin g infan t experienc e o f th e prima l scen e would , o f 
course, exacerbate this feeling, not least in a child who had an extraordinary 
capacity, a s Dickens had , fo r vivid fantasy , an d a  hunger t o find  the ver y 
source o f his being . 

So, whil e Dicken s ha d a  dee p respec t fo r woman , h e als o foun d he r 
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associated wit h dread . I n Dombey  and  Son,  writin g abou t Poll y Toodles , 
he says that she was a typical example of the ordinary woman, of "a natur e 
that i s ever, i n the mass , better, truer , higher , nobler , quicke r to feel , an d 
much mor e constan t t o retain , al l tendernes s an d pity , self-denia l an d 
devotion, mor e tha n th e natur e o f men." At time s thi s develop s int o th e 
Euphrasia theme, which we have examined in Little Dorrit.  "Natur e ofte n 
enshrines gallan t an d noble hearts in weak bosoms—often, Go d bless her , 
in femal e breasts " Dickens writes o f Nell, when sh e is  thinking ho w des -
titute he r grandfathe r woul d b e without her , i n The  Old Curiosity  Shop. 
But thes e creatures , ofte n angels , can als o be frightening , i f stirred up . 

There is something about a  roused woman: especially if she adds to al l her other 
strong passions, the fierce impulses of recklessness and despair: which few men like 
to provoke. (Oliver Twist, 115) 

Dickens's engagemen t wit h th e proble m o f woman canno t b e understoo d 
without taking into account the deeper insights of psychoanalysis, as several 
critics hav e found . Lawrenc e Frank , fo r example , i n Charles  Dic\ens and 
the Romantic Self,  makes some useful comments on the images of themselves 
that Dickens' s women have, especially Esther Summerson, who, of course, 
loses her imag e before finding  i t again : an d h e invoke s som e enlightenin g 
ideas fro m Mauric e Merleau-Pont y ("th e imag e o f onesel f make s possibl e 
the knowledge of oneself, [and] makes possible a sort of alienation" Frank , 
1984, 247). Another explanatio n o f Esther's realit y i s that mad e by Ale x 
Zwerdling i n a n article , "Esther Summerso n Rehabilitated. " H e finds  th e 
treatment o f her interna l conflict s psychologicall y plausible , but criticize s 
the en d a s depriving he r o f existential choice . 

There is tremendous poetic resonance around some of Dickens's imagery, 
as i n hi s depictio n o f Eugen e Wrayburn' s reflection s o n th e river , jus t 
before hi s attempte d murder : 

The ripplin g o f the rive r seemed to cause a  correspondent sti r i n hi s uneasy re ' 
flections. H e would have laid them asleep if he could, but they were in movement, 
like the stream, and all tending one way with a strong current. As the ripple under 
the moon broke unexpectedly no w an d then , an d palely flashed in a  new shape 
and with a  new sound, so parts of his thoughts started , unbidden fro m th e rest , 
and revealed their wickedness. (Our Mutual Friend, 698 ) 

That is , they are lustful thoughts , and reveal themselves like corpses in the 
river. The thought s o f seduction directe d towar d Lizzi e seem here to hav e 
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an apocalypti c quality , associate d wit h sexua l love , tha t bring s hi m nea r 
to death , an d thi s associatio n o f woman an d sexua l lov e with deat h i s an 
enigma i n Dickens' s wor k w e nee d t o g o o n pondering , fo r i t reveal s a 
fundamental duplicit y i n hi s view o f them. 



C H A P T E R O N E 

Blea\ House:  The Dea d Bab y an d 
the Psychi c Inheritanc e 

Blea\ House  is in one perspective a thriller, a  detective story; but its special 
power t o gri p us an d mov e us derives fro m it s deepe r content , which ha s 
to d o wit h a  centra l them e i n Dickens—tha t o f inheritance—th e inheri -
tance o f each being . 

It i s highly significant, i n the symbolism o f the novel , that Esther , wh o 
is a kind of orphan, gives her handkerchief to Jenny, the poor woman wh o 
lives in the brick kilns, to cover her dead baby, and that later , when Esthe r 
is though t t o b e dying , Lad y Dedloc k bring s th e handkerchie f fro m th e 
woman. Later , thi s handkerchie f appear s a s Lady Dedloc k reveal s hersel f 
to Esther a s her long-lost mother . Lady Dedlock dies in the costume of the 
poor woman who los t her baby. She is in the end discovered through leads 
given b y Guste r (wh o i s a n orphan ) and , o f course , b y Jo, wh o know s 
"nothink" abou t his parents and is also an orphan, yet plays a considerable 
part i n the action . 

Lady Dedlock , then , i s one who ha s allowe d he r emotiona l lif e t o di e 
in he r b y renouncin g he r passionat e attachmen t t o Captai n Hawdon , b y 
whom sh e ha s ha d a  chil d sh e ha s alway s bee n tol d i s dead . Esther , he r 
child, brought up by a punitive woman who often told her that her mother 
was her shame, is deprived o f her emotional inheritance , while Lady Ded-

27 
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lock has been denie d he r motherly role . Partin g fro m Esthe r fo r the las t 
time, sh e says o f herself tha t "th e reality i s her suffering , i n he r useles s 
remorse, i n he r murderin g withi n he r breast th e onl y lov e an d truth o f 
which i t i s capable " (512) . Th e dea d bab y symbolize s th e los s o f the 
(psychic) inheritanc e tha t a  child shoul d be entitled to , and the death of 
the mother' s tru e potentialities . 

Faces ar e important i n this kin d o f drama, an d if we rea d the work of 
Winnicott w e discover why. In Oliver Twist,  Mr . Brownlow's interes t in 
the cas e arose because  he saw resemblances in Oliver's  face, while in Blea\ 
House the resemblance betwee n Lad y Dedlock , Lad y Dedlock' s portrait , 
and Esthe r i s something tha t strike s th e blundering Guppy . Esthe r lose s 
her "old face" through smallpox , and has to come to live with a  new face, 
after muc h suffering . 

The mothe r i s not only th e face tha t reflect s th e emerging self : she is 
also the inspiring Stell a Maris , who lifts u s up toward a  higher stat e of 
being. The orphan , therefore , feel s a  special loss : not only ha s he or she 
not experienced sufficien t "creativ e reflection" to develop his or her sense 
of a n authenti c self ; h e or she also suffer s fro m a  deficiency o f spiritua l 
inspiration, and so is prone to idealize the image of woman, when a beautiful 
face present s itself . 

Oliver Twis t finds  thi s kin d o f angelic figure  i n Ros e Maylie ; Pip , in 
Estella; an d David Copperfield,  i n Agnes. Bu t of course th e price t o be 
paid by this impulse to idealize is to fail to find woman a s she really is, as 
the creatur e in whom th e libidinal an d the ideal are combined. As I shall 
suggest, thi s coming'tO'term s wit h th e realit y o f woman i s perhaps bes t 
achieved b y Dickens in his portrayal o f Lizzie Hexam . 

As s o often, i n applyin g concept s fro m psychoanalytica l investigatio n 
of the earlies t processe s of psychic life , we have no evidence in the life of 
the author . We kno w littl e o r nothing o f Dickens's infancy . H e was not 
an orphan , an d all we do know abou t his childhood relationshi p with his 
mother i s that, when improve d circumstance s mad e it possible for him to 
leave the humiliating work he endured pastin g label s on blacking bottles , 
his mothe r insulte d hi s sou l b y determinin g t o kee p hi m a t th e toi l h e 
loathed. This perhap s indicate s som e deficiency i n her capacity to cherish 
her son, but for the incident to be remembered as significant we may surmise 
that there were earlier weaknesses in the relationship that made it difficul t 
for Dickens to sustain an image of the good mother without deep misgivings. 
But ther e were othe r problems , of course, that belon g to the whole teno r 
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of his time: his readership pressed upo n him an idea of woman tha t he fel t 
bound t o giv e them back in return , despit e it s falsity. As a n acquaintanc e 
of Wilki e Collins , wh o live d wit h tw o wome n t o who m h e wa s no t 
married, Dicken s kne w wel l enoug h ho w peopl e behaved sexuall y i n rea l 
life. The awful opprobriu m offered i n his novels toward illici t relationship s 
and illegitimate births—sins tha t pu t hi s characters beyond eve n heaven' s 
mercy—was no t th e predominan t criterio n i n th e socia l milie u i n whic h 
he lived , thoug h i t ma y hav e bee n i n bourgeoi s circle s a t large . (Mrs . 
GaskelPs difficulties sho w that the Chadband-Pardiggle elemen t was pow-
erful enoug h i n society. ) Rather , wha t w e ar e dealin g with ar e ghost s o r 
phantoms of the imagination—and there we encounter tremendous feeling s 
of guilt , dread , murderousness , an d outrag e tha t ar e associate d wit h th e 
figure o f woman , an d thi s suggest s som e unsatisfactor y relationshi p be -
tween Dicken s an d hi s mothe r i n infancy . 

For some reason Dickens associates woman with the dreadful possibilit y 
of being deprived o f one's emotiona l inheritance , an d s o of being blighted 
or falsified . I n th e fac e o f thi s deprivatio n on e ha s t o struggl e an d suffe r 
intensely an d mak e prodigiou s effort s a t reparation , t o find  fulfillmen t i n 
oneself, and to discover meaning in the world. So when i t comes to sexual 
fulfillment wit h woman, there is a powerful feelin g of inhibition, such love 
seeming to be ful l o f menace, shadowed b y death , an d unlikel y to lea d t o 
harmony an d richness . S o with hi m ther e see m t o be , a t th e unconsciou s 
level, terrible dangers in the woman a s a focus o f sexual desire , and surel y 
this i s onl y explicabl e accordin g t o th e kin d o f insight s afforde d b y 
psychotherapy. 

As I have already suggested, the dead baby in Blea\House ha s a powerful 
symbolism. The baby is a symbol of the sexuality that produce d it ; but fo r 
the Victorians i t was als o a  symbol o f innocence, a  creature close r to th e 
angels. The morbi d attitud e o f the Victorian s t o babie s i n thi s mod e le d 
to som e extraordinar y excesses . Ther e i s a  shor t stor y b y Georg e Mac -
Donald, fo r instance , called "Th e Gif t o f the Chris t Child, " which surel y 
deserves F. R. Leavis's deadliest critical judgment—"embarrassing." I n this 
a littl e gir l called Phosy , whose fathe r doe s no t lov e her , picks  up a  very 
recently dea d bab y brother, supposin g tha t h e i s the Chris t child ; finding 
her thus , her fathe r i s changed b y the image of her devotion, an d hi s love 
then flows fo r her in the proper way. Could a  Victorian really believe tha t 
a child coul d mistak e a  baby's corps e in that way? That sh e could believ e 
it was Bab y Jesus? That a  hardened hear t coul d b e susceptibl e o f chang e 
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by such an experience? Mrs. Frances Hodgson Burnett' s Little  Lord  Faun-
tleroy, o f course , depend s fo r it s effec t o n th e reade r believin g tha t har d 
hearts are capable of redemption by the influence of simple childhood grace, 
and i n th e nove l th e accoun t i s no t t o b e despised : presumabl y her e th e 
text i s that " a littl e chil d shal l lea d them" ? Th e sam e kind o f process, of 
course, i s demonstrated i n A Christmas  Carol. 

More realistically , w e ca n se e th e dea d bab y i n Blea\  House  a s th e 
product o f sexual sensuality an d so , phenomenologically, a s a focus o f the 
fantasies o f "inner " an d "outer " tha t g o with sexua l experience . I t i s a 
product o f the potentialitie s indicate d b y menstruation , alway s a  focus o f 
dread (witnes s th e variou s way s i n which , durin g thei r periods , wome n 
are suppose d t o b e unclean , likel y t o spoi l rites , pollut e society , o r tur n 
the cheese) ; i t i s a  product o f thos e mysteriou s power s i n th e psych e b y 
which woma n create s u s (an d ca n be supposed t o decreat e us) . We mus t 
try to see the difficulties Dicken s had with the libidinal element in woman 
in connectio n wit h hi s particular attitud e t o babies an d angels . 

In applying my modern phenomenological interpretation I  am not trying 
to explai n awa y Dickens' s concer n wit h th e bab y an d infant . I  a m jus t 
trying to show how, as in the fantasies of George MacDonald, the Christian 
mythology allows for the world of the unconscious to be explored. Dickens's 
moral concer n i s perhaps mor e devotedl y Christia n tha n w e ten d t o rec -
ognise, mor e consciou s o f the ethica l precept s o f Jesus an d th e New Tes -
tament: ther e ar e many places in Blea\  House  where th e New Testamen t 
is implicitly invoked. Dickens's attitude to children, for instance, obviously 
bears i n min d th e saying s o f Jesus, abou t "offence s t o thes e littl e ones. " 
Dickens's warm-hearte d compariso n i s als o drive n b y hi s recognitio n o f 
Christ's concer n fo r th e poo r an d th e outcast . Thes e Christia n preoccu -
pations culminat e i n Blea\  House  i n th e deat h o f Jo: t o him , a s h e dies , 
"light i s coming, " th e car t o f lif e i s shake n al l t o pieces , an d h e i s 
"a-gropin\" H e repeat s th e Lord' s prayer : 

"Art in Heaven—is the light a-comin, sir?" 
"It is close at hand. HALLOWED BE THY NAME!" 
"Hallowed be—thy—" 
The ligh t i s come upon the dar k benighted way . Dead! Dead, your Majesty . 

Dead, my lords and gentlemen. Dead, Right Reverends and Wrong Reverends of 
every order. Dead, men and women, born with Heavenly compassion in your hearts. 
And dying thus around us every day. (Blea\ House, 649 ) 
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The scen e i s very moving , despit e the element s o f Victorian sentimen -
tality i n it , becaus e Jo i s a  comi c i f wretched orpha n wh o "don' t kno w 
nothink," bu t wh o al l th e sam e i s a  survivor ; h e bite s Lad y Dedlock' s 
golden sovereign to make sure i t i s a good one , and i s only too gla d to ea t 
Mrs. Snagsby' s broke n meats . Bu t fo r ou r tast e suc h episode s ar e to o 
emotionally loaded , a s are the episode s o f the brick worker's baby' s deat h 
and Agnes's quasi-heavenl y status , a s when sh e is  the beare r o f the new s 
of the death of Dora and looks like an angel . These moments have a  heavy 
religiose quality that i s very much o f its time. Yet, of course, we recogniz e 
the differenc e betwee n Mrs . Pardiggle' s approac h an d Dickens's . All th e 
same, the question mus t inevitably arise—how muc h did Dickens endors e 
this kin d o f fervor? Di d h e aspir e t o b e a  "goo d man " himself , o r just t o 
be thought one ? Or wa s h e merel y trying to satisf y hi s public ? 

Often i n hi s work ther e i s a  kind o f reference t o th e bearing o f Chris-
tianity that may be deeply sincere, but to these insistences he cannot avoi d 
giving a  morbi d Victoria n quality . I n th e cours e of  invokin g religio n w e 
seem t o b e aske d t o endors e belief s tha t ar e no t reall y tru e o r possible ; 
certainly, they seem impossible for us to believe, and one wonders whethe r 
the Victorian s coul d reall y hav e believe d them . Di d the y reall y believ e 
that Lad y Dedloc k wa s beyon d eve n God' s forgiveness ? O r tha t Littl e 
Dorrit was being Christlike i n her perpetual self-abnegation? 1 Ho w coul d 
they believ e suc h thing s abou t babies , abou t wome n an d childre n an d 
human beings in general? How could they believe in such innocence, such 
lack o f recognition o f the realities , a s in MacDonald' s terribl e story ? Bu t 
besides th e obviou s mora l didacticis m ther e i s als o her e a  mor e comple x 
symbolism aroun d tha t dea d baby . I n on e sense , i t seem s t o hav e t o d o 
with angels , with care , the soul , God' s merc y an d pity . I n anothe r sense , 
the dea d bab y i s a  symbol o f a psyche so deprived tha t i t canno t liv e an d 
fulfill itself . Th e deprive d bab y evoke s th e proble m o f th e mothe r wh o 
could not keep it alive, and so we come to the figure of woman, in relatio n 
to feeling s abou t her , an d the exten t t o which sh e is to ji>e blamed fo r ou r 
failures t o fulfil l ourselves . Eve n a s Dickens embarke d o n publi c reading s 
in whic h h e strov e t o appea r t o uphol d th e domesti c virtues , h e wa s 
suffering the worst anguish of not being able to establish order and harmony 
in his own life , was separating from hi s wife, whom h e considered impos -
sible, and was (apparently ) keepin g a  mistress. So the image of woman, i n 
this dimension , i s th e focu s o f a  dee p existentia l perplexity ; an d i f w e 
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attend carefull y t o his work, we find i t leads us to a  strong current o f guilt 
around thes e themes an d a  sense of something dreadfu l an d murderou s i n 
the background . 

The Victorians , o f course , ha d develope d a  heav y tabo o o n sexualit y 
and on the whole realit y of woman. This demonstrated a n impossible an d 
harmful desire , which w e fin d i n Dickens , that woma n shoul d b e "inno -
cent." Th e sentimentalize d bab y i n thei r art , liv e o r dead , i s a  symbol o f 
that innocence—an d thi s mean s sexual  innocence , before th e Fall . I f only 
the production o f babies coul d be spli t of f fro m sexualit y an d th e passio n 
that create s them ! We ma y lin k thi s unrealisti c sentimentalit y wit h th e 
fear o f libidinal woman . 

In the scenes under discussion in Blea\ House,  the greates t play is made 
with th e contras t betwee n th e innocen t babe , victim o f its parents ' gross-
ness, an d th e violence between th e parents : 

She only looked at it as it lay on her lap. We had observed before, that when 
she looke d a t i t sh e covered he r discoloure d ey e with he r hand , a s though sh e 
wished to separate any association with noise and violence and ill-treatment, from 
the poor little child. (108^ 

The innocent child is thus separated from the sexual energy that generate d 
it, t o which th e violence belongs. 

We may  recal l th e way , discusse d above , i n whic h Mrs . Bumbl e fall s 
into violenc e onl y tw o month s afte r marriage . I n Martin  Chuzzlewit  a 
similar chang e overtake s Merr y Pecksnif f whe n sh e marrie s Jona s an d 
becomes subjec t t o hi s violen t domination . Thi s i s clearl y relate d t o he r 
sexual knowledg e o f him , an d th e poin t i s underline d b y Sara h Gamp' s 
professional interes t in her possible pregnancy, a t the time of her wedding. 
It i s a s i f sexua l unio n inevitabl y produce s antipath y an d discord , an d 
marriage hatred . Th e horrifie d submissivenes s o f Mrs . Quilp , i n th e fac e 
of his crue l tyranny , i s another o f Dickens's portrayal s o f a  dreadful mar -
riage, and Quilp' s deformit y i s calculated t o make the sexual union o f this 
pair repulsive . 

Behind such dealings with sexuality one often detect s in Dickens a deep 
dread, whic h display s a n unconsciou s fea r o f se x a s a  death-threatenin g 
activity; an d th e concomitan t i s tha t creativ e woma n ha s som e o f tha t 
death-threatening power . Late r we shal l explore this further i n examinin g 
Dickens's attitudes , an d thos e o f his public , to illegitimac y an d illici t pas-
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sion, and s o to the dar k side of woman—including man' s darke r attitude s 
to woman, an d Dickens' s ow n sombe r side . 

In Blea\  House  the baby dies , even a s Ada bend s ove r it : 

Ada, whose gentl e heart wa s move d by its appearance , bent dow n t o touch it s 
little face. As she did so, I saw what happened and drew her back. The child died. 
(108) 

Besides th e sexua l theme s behin d babies , o f course, there i s the inher -
itance o r birthright  theme . Esthe r Summerso n i s a  focu s o f ou r feeling s 
about babie s comin g into th e world , thei r birth , raising , an d inheritance : 
birthright (a s in the Jarndyce and Jarndyce case) is, one may say, the theme 
in thi s nove l an d i n man y othe r novel s b y Dickens . Dickens' s Christia n 
feelings abou t dea d babie s see m here t o be mad e plain : 

Presently I took the light burden from her lap; did what I could to make the baby's 
rest prettier and gentler; laid it on a shelf, and covered it with my own handkerchief . 
We tried to comfort the mother, and we whispered to her what Our Saviour said 
of children. (109) 

The Victorian s mus t hav e bee n mor e acquainte d tha n w e ar e with dea d 
children; but i t seem s to belong to a  certain Christia n fairystor y attitud e 
to death , a s in Georg e MacDonald's story , fo r Esthe r to say "t o mak e th e 
baby's res t prettier an d gentler. " People who dea l with actua l dead babies 
must surel y fee l a  dee p distress , an d eve n dread ; n o doub t the y arrang e 
the corps e a s decentl y a s the y can : bu t never , surely , woul d th e wor d 
"prettier" see m appropriate ? However , th e dead baby is by now virtuall y 
an angel , an d i s used a s a  contrast t o ou r earthl y state , with Chris t bein g 
evoked i n a  powerful way , fo r Hi s attitud e t o children . 

Dickens ha s anothe r mora l purpos e here , o f course, having t o d o wit h 
the natur e o f charity: the scen e i s intended t o contras t wit h th e invasio n 
of th e bric k maker' s privac y b y Mrs . Jellyby's associate , Mrs . Pardiggle . 
She represents the wrong kind o f evangelism, the kind that patronises an d 
offends: sh e canno t cros s th e ga p t o th e poor . Amon g th e poo r ther e i s 
brutality, ignorance , an d suffering . I t woul d b e bette r fo r the m t o hav e 
the consolations of a true knowledge of Christ's teaching, but this can only 
be brought home to them by those who are prepared to share their suffering , 
who ar e capabl e o f showin g lov e i n action . Suc h peopl e ca n invok e th e 
words of Jesus at the critical moment—as here , or as when Jo is dying and 



34 Blea\  House 

Alan Woodcour t make s hi m repea t th e Lord' s praye r a t th e end . Clearly , 
Dickens believed i n the urgent necessit y of applying the principles o f Chris -
tian compassion , an d conveyin g the Gospe l to those who were los t wi thou t 
it. 

W h e n Mrs . Pardiggl e leaves , th e differenc e betwee n he r charit y an d 
that o f Esthe r an d A d a i s mad e plain : 

I hop e i t i s no t unkin d i n m e t o sa y tha t sh e certainl y di d make , i n this , a s i n 
everything else , a  show tha t wa s no t conciliatory , o f doing charit y by wholesale , 
and o f dealing in i t t o a  large extent . (108 ) 

The influenc e o f the (true ) Christianit y o f Ada an d Esther , b y contrast , 
has th e effec t o f bringin g ou t th e bes t i n th e poor . 

I though t i t ver y touchin g t o se e thes e tw o women , coars e an d shabb y an d 
beaten, s o united; t o see what the y coul d b e to on e another ; t o se e how the y fel t 
for on e another ; ho w th e hear t o f each to eac h was softene d b y the har d trial s o f 
their lives . I  thin k th e bes t sid e o f suc h peopl e i s almos t hidde n fro m us . Wha t 
the poor ar e to the poor is little known, exceptin g to themselves an d GOD . (109 ) 

All thi s i s powerfully didactic , but we recognis e i t a s that excellen t impuls e 
in Dickens , unde r th e influenc e o f the word s o f Jesus Christ , t o sho w tha t 
the poo r wil l alway s b e wi t h us , tha t the y to o wer e create d i n th e imag e 
of God , an d tha t w e shoul d tr y t o understan d al l condition s o f people an d 
seek the "goo d side " i n them . Hi s rendering s o f characters lik e Mrs. Gam p 
or Jo, th e Artfu l Dodge r o r Mr . Welle r Senio r ar e i n consequenc e alway s 
humanly sympatheti c an d positive , a s i s hi s touchin g treatmen t o f littl e 
orphaned Charle y an d he r siblings . 

But i n Blea\  House  th e them e belong s t o tha t fairy-tal e mod e o f belie f 
in th e supernatura l worl d tha t ca n mak e Esthe r say , 

How littl e I  thought , whe n I  raise d m y handkerchie f t o loo k upo n th e tin y 
sleeper underneath, and seemed to see a halo shine around the child through Ada' s 
drooping hai r a s he r pit y ben t he r head—ho w littl e I  thought i n whos e unquie t 
bosom tha t handkerchie f woul d com e t o lie , afte r coverin g th e motionles s an d 
peaceful breast ! I  onl y though t tha t perhap s th e Angel o f the chil d migh t no t b e 
all unconscious o f the woman who replace d i t with s o compassionate a  hand. (Ill ) 

Did Dicken s reall y believe i n "Angels" ? O r i s he merel y makin g Esthe r a n 
innocent believe r i n them ? Di d hi s reader s believ e i n angels ? I  suppos e 
they migh t wel l hav e done , fo r ther e i s n o doub t tha t the y wer e excep -
tionally ferven t i n religiou s matters , whil e thei r devotiona l belief s wer e a 
matter o f intens e interest , a s th e periodica l literatur e o f th e tim e shows . 
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But, fo r m y purposes, such episode s giv e the clue s to Dickens' s uncon-
scious preoccupations. Esther has an affinity with the dead baby: her mother 
has alway s assume d tha t sh e die d a t birth . Whe n sh e finds  ou t tha t he r 
child i s stil l living , but i s desperately ill , Lady Dedlock obtain s tha t sam e 
handkerchief tha t ha s covere d th e dea d baby' s face . Th e questio n o f bir ' 
thright i s thu s profoundl y underlined , symbolically , a t th e unconsciou s 
level. Behind thi s i s the questio n o f the surviva l o f being. 

Of course , there ar e wide implications abou t the mora l issues here tha t 
cannot b e separated fro m religiou s belief. I f such a  child ha s a n "Angel, " 
and th e ange l ca n b e awar e o f ho w adult s behave , awar e o f th e mora l 
significance o f thei r acts , the n w e liv e i n a  totall y differen t worl d fro m 
our presen t (secular ) worl d o f general disbelie f o r unbelief, i n which i t i s 
impossible to believe in angels . For in a  world i n which a  baby's ange l can 
be awar e o f pity an d compassion , ther e ar e eterna l veritie s an d universa l 
considerations i n ou r ever y act ; i t i s stil l a  world i n whic h "Tho u Go d 
seest me." An irresponsibl e sexual relationship would the n be seen a s one 
that wa s likel y to creat e babies (wit h angels ) who hav e a  birthright tha t 
may b e blighte d fo r lif e (lik e Esther's) . Sexua l passio n become s the n a 
matter o f the deepes t spiritua l concern , fo r what i t ma y create may  go on 
existing even in heaven an d may  be able to judge earthly creatures . H o w 
ever, a s w e know , thi s kin d o f religiou s moralit y applie d t o th e middl e 
classes: there was less concern for the babies farmed ou t by prostitutes an d 
the demimondaines . 

Later, we shal l have to go in more detail into the attitudes in this nove l 
toward illegitimacy . Ther e seem s t o hav e bee n a  considerabl e chang e i n 
attitudes t o illegitimac y during the first  half of the nineteenth century . I n 
Jane Austen there is often som e discussion of "natural" children; but ther e 
is no horrified an d prudish dismay about the matter: take, for instance, her 
presentation o f Harrie t Smit h i n Emma.  I t i s interestin g t o ponde r th e 
implications of her remark when Harriet's (merchant) parentage is revealed: 
"The stai n o f illegitimacy , unbleached  by  nobility  or  wealth,  woul d hav e 
been a  stai n indeed. " Bu t ther e is  n o sens e o f si n an d horro r abou t th e 
illegitimacy itself . No on e would tal k t o Harrie t Smit h a s her godmothe r 
talks (i n chapte r 3 ) t o Esther . Dicken s seem s t o nee d t o acced e t o hi s 
audience's opprobrium, for not only do the stepmothers inflic t guil t on th e 
illegitimate infant s the y rais e (lik e Miss Barbar y an d Mis s Clennam) ; bu t 
the women themselve s fee l the y ar e beyond forgiveness . 

One recurrin g them e i s tha t o f th e bab y tha t i s bor n o f som e illici t 
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passion and is then handed ove r to a near relation, who raise s the childre n 
in the severes t possible manner, a s if to punish the infan t fo r the sin of its 
parents. This has been the fate of Arthur Clenna m in Little Dorrit,  a s well 
as of Esther. I t i s obvious that Dicken s does not approv e of such vengefu l 
infliction o f punishment o f the sins of the mothers on the children (Agnes , 
Oliver Twist' s mother , i s pardone d a s "wea k an d erring") , bu t i t seem s 
that hi s audienc e enjoye d th e frisso n o f guil t al l th e same , an d h e neve r 
attempts assertivel y t o exonerat e thos e wh o fal l int o th e wickednes s o f 
illicit passion—or , a t least , the y ca n neve r expec t t o b e receive d i n th e 
company of decent people . The men , like Edward Leeford , d o come in fo r 
some blame, or ar e degenerating , lik e Captain Hawdon . 

Let u s fo r a  moment , however , tur n awa y fro m th e question s o f socia l 
moeurs and moral s over illegitimacy in order to look further a t the uncon -
scious themes of birthright associated with it. The handkerchief that Esthe r 
uses to cover the dead baby's face reappears in the hands of Lady Dedlock 
in the scene in which she declares herself Esther's mother (book 2, chapter 
5), an d s o for th e firs t tim e they loo k a t on e another . 

The mother' s fac e i s a powerful archetypa l symbol , and the reason s fo r 
this ar e illuminate d b y Winnicott' s notio n o f "creativ e reflection" : th e 
baby finds  itsel f i n th e mother' s regard . Th e lin k betwee n th e dea d bab y 
and Esthe r i s no t onl y tha t Esthe r wa s onc e pu t asid e a s dead whe n sh e 
was a  baby but als o that he r deprivation o f the mother threatens he r wit h 
psychic death.  Thi s i s a  commo n Dickensia n theme : Estell a i n Great  Ex-
pectations i s a woman who suffer s fro m deadnes s o f the emotions , as does 
Louisa Gradgrin d t o som e extent , whil e Florenc e Dombe y i s threatene d 
with a  similar blight by her father' s rejection , a s she feels he r goo d imag e 
of him in her heart die . Dickens is aware of the need for creative reflectio n 
and fo r tha t imaginativ e sympathy an d play that enabl e the child t o come 
into it s psychi c birthright . Th e handkerchie f i s a  symboli c vei l betwee n 
self an d world , aki n t o th e curtai n o f the bassinett e i n Berth e Morisot' s 
lovely painting La  Berceuse. 

So the handkerchief that has covered the dead baby's face links the dead 
baby wit h th e drea d o f deadnes s i n a  psyche tha t ha s neve r sufficientl y 
experienced creativ e reflectio n fro m th e mother . Whe n Lad y Dedloc k 
comes fac e t o fac e wit h th e Esthe r sh e no w know s t o be he r ow n child , 
Esther no t onl y perceive s he r a s completel y unbendin g fro m he r usua l 
"haughty self-restraint " bu t i s also "rendere d motionless " 
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by a something in her face that I  had pined fo r an d dreamed o f when I  was a  little 
child; something I  had neve r seen in an y face ; something I  had neve r seen in her s 
before. (508 ) 

Later sh e says , 

I looked a t her ; but I  could no t see her, I  could no t hea r her, I  could no t dra w m y 
breath (509 ) 

—an experienc e o f the kind a  child sometimes ha s when th e mothe r return s 
after a n absenc e during which th e chil d has tried to hold her image togethe r 
in it s memory , an d faile d (se e Winnicot t , 1958 , 30 9 an d elsewhere) . 

W e ma y remembe r tha t earlie r Dicken s ha s give n Esthe r a n uncann y 
power t o respon d t o Lad y Dedlock' s glances : 

Shall I  ever forget th e rapid beatin g of my heart, occasioned b y the look I  met , 
as I stood up ! Shall I  ever forget th e manne r in which thos e handsome proud eye s 
seemed t o spring ou t o f languor, an d t o hold mine ! . . . 

And, very strangely, there was something quickened within me, associated with 
the lonel y day s a t m y godmother's ; yes , away eve n t o the day s when I  had stoo d 
on tiptoe to dress myself at my little glass, after dressing my doll. And this , although 
I ha d neve r see n thi s Lady' s fac e befor e i n al l m y life— I wa s quit e sur e o f it — 
absolutely certain . (249-50 ) 

Dickens presumabl y fel t thi s wa s th e operatio n o f "natura l love. " Th e 
reference t o th e mirro r her e i s significant , fo r wha t Esthe r i s show n t o b e 
yearning fo r i s wha t Winnico t t calle d " th e mothe r i n he r mirro r role" — 
that is,  a s th e respondin g fac e i n whic h on e finds  onesel f reflected . 

Esther als o a t thi s momen t hear s th e mother' s voice : 

Then, ver y strangely , I  seemed t o hea r them , no t i n the reader' s voice , but i n th e 
well-remembered voice of my godmother.2 This made me think, did Lady Dedlock's 
face accidentall y resembl e m y godmother's ? I t migh t b e tha t i t did , a  little ; but , 
the expressio n wa s s o different , an d th e ster n decision  whic h ha d wor n int o m y 
godmother's face , lik e weather int o rocks , was s o completely wantin g i n th e fac e 
before me , that i t coul d no t b e that resemblanc e which ha d struc k me . (250 ) 

She recall s he r chil d self : 

And ye t I—I , littl e Esthe r Summerson , th e chil d wh o live d a  lif e apart , an d o n 
whose birthday there was no rejoicing—seemed to arise before my own eyes, evoked 
out o f the pas t by some power i n thi s fashionabl e lady , whom . . . I perfectly wel l 
knew I  had neve r seen unti l tha t hour . (250 ) 
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W h a t Esthe r i s yearning fo r i s that unique  recognitio n o f the existentia l 
being tha t onl y th e mothe r ca n give , a s sh e reflect s an d draw s ou t th e 
potentialities o f th e self . Th e nee d i s beautifull y expresse d b y Georg e 
MacDonald i n hi s fantas y At  the  Bac\  of  the  Worth  Wind:  Diamon d tell s 
the Nor t h W i n d ( a kin d o f fantas y mother ) tha t h e doe s no t lik e th e 
nursery rhym e Little  Bopeep: 

Because i t seems to say one's a s good a s another, o r two ne w one s ar e better tha n 
one that' s lost . I'v e bee n thinkin g abou t i t a  goo d deal , an d i t seem s t o m e tha t 
although an y on e sixpenc e i s a s goo d a s an y othe r sixpence , no t twent y lamb s 
would do instead of one sheep whose face you knew. Somehow, when onc e you've 
looked int o anybody' s eyes , right  dee p dow n int o them , I  mean , nobod y wil l d o 
for that on e any more. Nobody, ever so beautiful o r so good, will make up for tha t 
one goin g out o f sight. (263-64 , Nonesuch Edition) 3 

If we tak e Dicken' s nove l a t th e phenomenologica l level , the n w e ma y 
see tha t i t is , o f course , a  terribl e thin g t o den y thi s reflectin g "natura l 
love" t o an y child . However , Esthe r seem s t o hav e a  substantia l sens e o f 
identity and a  rich emotional lif e and sympathy (compared , say , wi th Estell a 
in Great  Expectations);  s o w e ma y suppos e he r upbringin g ha s bee n suf -
ficiently achieve d by someone taking the place of a "good mother," howeve r 
punitive. 

This proble m i s no t unconnecte d wi t h tha t o f th e punitiv e attitud e t o 
sexual passion . Esther , w e remember , ha s bee n told , 

"Your mother, Esther, is your disgrace, and you were hers....Unfortunate girl , 
orphaned an d degrade d fro m th e firs t o f these evil  anniversaries , pra y dail y tha t 
the sin s o f other s b e no t visite d upo n you r head , accordin g t o wha t i s written . 
Forget you r mother , an d leav e al l othe r peopl e t o forge t he r wh o wil l d o he r 
unhappy chil d tha t greates t kindness... . 

Submission, self-denial, diligen t work, are the preparations for a  life begun wit h 
such a  shado w o n it . Yo u ar e differen t fro m othe r children , Esther , becaus e 
you wer e no t born , lik e them , i n commo n sinfulnes s an d wrath . Yo u ar e se t 
apart." (17 ) 

There ar e som e importan t point s t o not e here . Dicken s intende d im -
plicitly t o criticis e thi s punitive view; yet od d emphase s cree p int o his wa y 
of puttin g it . Th e las t sentenc e i s revealing : marriage,  ordinar y wedlock , 
is, i t seems , "commo n sinfulnes s an d wra th , " sinc e tha t i s how othe r lega l 
children ar e conceived ! Esther' s dreadfu l faul t woul d the n see m t o b e tha t 
she wa s bor n o f joyfu l sexua l passion ! And , b y implication , al l o f u s ar e 
born fro m sinfu l passion , whic h i s like wrath . " W r a t h " presumabl y refer s 
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to the doom cast on Eve when she was cast out from Eden, but its menacing 
implication als o distantl y evoke s th e prima l scene—tha t is , parenta l se x 
conceived of as voracious and dangerous, which is how the child conceives 
of it , fro m a n infantil e logi c tha t suppose s se x i s a  kind o f eating and , i n 
fantasy, suspect s tha t i t i s threatening . 

Now t o retur n t o th e symbolis m o f mothe r an d baby . A t th e en d o f 
Blea\ House  Lady Dedlock changes clothes with Jenny, who i s the mothe r 
of th e dea d child . Lad y Dedloc k ha s take n possessio n o f Esther' s hand -
kerchief, which she used to cover the face of this dead baby. When Captai n 
Woodcourt, Mr . Bucket , an d Esthe r eventuall y find  th e fugitiv e Lad y 
Dedlock, sh e look s lik e Jenny, becaus e sh e is  dresse d i n Jenny' s clothe s 
(but Jenny, o f course, has gone up north i n Lady Dedlock's clothes , to pu t 
everyone of f th e scent) . 

I saw before me, lying on the step, the mother of the dead child .. . she lay there, 
who had so lately spoken of my mother. She lay there, a distressed, unsheltered , 
senseless creature. (811) 

This i s a  very movin g moment . Bu t wha t i t bring s hom e t o u s i s th e 
fact that , a t th e leve l o f unconscious themes , a  dead bab y i s a t th e hear t 
of the nove l Blea\  House:  that is , the bab y Esther , who shoul d hav e ha d 
her birthrigh t bu t wh o wa s presume d dea d b y Lad y Dedloc k an d who , 
without a  mother' s care , would b e psychicall y dead . Lad y Dedlock' s lif e 
is dead, because of the love that i s locked in her secret heart . Esther is not 
psychically dead , becaus e sh e ha s been brough t u p (albei t punitively ) b y 
her aunt : tha t car e a t leas t has been a  form o f love. Yet of course, right t o 
the end, there is a powerful nee d for love in Esther; and (w e may say) she 
is a projection o f Dickens's own nee d fo r love . But there i s also a sense in 
which sh e needs (an d experiences ) massiv e fathering lov e from he r guard -
ian, i n orde r t o bring her full y t o life , i n the real m o f being. 

So this novel , like so many of Dickens's novels , is about the need to be 
loved, abou t bein g orphaned o r deprived o f love: David Copperfield , Pip , 
Oliver Twist, Esther, Clennam, Paul Dombey, Louisa Gradgrind—all these 
are brought u p in some condition o f deprivation, seeking  to be fulfilled i n 
the context o f love (and often learnin g through lov e how to find and ho w 
to realise the goo d and integrit y within themselves) . This is , we ma y say, 
Dickens's "problem, " which h e turns t o goo d artisti c purpose . 

There ar e those who ca n giv e lov e an d thos e who cannot . Th e wors t 
thing is to deny the capacit y fo r love in oneself : this i s Mr. Dombey' s sin , 
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Miss Havisham' s error , Estella' s predicament , Mr . Murdstone' s offense , 
and the social and philosophical failure of Bounderby and Gradgrind. Little 
Dorrit pour s out lov e to her father , ruine d by the system that incarcerate s 
him i n th e Marshalsea a s a  victim o f the system . Dickens sa w hi s societ y 
as one that generated , encouraged , an d falsifie d thos e who coul d no t giv e 
love a s i t shoul d b e give n o r who denie d lov e o r offended agains t it , an d 
in this he saw a failure to follow Christ' s example and principles. He foun d 
here, a s Leavis has made plain, a  fundamental mora l failure , fo r our mora l 
capacities, a s he tries to sho w i n the fabl e Hard  Times,  depend upo n lov e 
and upo n th e experienc e o f those power s tha t ar e exercise d fo r lov e an d 
for nothing else, like play, imagination, and the provision for the "childhood 
of the mind." In these themes of Dickens there is a powerful an d fine moral 
message: an injunction to the reader to pay attention to the needs of being— 
to lov e an d imaginatio n an d sympathy—rathe r tha n t o powe r o r 
possessions. 

Lady Dedlock ha s suffered fro m th e bligh t o f the emotion s consequen t 
upon th e denia l o f love: 

In truth she is not a hard lady naturally; and the time has been when the sight of 
the venerable figure suing to her with such strong earnestness would have moved 
her to grea t compassion . Bu t so long accustomed t o suppress emotion , and keep 
down reality ; so long schooled fo r he r own purposes , in tha t destructiv e school 
which shuts up the natural feeling s o f the heart, like flies in amber , and spreads 
one unifor m an d drear y glos s ove r th e goo d an d th e bad , th e feelin g an d th e 
unfeeling, the sensible and the senseless; she had subdued even her wonder unti l 
now. (755) 

It i s an importan t them e o f Dickens's, then, tha t on e should no t allo w 
one's feelings to become petrified, sinc e this sphere of the richness of being 
is the source of one's moral capacities ; by inference a  society that dre w o n 
this richnes s woul d b e a  better one . So , he become s a  tru e champio n o f 
being an d make s a  radical criticis m o f bourgeois society . 

The themes of deprivation o f being because of the failure o f inheritance 
is a t th e hear t o f many o f Dickens's criticism s o f society. This questio n i s 
dealt with mor e realistically i n anothe r nove l abou t illegitimacy : Ruth, b y 
Mrs. Gaskell. It is no wonder, by the way, that Dickens found Mrs. Gaskell 
sympathetic: he r mothe r die d whe n sh e was on e year ol d an d he r novel s 
are abou t inheritance , too—no t leas t abou t th e heroin e who ha s t o dra w 
upon an d develo p he r deepes t resource s o f being i n orde r t o cop e with a 



Blea\ House  4 1 

difficult an d often menacing world and to realise her integrity. Mrs. Gaskell 
is more realistic than Dicken s abou t sickness and death , and more painful ; 
in her work bereavement i s a truly terribl e i f positive experience , an d sh e 
is not afrai d t o tackl e i t often , an d openly . 

But Dickens is  realistic enough abou t society' s evils . Our inheritanc e i s 
often blighte d b y th e chanc e circumstance s o f lif e (wha t American s cal l 
"happenstance"). Bu t sometime s i t i s blighted b y wilfulnes s o r b y bein g 
corrupted b y ambition , pride , lust , cupidity , avarice , hate; in this we fin d 
the Jonsonian qualit y in th e Dicken s who gav e us Mr. Dombey , Willia m 
Dorrit, Uriah Heep, Fagin, Mr. Merdle, Mr. Murdstone, Mr. Vholes, Mrs. 
Clennam....In Blea\  House  the grea t corrupting externa l influenc e i s the 
law an d it s "wiglomeration" : a  syste m tha t is  th e servan t o f propert y 
becomes it s own justification, an d come s to make more and mor e business 
for itsel f unti l i t eat s u p th e grea t caus e i n it s ow n costs , thus destroyin g 
those wh o too k recours e t o i t i n th e firs t place . Th e instrumen t o f th e 
individual's ques t fo r hi s right s may  eve n ro b hi m o f hi s birthright—hi s 
freedom, hi s hope , an d eventuall y hi s life , a s with Richard . Thi s proces s 
is also symbolised by the names of Miss Flyte's birds, which are imprisoned 
all through th e progres s o f the Jarndyce suit , an d ar e onl y free d whe n i t 
disintegrates int o nothing . Th e "wiglomeration " represent s a  grea t falsi ' 
fication o f what i s important i n life : doing and getting , rather tha n being . 
The la w seduce s peopl e into fals e egois m rathe r tha n selfles s love . 

All thi s i s fine—and i t i s written, w e ma y note , i n the Christia n Ne w 
Testament: "la y up no t fo r yoursel f treasure upon earth , where mot h an d 
rust doth corrupt. " Just a s the dead baby's ange l was awar e of the servic e 
done to it by Ada, so there is a heavenly record of devotion to selfless lov e 
and duty , i n another realm ; and in such giving , Christianity tell s us, there 
is meaning (o r "salvation") . 

But ye t Dicken s canno t d o withou t actua l earthl y riches . Thi s seem s 
often th e mani c fly in th e pur e ointmen t o f his preoccupation wit h love . 
"Give u p al l that tho u has t an d follo w me"—thi s i s often hi s message fo r 
a time , but w e kno w i t wil l no t b e lon g before Aun t Trotwoo d recover s 
her fortune, o r the Cheeryble brothers turn up—or John Jarndyce dips into 
what appear s to be a  fathomless pocket . Does this matter? Could ther e b e 
love, devotion, duty , selflessness—-withou t th e money ? And th e magic ? 

Later, we shal l se e why Dicken s was obliged , i n writing fro m hi s ow n 
experience, to link the problem of money with self-fulfillment . Wha t Dick ' 
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ens seeks , I  believe, ma y be calle d real  reparation. To explai n mor e wha t 
this means  I  shall turn agai n to Kleinia n psychoanalysis . First , however , I 
want t o loo k over the plo t o f the nove l unde r discussion . 

A clos e examinatio n o f the plo t o f Blea\ House  reveal s man y odditie s 
that ar e no t altogethe r consistent. * Wha t i s consisten t i s the centra l in -
heritance theme . We hav e t o tak e John Jarndyce, o f course, a s a  donnee, 
as a given part of the drama. He has the money, as Prospero had his magic, 
and h e manipulates th e actio n t o mak e Dickens's point , which i s that th e 
money alone does not yield satisfaction; wha t create s goodness , and estab ' 
lishes meaning , i s love . Perhap s behin d hi s socia l attitude s ar e thos e o f 
Jonson an d Pope , urging the proper use of riches. In Mrs. Gaskel l there i s 
more realism because there is more financial hardship and no benign sponsor 
in sight ; in her mor e democratic perspectiv e ther e ca n be no patronage t o 
solve humanity's socia l problems. But Dickens' s purpose is  perhaps differ -
ent—belonging t o a n existentialis t preoccupatio n wit h th e uniquenes s o f 
existence. 

There i s a n od d symboli c parado x abou t Blea\  House:  when w e ope n 
our editio n ther e i s a  gloom y engravin g o f a  hous e wit h sombe r tree s a s 
frontispiece. I t seems this must be Bleak House, but i t is not; it is Chesney 
Wold. Chesne y Wol d turn s ou t t o b e bleak , wit h it s rain y weather , it s 
Ghost's Walk, it s state rooms and gallerie s mostly shut up and sheeted u p 
and, of course, the blight of Lady Dedlock's dishonorable secret—her lov e 
affair i n youth with Captai n Hawdo n an d her illegitimate child , which a t 
first i s dead t o her . 

Bleak House , by contrast , i s an establishmen t tha t ha s been redeemed . 
Tom Jarndyce, before John, let Bleak House fall into rack and ruin because 
he became involved in the suit with John Jarndyce. Now, however , Blea k 
House i s not bleak a t all , for in i t live s John Jarndyce, who is  the epitom e 
of selfles s lov e an d charity . Moreover , Blea k Hous e multiplies : Jarndyce 
sets up a second Bleak House for Esther and Woodcourt when he renounces 
the ide a o f marrying Esther , seemin g to realis e that hi s role toward he r i s 
that o f a father, an d tha t sh e might transfer he r allegiance a s housekeeper 
from hi m to Alan Woodcourt , wh o love s her a s a  potential husband . 

*See Davi d Holbrook , "Som e Plo t Inconsistencie s i n Blea\  House,"  English,  39 , no . 16 5 
(Autumn 1990) : 209. 
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Whenever h e i s reminde d o f painfu l suffering , o r wheneve r h e i s re -
minded o f his ow n generosity , John Jarndyce speak s o f the wind bein g in 
the East. Bleak House is thus the place where the winds of human sufferin g 
and nee d blow , but wher e th e danger s als o lie of being charitable fo r th e 
wrong reason . 

I believ e w e ma y sa y tha t Blea k Hous e i s a  focu s o f true  reparation. 
False reparatio n i s manifes t i n a  numbe r o f theme s i n th e book . Harol d 
Skimpole i s someon e t o who m giv e an d tak e hav e n o meaning , an d i n 
consequence h e turns ou t t o be treacherous—to Jo, to Esther , and , in th e 
end, to John Jarndyce, whom he finally accuses of selfishness afte r so many 
years of living on Jarndyce's charity. Harold Skimpole embodies the failur e 
of al l reparativ e processes , an d so , beneat h th e surfac e o f hi s charmin g 
childishness, h e i s les s tha n human—a t times , indeed , dangerousl y no t 
human at all. He is all manic denial, and since he is incapable of reparation, 
he i s not i n the rea l world a t all—almos t a  kind o f psychopath . 

Mrs. Jellyb y represent s mani c reparatio n i n a  way , too , sinc e he r re -
paration is totally misdirected: for hers is "telescopic charity," capable only 
of engaging with distan t objects , while a t home al l is neglect. Mrs. Jellyby 
neglects her husband, her household, and her children, and gives everything 
to "Africa" (where , in the end, the king of the Borrioboola-Ghanians sell s 
his own peopl e into slavery to buy rum!) ; and she is associated with Mrs . 
Pardiggle, whose attempt s a t reparation ar e attempts t o contro l other s fo r 
their own goo d while remaining indifferent t o their true needs and huma n 
qualities. This is  minatory an d authoritaria n "charity " ("cringcor'Starve " 
charity, a s today's poor cal l it) , and these characters belong to hate rathe r 
than t o love . 

W e ma y see , I  believe , a t th e cente r o f Dickens' s nove l th e imag e o f 
the househol d (hi s journa l wa s calle d Household  Words):  th e househol d 
as the community soul of humanity. The health o f this household depend s 
upon th e existentialis t solutio n bein g realize d i n eac h uniqu e individua l 
soul, which mus t grow , mus t no t b e falsified , mus t hav e it s needs t o lov e 
and b e love d met , an d mus t fin d meanin g i n life . I t mus t establis h being 
in th e fac e o f life's blea\ness:  this ques t i s integral wit h th e healt h o f th e 
household i n whic h i t i s reare d an d i n whic h i t exists . I n contrast , her e 
are th e roamin g peopl e o f th e bric k works , th e inhabitant s o f Chesne y 
Wold, th e peopl e o f Blea k House , th e inhabitant s o f To m Al l Alone's , 
and the wanderers abou t the globe, like Alan Woodcourt an d Jo: all these 
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are households o r people roamin g between households—an d th e questio n 
is whether within th e house , and within th e house o f the soul , things ar e 
bleak o r not. 4 

The existentia l questio n focuse s o n th e inheritance:  what d o we mak e 
of ou r inheritance ? I f th e answe r i s "J arrio!yce an d Jarndyce, " the n w e 
embrace falsification—dus t an d death . Th e tru e proces s o f comin g int o 
one's own is by reparation, by giving to others. This is the didactic message 
of the novel . 

Mr. Jarndyce is a father figure, but also a Prospero figure—a figure  with 
whose creativ e influenc e Dicken s powerfull y identifies.  W e shoul d tak e 
his proposal t o Esther i n this fantas y mode . At th e beginning o f the boo k 
he is  nearl y sixty , i n Esther' s estimation , an d sh e i s twenty : i t is  surel y 
inconceivable tha t the y could reall y marry? His role is to father Esthe r by 
his lov e an d hel p he r t o fulfillment , a s a  father does . That h e doe s so , in 
an age when ther e was such a n animosity toward th e illegitimate child , i s 
an assertio n o f faith i n huma n nature . 

Jarndyce say s tha t th e eas t win d blow s "Whe n I  a m deceive d o r dis -
appointed i n . . . " an d the n stops : he wa s goin g to sa y "huma n nature. " 
Jarndyce is the embodiment of Dickens's exploration of the problem (whic h 
was Shakespeare's) o f whether i t is possible to have faith i n human nature , 
which i s much th e sam e a s saying, whether i t i s possible to have fait h i n 
love an d it s reparative powers . 

Jarndyce's mode of acting on the basis of love is continually offset agains t 
contrasting mode s o f fals e charity , th e tyrannica l Pardiggl e semblanc e o f 
charity tha t i s really narcissisti c an d harmful , wherei n 

charity was assumed, as a regular uniform, by loud professors an d speculators in 
cheap notoriety, vehement in profession, restless and vain in action, servile in the 
last degree of meanness to the great, adulatory of one another, and intolerable to 
those who were anxious quietly to help the weak from falling . (204) 

The episod e wher e Joh n Jarndyc e pursue s th e fat e o f Coavinses ' man' s 
children—one o f th e mos t movin g i n Dickens—i s offere d i n suprem e 
contrast. 

As we hav e noted , th e orphan  theme i s a  central on e in Dickens . On e 
of the mos t touching serie s of passages in Dickens i s between orpha n an d 
orphan i n BleaJ^ House—between Esthe r an d Charley . Charle y Neckett i s 
the little daughter of the debt collector who works for Coavinses, and who 
comes t o dea l wit h Harol d Skimpole . Skimpol e i s a  deadl y caricatur e o f 
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the egois t wh o assert s hi s childishnes s a s a  mean s t o sustai n hi s infan t 
monism: the world, i n Skimpole's  fantasy , exist s fo r him, an d h e pretend s 
to a  total failur e t o understand hi s obligations t o the world an d money — 
even a s he takes bribes fo r betrayal . 

John Jarndyce acts as father to Skimpole until Skimpole turns maliciously 
against him . And Dicken s i s quit e seriou s i n contrastin g th e psychopath ' 
ological egois t who, by failin g t o engag e with th e realit y o f the worl d i n 
a positiv e way , leave s a  trai l o f miser y an d destruction , wit h th e benig n 
realist, Jarndyce, who consider s first  the needs of the hear t i n others . Th e 
objection t o Jarndyce i s tha t (b y contras t wit h th e othe r member s wit h 
that famil y name , who ar e eaten awa y i n a  desperate clai m o n th e inher -
itance) h e seem s t o hav e unlimite d resources , eve n t o a  magica l extent . 
Yet one must als o remember that , because o f his trust i n Esther , to who m 
he turns ove r his household affair s i n grea t confidence , h e is saved a  great 
deal of expenditure, while he makes no use of his riches to pursue power — 
only to love . 

The deb t collecto r dies , an d Skimpol e announce s tha t "Coavinse s ha s 
been arreste d b y the grea t Bailiff" (206) . He has lef t "Thre e children . N o 
mother"—and Skimpol e turns happil y t o the piano . 

Jarndyce, however, being a realist of the heart, accepts the human reality 
of doing something abou t it . All Dickens' s feelin g fo r th e orphane d chil d 
come into play , an d h e give s a  totally convincin g pictur e o f the working -
class child i n dir e straits . The tw o younges t childre n ar e locked in . 

In a poor room, with a  sloping ceiling, and containing very little furniture, was a 
mite of a  boy, some five o r six years old , nursing and hushin g a  heavy chil d of 
eighteen months. There was no fire, though the weather was cold; both children 
were wrapped in some poor shawls and tippets, as a substitute. (205) 

Has Charle y locke d the m u p alone ? 

"Where is Charley now?" 
"Out a-washing, " said the boy 
... there came into the room a very little girl, childish in figure but shrewd and 

older-looking i n th e face—pretty-face d too—wearin g a  womanly sor t o f bonnet 
much too large for her, and drying her bare arms on a womanly sort of apron. Her 
fingers were white and wrinkled with washing, and the soap-suds were yet smoking 
which she wiped of f her arms. But for this , she might have been a  child playing 
at washing, and imitating a poor working-woman with a quick observation of the 
truth. (209) 

....
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The episod e i s movin g becaus e th e chil d ha s n o tim e fo r play—pla y 
wi th th e mothe r bein g th e child' s privileg e o f findin g b y imaginatio n th e 
reality o f the world . Sh e ha s t o plung e int o th e realit y t o survive , earnin g 
sixpences wher e sh e can . 

Because he r fathe r wa s a  deb t collector , sh e ha s no t foun d i t easy ; Mrs . 
Blinder report s tha t th e respons e to the children' s orphanin g ha s been "no t 
so bad": 

"Some peopl e won' t emplo y her , becaus e sh e was a  follerer' s child ; som e peopl e 
that d o emplo y her , cas t i t a t her ; som e mak e a  meri t o f having he r t o wor k fo r 
them, with tha t an d al l her drawbacks upo n he r and perhaps pay her less and pu t 
upon he r more . Bu t she' s patiente r tha n other s woul d be , an d i s cleve r too , an d 
always willing, up t o the ful l mar k o f her strength an d over. " (212 ) 

John Jarndyce i s deeply moved , bot h b y th e child' s predicamen t an d b y 
her courage . 

"Is i t possible, " whispered m y guardian . . . "that thi s chil d works fo r the rest ? 
Look a t this ! For God' s sake look a t this! " . . . 

"Charley, Charley! " sai d m y guardian. "Ho w ol d ar e you?" 
"Over thirteen , sir, " replie d th e child . 
"O! What a  great age, " said m y guardian. "Wha t a  grea t age , Charley! " 
I cannot describ e the tenderness with which he spoke to her; half playfully, ye t 

all the mor e compassionately an d mournfully . (210 ) 

Jarndyce i s draw n int o th e paterna l role . Tom, say s Charley , i s no t afrai d 
of bein g locke d up , i s he ? 

"No'o!" sai d Tom, stoutly . 
"When i t come s o n dark , th e lamp s ar e lighte d dow n i n th e court , an d the y 

show u p here quit e bright—almost quit e bright . Don' t they , Tom?" (211 ) 

W e ar e drawn int o the child' s need to summon up courage and resource s 
in th e bitte r situatio n o f deprivation—an d thi s i s wha t move s u s whe n 
Oliver Twis t i s los t an d exploite d b y criminals , Davi d Copperfiel d break s 
away fro m home , an d Pi p i s accoste d b y escape d convict s o n th e marshe s 
and beate n b y Mrs . Gargery . Fo r Charle y realit y ha s ha d to o soo n a  shar p 
edge: 

The littl e orpha n gir l ha d spoke n o f thei r father , an d thei r mother , a s if  al l tha t 
sorrow wer e subdue d b y th e necessit y o f takin g courage , an d b y he r childis h 
importance i n being abl e to work, an d by her bustling busy way. (211 ) 
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The communit y ha s helped: Mrs. Blinder ha s "forgiven " th e childre n th e 
rent; but Mr . Jarndyce i s able to do more. Just ove r a  hundred page s late r 
a prett y littl e gir l come s int o Esther' s room , neatl y dresse d i n mourning , 
and drop s a  curtsey. "I f you please , miss . . . I'm your maid" (334) . Tom is 
at school and Emma is being taken care of by Mrs. Blinder. I t has al l been 
done fo r th e lov e o f Esther , an d Charle y goe s aroun d th e roo m "foldin g 
up everythin g sh e can la y her hand s on. " 

Presently, Charley came creeping to my side, and said: 
"O don't cry, if you please, miss." 
And I  said again, "I can't help it Charley." 
And Charley said again, "No, miss, nor I can't help it." (335). 

It i s ful l o f sentiment , bu t no t sentimental , fo r wha t move s u s i s th e 
plight o f bot h women—orphane d an d havin g t o d o wha t the y ca n t o 
survive. I t i s a  ver y feminin e moment ; an d s o i s th e passag e i n whic h 
Charley catche s smallpo x an d nearl y dies , and thos e passage s tha t follo w 
in which Charle y in turn nurse s Esther and tries to prevent he r seeing her 
beauty ravage d b y removing al l the mirrors . The whole passage i s a  story 
of love, in which out of recognition of need, Esther tries to educate Charley, 
and sh e in turn trie s t o serv e Esther a s best sh e can , through man y vicis-
situdes o f life. I n the en d Charle y ("round-eye d still , and no t a t al l gram-
matical") marrie s the loca l miller , an d To m i s apprenticed t o th e mill . 

Esther devote s a  paralle l degre e o f lov e t o Caddy , wh o i s als o a  kin d 
of orphan, an d seeks to break away from he r unsatisfactory hom e into he r 
own life . Sh e ha s a  strang e littl e bab y tha t migh t stan d fo r he r inne r 
deprivation: 

such a tiny old-faced mite, with a countenance that seemed to be scarcely anything 
but a  cap-border, and a  little lean, long-fingered hand , always clenched under its 
chin. I t woul d li e i n thi s attitud e al l day , with it s brigh t speck s o f eye s open , 
wondering (as I used to imagine) how it came to be so small and weak. (680) 

It has "curious littl e dark marks under it s eyes, like faint remembrance s o f 
poor Caddy's inky days" and is "altogether . . . quite a piteous little sight. " 

This poo r infan t seem s almos t t o b e the archetypa l figure  a t th e hear t 
of Dickens' s novels : th e deprive d bein g wh o spend s th e res t o f hi s lif e 
wondering how , a t th e hand s o f the woma n wh o mad e him , h e cam e t o 
be so small an d weak . 

Esther I  have seen describe d a s a  "rather insipi d heroine " while G . H . 
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Lewes foun d he r a , monstrous failure : man y critic s hav e followed. 5 Bu t I 
agree with Alex Zwerdling, who, writing in the Publications of  the Modern 
Language Association,  find s he r interna l conflict s t o be offere d i n a  pain -
staking and detailed way, so that the y are completely plausible psycholog-
ically. Sh e i s the epitom e o f a  child brough t u p wit h littl e love—thoug h 
she is an open, affectionate, an d thoroughly responsive person. At the same 
time, she records how sh e deals with bein g traumatized b y the ordea l sh e 
has suffered , an d trie s t o construc t a  possible lif e ou t o f th e element s o f 
duty, selflessness , an d th e hop e o f a  heavenl y reward . "Sh e struggle s t o 
convince hersel f tha t the y wil l do ; bu t the y wil l not . Ther e i s a  stron g 
intuitive awarenes s tha t thes e element s ca n onl y be oppressive i f they ar e 
not combine d wit h self-realisation. " (435 ) An d he r hallucinations , he r 
strong attachmen t t o Ada, an d he r misgiving s ove r Woodcourt belon g t o 
her struggl e t o perceiv e this . Th e onl y proble m wit h Ad a i s th e magi c 
ending, when he r guardia n relinquishe s he r suddenl y t o he r lover , whic h 
Zwerdling finds totall y unconvincing: i t robs her of her existentia l choice . 
W e can , however , se e th e even t arisin g fro m Dickens' s comple x feeling s 
about daughter s an d fathers . I t i s a s i f he chos e thi s magica l outcom e t o 
overcome th e proble m o f releasin g Esthe r t o a  ful l sexua l relationship , 
having, a s it were, safeguarded he r from thi s by arranging to marry her t o 
her fathe r figure . 

The positive , benign way i n which he r developmen t i s presented mus t 
be seen in the ligh t o f the fac t tha t sh e is illegitimate. Alan Woodcourt i s 
an idealized male partner in a sense: he has done a great deal of reparation, 
and i s a  good, devout medica l ma n par excellence . Bu t he i s also clearly a 
fully sexua l partner , attractiv e an d passionate—perhaps draw n somewha t 
from th e her o o f Persuasion —while Ad a i s fille d neithe r wit h guil t no r 
shame. It is true that she has (like Ruth) to make a great deal of reparation 
by "duty" (a s "Dame Durden"); but she marries a  man who has redeemed 
himself by helping people survive a  shipwreck an d by applying himself t o 
a modestl y rewarde d lif e a s a  medica l practitioner . S o they see m to hav e 
a satisfactor y marrie d lif e befor e them . T o redee m a  gir l wit h suc h a n 
inheritance wa s a  remarkable achievemen t o n Dickens' s part . 

Esther ha s redeeme d th e bleaknes s o f Blea k House , an d a t th e en d i s 
given anothe r Blea k Hous e b y he r guardian : thi s represent s th e securit y 
she has achieve d b y fillin g th e "body " o f the firs t Blea k House , i n coop -
eration, of course, with tha t foun t o f charity, her guardian, John Jarndyce. 
He stand s i n tota l contras t t o th e miserabl e an d short-sighte d obsessio n 
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with hi s own interest s o f poor Richard, whose existence i s eaten awa y by 
the lure of the lawsuit (egged on by such as Vholes, whose name, as Leavis 
suggests, implie s som e undergroun d vulture , a  viciou s mole , o r ghoul) . 
Richard's preoccupation with his material inheritance kills him: he is parted 
from Ada, and will not live to see his child. Only a completely disinterested 
love achieve s tru e reparation : tha t i s the mora l o f Blea\ House.  Worldl y 
ambition yield s onl y ashes ; Lady Dedlock , wh o ha s give n hersel f ove r t o 
respectability an d pride, finally prostrates hersel f at the sordid tomb of her 
lover, while Richard dies, his mouth filled with blood, while his inheritance 
is eaten u p t o pay cost s an d t o nouris h a  fat lega l system . 

The sexua l messag e seems to be that lov e in a  meaningful o r authenti c 
relationship i s more important tha n anything , an d shoul d offe r a  guide t o 
conduct. "Love " include s charit y an d offer s u s th e jo y w e ma y find  i n 
giving to others. A strong parallel theme here is parenthood, whether actua l 
or assume d (lik e John Jarndyce's) . 

The relationship in this novel between John Jarndyce and Esther seems 
yet anothe r versio n o f th e Euphrasi a myt h i n Dickens' s unconscious , a 
myth tha t i s so important i n Little  Dorrit.  Euphrasi a was th e daughte r o f 
King Evander o f Syracuse , an d whe n h e was i n priso n sh e fe d hi m wit h 
her breasts (Dicken s refers t o this myth in chapter 1 9 of Little Dorrit).  B y 
this myt h Dicken s transform s hi s idealize d woma n int o a n all'providin g 
mother (albei t stil l a  child o r daughter) wh o ca n offe r magica l reparation , 
guaranteeing against death, by her breasts, by her nonlibidinal loving good' 
ness. Esthe r i s thi s kin d o f daughte r t o John Jarndyc e a t first.  W e shal l 
look further belo w a t the Euphrasia myth , in relation to Littl e Dorrit , bu t 
here we nee d to note tha t i t reveal s a  massive unconscious preoccupatio n 
with th e need to be given the substance to survive from a  source that ha s 
itself avoide d th e devastatio n o f the voracious (sexual ) appetite—avoide d 
the ravages of the libidinal—and thi s ma y be again related t o the questio n 
of reparation . 

Esther's predicamen t i s underpinne d b y th e them e o f Charle y th e or ' 
phan, a  serie s o f episode s tha t hav e al l tha t dept h o f feeling tha t a  grea t 
artist ma y have for the predicament o f the human creatur e in immaturity , 
seeking his or her natural inheritance and encountering the hazards of life. 
W e fee l th e sam e emotion s fo r Huckleberr y Finn , an d Pip , an d Davi d 
Copperfield—and fo r Leonard Hilton (i n Mrs. Gaskell's Ruth). Th e related 
question o f the proper and possible realization o f one's inheritance (among 
other things from one' s parents' sexuality) i s the existential center of Blea\ 
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House. And whil e Blea\  House  is in some ways something of a thriller, it s 
solutions t o th e problem s o f existenc e emerg e fro m a  dee p concer n wit h 
being and authenticity. We follow with much feeling the sorrows of George 
Rouncewell, fo r example—anothe r kin d o f orphan . Ad a grow s u p a s a 
wife afflicte d b y he r husband' s mania , and , I  believe, Esthe r Summerso n 
grows to maturit y muc h a s Pip does in Great  Expectations,  whil e th e las t 
sufferings o f Si r Leiceste r Dedloc k ar e a s movin g i n a  very realisti c wa y 
as anything i n Georg e Eliot . 

The creative theme of the novel can thus be seen to have an underlyin g 
coherence whe n viewe d i n ligh t o f th e nee d t o lov e an d b e love d and , 
above all , th e nee d fo r reparation . I n discussin g th e reparativ e powe r o f 
love I  am, of course, invoking a  psychoanalytical concept . 

The concep t o f reparation i n psychoanalytical though t stem s from Me -
lanie Klein . Sh e often wrot e i n suc h a  way a s to make i t plain tha t wha t 
she wa s concerne d wit h wa s th e "cultural " thinkin g o f th e baby : th e 
symbolism of its consciousness. That is, she was making a phenomenological 
analysis o f the problem s o f love an d hate. 6 Thi s i s clea r i n th e wor k sh e 
wrote with Joan Riviere , Love, Hate,  and  Reparation,  a t the end of which 
the author s writ e 

With the capacity for reversing situations in fantasy, and identifying himself with 
others, a capacity which is  a great characteristic o f the human mind , a  man can 
distribute to others the help and love of which he himself is in need, and in this 
way can gain comfort an d satisfaction fo r himself. (116) 

Actually, com e t o thin k o f it , thi s i s wha t Dicken s i s doin g i n B\ea\ 
House: he himsel f wants t o believe i n lov e an d giving—i n reparation—i n 
order t o fee l tha t ther e i s a  meanin g i n existence . An d s o h e invent s a 
John Jarndyce, with who m h e can identify , i n "distributin g t o other s th e 
help an d lov e o f which h e himsel f i s in need, " t o mak e reparation . 

To th e baby , Melani e Klei n goe s on , th e mothe r i s th e "origina l an d 
paramount sourc e of the goodnes s that he receives from th e outer world. " 
It i s a  painful proces s for the baby to do without th e supreme satisfactio n 
of being fe d b y her : 

If, however , his greed and his resentment ar e not too great , he is able to detach 
himself graduall y fro m he r an d a t the same time to gai n satisfaction fro m othe r 
sources. (116) 

This process , I  believe, is  delineated i n many novels by Dickens i n whic h 
an origina l terribl e deprivatio n i s graduall y mad e u p fo r b y detachmen t 
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and th e gai n o f satisfaction fro m othe r sources : this i s Pip's progress , an d 
Esther's, Nichola s Nickleby's , an d Arthu r Clennam's . Th e clu e t o thi s 
progress i s love, a s a  means o f developing goodness : 

This process could be described a s retaining the primary goodness as well a s r e 
placing it, an d the more successfully i t i s carried through , the less ground i s lef t 
in the baby's mind for greed and hatred. (117) 

In a  book like Blea\ House,  Dickens surrounds his protagonists with gree d 
and hatred. Lady Dedlock has sought power through ambition in the denial 
of her passion ; Tulkinghorne seek s powe r ove r others ; Vholes represent s 
the huge, predatory power of the law to batten on problems of inheritance 
and to suck plaintiffs dry—indeed , the whole "wiglomeration" o f the Jam-
dyce an d Jarndyc e Chancer y cas e represent s a n immens e voraciousnes s 
that seek s t o enlis t people' s gree d i n it s toil s an d t o reduc e the m t o 
nothing—to empt y them , a s To m Jarndyc e blow s ou t hi s brains . Othe r 
forms o f gree d an d hat e ar e mor e subtle : Mrs . Chadband , Smallweed , 
Krook, and even Guppy, whose crude egoism goes with a complete inability 
to sympathis e o r t o b e awar e o f wha t is  goin g o n insid e other s (Lad y 
Dedlock, Esther) . So, despite his contemptuous rejectio n o f bribes, Gupp y 
displays a  form o f self-interested gree d in his desire to possess Esther, wh o 
has no feelings fo r him. In othe r novel s by Dickens, of course, the embod -
iments o f hate an d gree d ar e more obvious . Dombey, Uria h Heep , Quilp , 
Merdle; but with each , the essentia l offens e i s to love , and thei r activitie s 
menace love . 

Melanie Klei n show s tha t he r concep t o f reparation, derive d fro m th e 
study o f the fantasie s o f infants, is  closely relate d t o th e growt h o f love: 

The unconsciou s feeling s o f guil t whic h aris e i n connectio n wit h th e fantasie d 
destruction of a loved person play a fundamental par t in these processes. We have 
seen tha t th e baby' s feeling s o f guil t an d sorrow , arisin g fro m th e fantasie s o f 
destroying hi s mothe r i n hi s gree d an d hate , se t goin g the driv e t o hea l thes e 
imaginary injuries, and to make reparation to her. (117) 

The headin g to thi s chapte r i s "Balance between 'give ' and 'take'"— a 
phrase one could apply directly to the novel Blea\ House,  which is a fantasy 
of reparation . 

Everything i n Melani e Klein' s psychology , o f course , depend s upo n 
whether w e accep t he r view tha t 

when the baby feels frustrated a t the breast, in his fantasies he attacks this breast; 
but if he is being gratified by this breast, he loves it and has fantasies of a pleasant 
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kind in relation to it . In his aggressive fantasies h e wishes to bite up and to tear 
up his mother and her breasts, and to destroy her also in other ways. (61) 

So rudimentar y i s th e baby' s realit y sens e tha t h e ca n fee l "tha t h e 
has really  destroyed  th e objec t o f hi s destructiv e impulses , an d is  goin g 
on destroyin g it. " T o escap e fro m th e drea d an d guil t thi s causes , th e 
infant build s u p "fantasie s tha t h e i s puttin g th e bit s togethe r an d 
repairing her." But this does not easily do away with the fear of destroying 
the object , who m h e love s an d who m h e mos t needs . Dickens' s fea r o f 
sexual love , a s manifes t i n hi s unwillingnes s t o allo w i t t o hi s character s 
and i n hi s shrinkin g fro m full y libidina l woman , suggest s som e suc h 
problem in his own psyche, and in his massive attempts to exert reparatio n 
and love . 

Perhaps her e I  should reiterat e th e differenc e betwee n true  an d manic 
reparation. T o repai r th e damage d object , th e individua l ha s t o acknowl ' 
edge how much he  loves and needs her, that he does hate her, that he dreads 
dependence o n her , an d tha t a t th e roo t o f the proble m lie s the fea r tha t 
he may totally destroy her and so himself: that is , the fear of  death. Ther e 
can be a  kind o f "pretend" o r manic attemp t a t reparation , which trie s t o 
love an d repai r the objec t withou t comin g to terms with an d bearin g th e 
pain of acknowledging ambivalence , guilt , despair, and the fear of death— 
especially the latter—by th e manic denia l o f death. I t i s this manic denia l 
that lies behind the symbolism of Mrs. Jellyby and especially Horace Skim-
pole, and behind al l forms of false charity, too, like those of Mrs. Pardiggle 
and Mr . Chadband . Wha t the y represen t ar e activitie s b y which huma n 
beings see m t o b e concerne d wit h "good " bu t ar e i n fac t seriousl y wid e 
of th e mar k an d neve r reac h th e rea l problem s o f love , hat e an d being . 
("And ho w di d m y wife ge t tha t blac k eye ? Why, I  giv ' i t her." ) 

The struggle is thus complex: but it is not merely a matter of overcoming 
neurotic traumas o r real object loss . Everyone suffers fro m thes e problems, 
and th e underlyin g threa t i s tha t o f a n objec t an d a  world s o destroyed , 
or a  situation s o confused b y guil t an d despair , tha t al l i s meaningless . 

"Give" and "take " are related t o the problem of love: this is clear fro m 
Melanie Klein . From my (existentialist ) position , I  would ad d tha t lov e is 
a sourc e o f a  feeling o f meaning i n life , because th e experienc e o f uniqu e 
being i n relatio n t o uniqu e bein g bring s hom e t o on e th e myster y an d 
singularity o f one' s ow n existence . Melani e Klei n write s thu s abou t re -
paration an d guilt : 
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Feelings o f guil t giv e ris e t o th e fea r o f being dependen t upo n thi s love d perso n 
whom th e child i s afraid o f losing, since as soon a s aggression wells up he feels h e 
is injuring it . This fear o f dependence is an incentive to his detaching himself fro m 
her—to hi s turnin g t o othe r peopl e an d thing s an d thu s enlargin g hi s rang e o f 
interests. (117 ) 

Melanie Klei n thu s seem s t o sugges t tha t i t i s natura l an d norma l i n 
development t o giv e ar t t o th e world , t o giv e onesel f ove r mor e an d mor e 
to cultur e an d activitie s i n th e world . Reparatio n i s a  driv e i n this , no t t o 
"repair th e object " merely , o r t o "hea l traumas" ; i t i s a n elemen t i n al l 
normal lif e (an d culture) : 

Normally, th e driv e to mak e reparation ca n kee p a t bay the despai r arisin g ou t o f 
feelings o f guilt, an d the n hop e will prevail , in which cas e the baby's love and hi s 
desire to make reparation ar e unconsciously carried over to the new objects of love 
and interest. These, as we already know, are in the baby's unconscious mind linked 
up with the first loved person, whom he rediscovers or recreates through his relation 
to new people and through constructive interests. Thus making reparation—whic h 
is suc h a n essentia l par t o f th e abilit y t o love—widen s i n scope , an d th e child' s 
capacity to accep t lov e and , by various means , to take into himself goodnes s fro m 
the oute r worl d steadil y increases . This satisfactor y balanc e between "give " an d 
"take" is  the primar y conditio n fo r futur e happiness . (117-18 ) 

This cast s ligh t o n th e unconsciou s theme s o f Blea\  House.  Dickens , o f 
course, was no t a  baby growin g u p bu t hi s work perhap s pursue s problem s 
left ove r fro m infancy . Hi s creativ e wor k follow s thi s primar y path , a s a 
means t o resolv e th e proble m o f "give " an d "take, " an d t o develo p a  sens e 
of goodnes s betwee n himsel f an d th e world . H e depict s thi s i n Esther' s 
development an d i n the whole symboli c plo t o f the novel ; we identif y wi t h 
the mai n character s an d experienc e thi s reparativ e proces s a s a  pat h t o 
feeling ourselve s meaningfull y existin g i n a  meaningfu l world— a proces s 
w e al l pursu e i n relatio n t o th e imag e o f woman . 

Notes 

1. Se e Charlotte Rotkin , Deception  in  Little  Dorrit. 
2. I  believ e tha t th e remembere d voic e o f th e mother , fro m befor e an d afte r 

birth, i s highl y significan t i n ou r lives , i n fantasy , an d i n relatio n t o sound s an d 
music. The whole dynami c o f "being for" an d th e rol e of the mothe r i n "creativ e 
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reflection" i s discussed i n th e presen t author' s Sylvia  Plath:  Poetry  and Existence 
and elsewhere , including Images  ofV/oman in  Literature. 

3. Georg e MacDonald los t his mother a s a small boy and was brought u p by a 
woman relative . 

4. Th e link is made between the "brains, " which Tom Jarndyce has blown ou t 
because of his psychic confusion ove r the falsifications o f the suit, and Bleak House, 
which i s said a t on e point t o loo k a s if its brains were blown out . 

5. Fo r real insipidity we may turn to little Nell. The whole of The Old Curiosity 
Shop i s marred b y the influenc e o f Victorian melodrama , t o which th e impossibl e 
purity o f Nell belongs . There ar e long exchanges i n which character s revea l thei r 
villainy while others denounce them. The slavish devotion of Nell and her capacity 
for forgivenes s (eve n whe n he r fathe r steal s fro m he r an d deceive s her , i n hi s 
passion fo r gambling ) i s too angelic ; in on e "s o fres h fro m God " i t ca n onl y lea d 
to a  beautiful death , sinc e Littl e Nel l doe s no t engag e with th e mixe d natur e o f 
human realit y a t all . The audienc e in this mode could enjoy feeling righteous (an d 
feeling tha t th e autho r wa s "good" ) withou t experiencin g an y involvemen t tha t 
challenged thei r ow n huma n reality , which the y shar e with th e characters . 

6. O n th e genera l issues here, see Ian D. Suttie , The Origins  of Love and  Hate, 
and als o my Human Hope  and the  Death Instinct. 



C H A P T E R T W O 

Religion, Sin , an d Sham e 

We nee d no w t o tur n bac k t o th e sexua l theme , fo r w e canno t discus s 
love without discussin g problems o f sexuality, marriage , an d procreation , 
and woman a s the focu s o f these. 

What wa s Dickens' s position i n relatio n t o the sens e of sin an d sham e 
that centere d o n illegitimacy ? Thi s proble m i s of great relevanc e t o Blea\ 
House and th e late r novels . 

There see m t o b e tw o conflictin g attitude s i n th e text s o f religiou s 
authority i n th e Christia n tradition . On e i s tha t th e sin s o f th e father s 
shall be visited o n the children . The othe r is  revealed i n those words tha t 
Esther read s fro m St . John abou t 

how our Saviour stooped down , writing with hi s finger i n the dust , when the y 
brought the sinful woman to him. 

"So when they continued asking him, he lifted u p himself and said unto them, 
He that is  without sin among you, let him first cas t a stone at her!"(19) 

Miss Barbary i s deeply disturbed b y this an d rises , putting her hand t o 
her head, crying out, "  'Watch y e therefore! les t coming suddenly he find 
you sleeping.  And wha t I  say unto you , I  say unto all , Watch! '" (19) 1— 
and sh e fall s down , an d dies , with a n "immoveable " face . "T o th e ver y 
last, an d eve n afterwards , he r frow n remaine d unsoftened " (19) . Later , 

55 
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Miss Barbaiy's religion is called "distorted." This woman it was who foun d 
signs o f life i n Esthe r a s a  baby an d too k o n th e infant' s upbringin g wit h 
a ster n sens e o f duty, wit h n o desir e o r willingness tha t th e bab y shoul d 
live. So punitive i s Miss Barbary' s attitud e to Esther that Esthe r develop s 
a "terro r o f herself, " an d he r ques t t o find  hersel f i s involve d i n sham e 
and disgrace , fro m whic h sh e painfull y extricate s hersel f throughou t th e 
novel. 

Miss Barbary' s reactio n sh e assume s t o be i n obedienc e t o Hol y Scrip -
ture, "accordin g to what i s written": th e stern godmothe r i s invoking th e 
stern laws of the Old Testament. And thes e make it out that the child  has 
to pay , i n self-denia l an d diligence , fo r th e sin s o f the parents . 

But th e falle n woma n ha s t o pay , too . Lad y Dedloc k crie s t o Esther , 
"O m y child , m y child , I  a m your wicked an d unhapp y mother ! O  tr y t o 
forgive me!" Esther is glad that the likeness between them has been erased 
by the scar s of her smallpox . But sh e tells her that , o f course, she forgive s 
her, an d he r hear t overflow s wit h "natura l love " fo r her . He r dut y wa s 
to "bles s he r an d receiv e her. " The y embrace , bu t ther e ca n b e n o rea l 
peace t o thei r trouble d minds : "  'To bles s an d receiv e me, ' groane d m y 
mother, 'i t i s fa r to o late . I  mus t trave l m y dark roa d alone' " (510) . Sh e 
must trave l fro m da y to day , althoug h sh e cannot se e her way befor e he r 
"guilty feet": "This is the earthly punishment I have brought upon myself." 

"I have a husband, wretched an d dishonouring creature that I  am!" 
These words she uttered with a  suppressed cry of despair, more terrible in its 

sound than any shriek. (510) 

What we need to ask is where did the intensity of this anguish come from , 
this sens e o f a  guilt y secre t nothin g ca n assuage ? I t become s clea r a t th e 
end tha t Si r Leiceste r Dedloc k woul d hav e forgive n hi s wife—bot h he r 
illicit lov e affai r an d he r givin g birt h t o a  child . I t i s rathe r Dickens' s 
audience that canno t forgive such a  lapse, and they could find the ground s 
of this attitude in the Book of Deuteronomy and St. Paul. A stric t religious 
belief tha t ther e wa s n o plac e fo r fornicator s i n th e Kingdo m o f Heave n 
was th e basi s fo r th e attitud e tha t ther e wa s n o plac e fo r fornicatin g 
women—at leas t i n Victorian middle-clas s society . 

It is difficult fo r us to imagine how sensitive a subject illegitimacy could 
be for a writer at that time. And here we may turn to compare Blea\ House 
with anothe r nove l abou t a  fallen woman . Mrs . Gaskel l cam e to know o f 
a distressing case in which a  woman was seduced by her surgeon, and ou t 
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of this wrote her novel Ruth, whic h was published in 1853 . It was greete d 
by an outcry , no t agains t he r sympathetic presentation o f the subject , bu t 
against the subject being presented i n a  novel at  all  Som e members of her 
husband's congregatio n even  burne d copie s o f the book to protest agains t 
the very subjec t bein g treated  sympathetically . Ye t Mrs . Gaskel l receive d 
support an d encouragemen t fro m (among  others ) Charle s Kingsle y an d 
Elisabeth Barrett Browning. Charles Dickens had helped Elizabeth Gaskel l 
over th e cas e from whic h sh e mad e her novel : he helpe d Mrs . Gaskel l t o 
make i t possible for the gir l in question t o emigrate . To di e or to emigrat e 
seemed the only solution—for a  woman, onc e she had falle n t o seduction , 
even i f she were blameless , and eve n i f the agen t o f her fal l was reall y t o 
blame (lik e Steerforth), coul d neve r be received i n polite society. And th e 
very impulse to help such a creature was itself thought to be very doubtful , 
as if even heave n woul d frow n o n charit y i n tha t direction . 

We migh t take a  sociological point o f view an d sugges t that th e reaso n 
for the opprobrium was that the social opportunities ope n to women wer e 
so restricted . A s w e ofte n se e i n Jane Auste n an d Charlott e Bronte , i f a 
gentlewoman di d no t marry , the only occupations ope n to her were thos e 
of governess and teacher. But these were only available for very respectable 
women; and , indeed , an y lower posts i n service for women o f lower ran k 
were onl y ope n t o untarnishe d females . S o there wa s onl y on e pat h lef t 
for th e woma n wh o ha d bee n seduce d an d abandone d wit h a  child , un -
marriageable, an d beyon d bein g accepte d i n society : sh e had t o become a 
prostitute o r mistress , i f sh e di d no t commi t suicid e o r di e o f shame . T o 
prevent women fro m fallin g int o such a  state, middle-class societ y ha d t o 
outlaw th e falle n one s an d sen d the m t o Australia . 

But thi s stil l doe s no t explai n th e excite d fascinatio n wit h whic h th e 
subject i s deal t i n Dickens—nor , indeed , doe s i t explai n hi s fascinatio n 
with fallen women (for which kind of woman he set up a home).2 It explains 
neither the punitive element in the attitudes of society nor the motives fo r 
the attempt to mollify these, which Blea\ House  and Ruth surely represent . 

Perhaps wha t i s pull ing i s the absoluteness  of the woman' s situation , 
even if we allow for the influence of melodrama in the novel. Lady Dedlock 
declares tha t "n o affectio n coul d com e nea r her , an d n o huma n creatur e 
could rende r he r an y aid " (511). Throug h th e deser t tha t la y befor e her , 
she mus t g o alone . I n he r fina l partin g fro m Esthe r sh e crie s o f herself , 
"Forgive her, i f you can ; and cr y to Heaven to forgive her , which i t neve r 
can!" Wh y shoul d Lad y Dedloc k believ e tha t eve n heave n woul d no t 
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forgive her? Dickens and Mrs . Gaskel l ar e actually caught o n the horns of 
a dilemma : i s the breaking o f God's law s o n sexualit y forgiveabl e o r not ? 

The intens e guil t an d sham e tha t surroun d sexua l misdemeanors , illegiti -
macy, and "falle n woman " i n the Victorian nove l surely has its origins in 
the intens e importanc e peopl e i n the perio d cam e to attribut e t o religion . 
Religious issues were preeminent, as one can tell from George Eliot's Scenes 
from Clerical  Life  an d othe r novels , o r th e novel s o f Trollop e o r Mrs . 
Gaskell. In two novels, The Warden an d l^prth and  South, th e protagonists 
make prodigiou s sacrifices , fo r themselve s an d thei r families , becaus e o f 
questions o f religiou s conscience . I n th e journal s o f Victoria n Englan d 
religious issues are debated with passion and at enormous length. Religious 
questions could dismay and shatter the whole nation, as did questions over 
Bishop Colenso , Cardina l Newma n an d th e Oxfor d Movement , an d 
Darwinism. 

In the eighteenth-century novel there are, of course, references to "prin -
ciple," and (a s in Jane Austen) thi s involves Christia n principles : in othe r 
works, like those of Defoe and Fielding, there is some deference to Christian 
commandments (suc h a s thos e tha t guid e sexua l conduc t o r marriage) , 
combined, ofte n i n a  way o f extraordinary duplicit y (a s in Roxana),  wit h 
a realistic recognition of how human beings actually behave, and sometimes 
even with a n admiring portrayal (again , as in Roxana)  o f how individual s 
manage t o slid e aroun d thei r principle s i n pursuin g thei r interests , o r t o 
adjust the m wit h subtl e expediency . I n a  nove l lik e Pamela  th e mos t 
immoral sexua l behavio r become s quit e acceptabl e i n th e hero , onc e 
the woma n ha s brough t th e ma n t o th e alta r an d mad e a  good Christia n 
marriage. 

In the background of the Victorian novel we find a formidable adherenc e 
to Christia n religion , whose precept s o n sexualit y exerte d a  powerful in -
fluence on people in all walks of life. And what seems dominant in people's 
thinking abou t conduct , especiall y sexua l conduct , i s the Ol d Testamen t 
and the dire admonitions o f St. Paul, such as his letter to the Corinthians : 

Flee fornication . Ever y si n tha t a  man doet h i s without th e body; but h e tha t 
committeth fornicatio n sinnet h agains t hi s own body . 

What? Kno w ye not tha t you r body i s the temple o f the Hol y Ghos t which i s 
in you, which y e have o f God, an d ye ar e not your own ? 

For ye are bought with a  price: therefore glorif y Go d in your body, and in your 
spirit, which ar e God's . ( 1 Corinthians, 6 ) 
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In thi s kin d o f exhortation , th e them e i s tha t w e ar e bough t wit h a 
price: Chris t die d fo r us , s o therefor e ou r soul s an d bodie s ar e no t ours , 
and w e shoul d us e the m onl y t o glorif y God . Ou r bod y i s the templ e o f 
the Hol y Ghost : i f we si n with ou r body , we ar e defilin g tha t temple . I n 
marriage we tal k o f two peopl e becoming one flesh (which i s a version o f 
the unio n o f Chris t wit h Hi s church) : i f a  ma n fornicate s wit h a  harlo t 
he becomes one flesh with her—and so compromises the Holy Spirit, which 
dwells i n th e templ e o f his body and , really , merge s Go d int o th e sin . 

Moreover, we mus t note that St . Paul writes, "I t i s good for a  man no t 
to touc h a  woman" ( 1 Corinthians , 7) . This sentenc e lie s a t th e hear t o f 
the Victoria n proble m wit h woma n an d sex , an d th e whol e Christia n 
tradition o f blamin g Ev e fo r th e Fall . N o doub t thi s ha s len t seemin g 
justification t o endless forms of discrimination agains t woman, but we must 
remember tha t i t lie s behind Christia n marriage , which was conducte d i n 
the spiri t o f the pronouncement tha t i t was better t o marr y than t o burn . 

The Victoria n proble m tha t I  a m examining , o f th e guil t an d sham e 
associated wit h sexua l lapses , must be seen i n th e ligh t o f such deferenc e 
to scriptura l authority . What Pau l convey s i s an embodied sens e of being 
bound u p i n th e bod y with divin e presence s an d truths ; moreover , ther e 
is a  feeling o f the inferiorit y o f the flesh:  "we ar e made a s the filth  o f th e 
world." I n th e word s use d i n th e buria l service , abou t th e corruptibl e 
putting on incorruption , marvelou s poeti c use i s made o f this feeling . Bu t 
in the sexual sphere it embroils the followers o f Christian belief in strang e 
constrictures, an d a  tendency t o self-loathing. 3 T o giv e way t o "unclean " 
wantonness was to put onesel f in the way of disobedience and so virtually 
into th e cam p o f othe r gods , fo r whic h ther e i s n o forgivenes s an d onl y 
the threa t o f God' s wrath . I t wa s thi s tha t deepl y affecte d th e attitude s 
of the intensel y religiou s Victorians . 

Dickens obviously believed in the love of charity of Jesus ("le t him who 
is without si n cast the first  stone") rathe r than th e atrociou s punitivenes s 
of th e Ol d Testament . Ye t hi s ow n sexua l behavio r wa s no t altogethe r 
exemplary, whil e h e kne w man y who certainl y faile d t o behave i n way s 
the Victorians believe d "proper" : Wilki e Collins , fo r example , who kep t 
two mistresses . Others i n that world le d extraordinary sexua l lives : G. H . 
Lewes an d hi s wif e live d i n wha t seem s t o hav e bee n a  kin d o f sexua l 
commune, with three other couples. Lewes's wife had a  child by Thornton 
Leigh Hun t i n 1850 ; Lewes , hi s wife , an d Hun t live d o n goo d term s 
together unti l Lewe s entered int o a n unmarried relationshi p with Georg e 
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Eliot. John Chapma n ha d a  wife, bu t als o a  mistres s livin g i n th e sam e 
house who was governess to his children. He , too, had a  relationship wit h 
George Eliot , an d late r wit h Barbar a Leig h Smith , wh o wa s t o becom e 
Madame Bodichon , one of the founders o f Girton College . Then h e fell i n 
love with an opera singer who boarded in his house, while his diary reveals 
endless conflic t wit h tw o o r thre e women , abou t hi s promiscuity , whil e 
he fel t thei r outrag e t o be "unreasonable." 4 

There wa s thu s a  grea t gul f between ho w peopl e behaved , ho w the y 
regarded the sexual behavior of others, and how they felt such issues should 
be presented to the public. The public at large, however, faced with people 
caught u p i n th e consequence s o f huma n weaknes s i n sexuality , foun d 
themselves face d wit h th e possibilit y o f th e mos t terribl e wrat h o f Go d 
falling upon them, and the likelihood of being excluded forever from God' s 
kingdom. For this, more than fo r anything , for fornication an d sins of that 
lustful kind , the y expecte d God' s doom . So , in dealin g with a  sexual an d 
relational problem, they turned to the ultimate spiritual realities and sought 
to obe y "tha t whic h i s written" rathe r tha n th e sens e o f what wa s righ t 
and most authentic , according to their own hearts—and th e consequence s 
were ofte n horrible , unreasonable , an d cruel . 

It was thi s religiou s public for which Dicken s an d Mrs . Gaskel l wrote , 
and its moeurs inevitably affected thei r dealings with woman and sex. One 
criterion i n Dicken' s portraya l o f woma n i s that , a t best , the y shoul d 
approximate t o angels , givin g thei r whol e energ y t o devotio n an d dut y 
(Agnes, Little Nell, Little Dorrit) , even to father s wh o ar e suffering fro m 
alcoholism or gambling mania, who steal from them or threaten them with 
the forfeitur e o f thei r inheritance . Th e woman-as-ange l canno t b e recon -
ciled with th e rea l world, it s mixedness , it s ambivalence i n the subjectiv e 
realm. With Littl e Nell the attributes of innocent, devoted, long-suffering , 
pure and selfless ange l lead inevitably to a morbid absorption into a setting 
of tombs and churches, so that inevitably Little Nell must die and virtually 
merge int o somethin g lik e a  stone ange l a t th e end . Thi s i s in a  phenom-
enological sens e a s far a s you ca n ge t fro m th e libidina l woman . 

These aspect s o f th e cultura l ide a o f a  woma n may  b e relate d t o th e 
education o f women an d th e behavior expecte d o f them. On e elemen t i n 
this pattern stressed by Sir Charles Petrie was the new stability of society. 
Life fo r th e uppe r an d middl e classe s wa s n o longe r th e dangerou s an d 
unsettled proces s of intrigue and strife tha t i t was in the more fluid earlier 
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centuries of rapid social change. A woman who married into the aristocracy 
or int o th e mercantil e clas s coul d expec t lifelon g security , excep t fo r a n 
occasional Merdl e catastrophe . Petri e quote s W . F . Neff , i n Victorian 
Working Women: 

To ge t read y fo r th e marriag e marke t a  gir l was traine d lik e a  race-horse . He r 
education consiste d o f showy accomplishment s designe d t o ensnare young men. 
The three Rs of this deadly equipment were music , drawing and French admin ' 
istered by a governess at home, or, for girls below the aristocratic and the higher 
professional ranks , by mistresses in an inferior boarding school. (190) 

The sexua l code s o f the tim e were devise d t o hedge thi s marriag e marke t 
around with guarantees : "i f a  woman went i n a  hansom ca b alone with a 
man who wa s neithe r he r fathe r no r he r husband , no r ol d enoug h t o b e 
her grandfather, he r reputation was irretrievably lost" (Petrie, p 200). This 
kind o f problem i s faced b y Molly Gibso n i n Wives  and  Daughters  whe n 
she comfort s Cynthia' s love r i n th e countryside , an d i s see n alon e wit h 
him; an d b y Margare t Thornto n (i n J^prth  and  South)  whe n sh e i s see n 
with he r exile d brothe r Frederic k a t a  railway station . 

It wa s assume d tha t th e Victoria n mal e would , o n th e slightes t pro v 
ocation, take advantage of the Victorian female, if they were alone together 
(and no t engaged) . I f a n engagemen t wa s broke n off , a  gir l would suffe r 
opprobrium. Divorce was never mentioned in polite society. As Sir Charles 
Petrie suggests, the effect o f these "safeguards" was that young men sought 
girls o f othe r classes , which wa s presumabl y wh y universitie s lik e Cam ' 
bridge too k suc h car e t o chec k o n tow n girl s an d landladies ' daughter s 
(and t o protec t undergraduate s fro m th e women) . Beyon d th e pale , a s 
several historian s hav e shown , ther e was th e vas t system  o f brothels an d 
organised prostitution , alread y referre d to , t o provid e outlet s fo r thos e 
unable t o bear stricte r moeurs. 

But the protecte d woman , abou t whose welfare ther e seemed s o muc h 
concern—that sh e shoul d b e "pure"—wa s give n littl e o r n o trainin g fo r 
her rol e a s wife an d mother . Th e intens e religiou s concern , whic h bot h 
Dickens an d Mrs . Gaskel l reflect , i s almos t totall y concentrate d o n he r 
avoidance o f wantonness , tha t is , her struggl e wit h th e "woman' s ques ' 
tion"—with not allowing herself to be seduced before marriage. There was 
an intens e concer n t o protec t youn g wome n fro m contac t wit h marrie d 
women, in case they heard from the m of the joys of sexual love (a concern 
that i s delicatel y satirise d i n Henr y James' s nove l Th e Awkward  Age) . 
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(What the y migh t hav e heard , may  we suspect , i s o f some o f the pains , 
shocks, and horrors of married life—which i n turn migh t have made them 
less marketable? ) 

As w e lear n fro m s o man y novels , a s well a s fro m history , th e youn g 
woman, t o who m i t wa s marriag e o r misery , wa s mor e ofte n tha n no t 
simply no t give n an y kind o f training i n he r practica l dutie s a s a  wife, a s 
her predecessors i n other centurie s were. She was untrained i n househol d 
management and was (as Petrie says) unable to control her servants. David 
Copperfield's Dor a wa s n o exception . Sh e ha d n o ide a o f th e valu e o f 
money an d ofte n squandere d wha t he r husban d gav e her . 

But eve n worse was he r total lac k of preparation fo r physica l marriag e 
and th e sexua l life . As we hav e seen , in Victorian attitude s ther e was a n 
idealization o f marriag e a s a  symbo l o f spiritua l union ; th e underlyin g 
emphasis was take n fro m St . Paul , who stresse d th e presence o f the Hol y 
Spirit i n th e body . Bu t thi s i s combined , a s i n St . Paul , wit h a  sens e o f 
the body being filth, an d the source of sin, stain, and evil . In many people 
there must have been a feeling of guilty horror associated with the libidinal 
and the life of the body, and to this we need to add the problem of fantasy , 
of th e kin d o f drea d associate d wit h bodil y hunge r tha t arise s i n sexua l 
excitement. S o i n Victorian s lik e Georg e MacDonal d on e finds a  bizarr e 
combination o f idealization o f love an d marriage—of , o n the on e hand, a 
feeling abou t woman a s if she were a n angel—and o n the othe r in uncon ' 
scious drea d o f woman a s a  witch , suc h a s MacDonal d write s abou t i n 
Phantastes and Lilith. I t is not only a madonna/prostitute problem but als o 
a contras t betwee n th e Hol y Mar y feelin g an d th e feelin g tha t libidina l 
woman ma y bring mutilation o r death; the consequent drea d and hostilit y 
may be found behind many incidents in Victorian novels. Another complex 
problem i s that th e Victorian wife was nearl y always pregnant, an d ther e 
must have been much conflict o f feeling about this experience, in both men 
and women . Man y Victoria n writer s mad e fantasie s ou t o f thei r uncon -
scious feeling s abou t woman' s creativ e power , an d thei r hostilit y t o fern -
inine creativit y haunte d them . 

It mus t hav e been somethin g lik e dread o f the phantom woma n o f th e 
unconscious tha t la y behin d Ruskin' s impotenc e an d hi s preferenc e fo r 
girls of the prepuberty period. It would seem that the problem for him was 
the woman' s pubi c hair , an d perhap s he r menstruation , becaus e thi s wa s 
a sig n o f he r maturity . I n thes e sign s o f he r creativit y th e Victoria n rav 
conscious would find the deepest fears of the animal, or "witch," in woman, 
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that surfaces so violently in George MacDonald. Lewis Carroll loved littl e 
girls of the prepuberty period, and lost interest in them when they became 
nubile: hi s fear s o f woma n ar e symbolise d i n hi s writings . Th e intens e 
idealization o f woma n a s ange l o r goddes s i n suc h writer s a s Dicken s 
required a  compartmentali^ation b y which th e sensua l lif e o f woman wa s 
split of f an d denied . Ye t man y author s lik e Dicken s an d MacDonal d fa -
thered man y childre n o n thei r wives , whil e remainin g starry-eye d abou t 
the "angel " type . 

Only now are we beginning to understand the characteristic disabilitie s 
of the typical Victorian. The grea t source of insight here is psychoanalysis. 
Freud's work is based on a phenomenological analysi s of the many hysteric 
symptoms tha t spoke , psychosomatically, o f the problem s tha t aros e fro m 
bourgeois marriage at this time, and the fear and guilt that possessed people 
in consequence . 

Imagine th e marriag e nigh t o f a  Victoria n woman , wh o woul d hav e 
been traine d t o catc h he r husband , an d wa s n o doub t ful l o f glowin g 
idealism, bu t perhap s kne w nothin g abou t physica l sex . Sh e migh t hav e 
had n o knowledg e o f male sexual organ s o r the physica l processe s o f sex, 
arousal, o r orgasm . Probabl y man y marriag e night s wer e a  kin d o f rape : 
the men, who were used to practicing sex on servants or prostitutes, would 
have onl y a  concer n fo r thei r ow n releas e an d n o experienc e o f forepla y 
or concer n fo r thei r wives ' satisfaction , o r eve n a  sense o f the gentlenes s 
or delicac y neede d t o hel p a  woman t o happ y satisfactio n i n th e mutua l 
delights o f marriage a s a  partnership. Any impuls e to seek , give , or shar e 
satisfaction migh t well , o n bot h sides , b e fel t t o b e fraugh t wit h guilt , 
dread, an d a  kind o f blasphemy, even , under th e Pauline injunctions , i n a 
devout pair . O f cours e ther e mus t hav e bee n man y wh o di d enjo y thei r 
sexual lives : but al l th e odd s wer e agains t an y suc h thing , an d ther e ar e 
few embodiments of sexual happiness in Dickens, for example (Biddy, Bella 
Wilfer?). Often i n Dickens and the Victorian novel there has to be terrible 
suffering befor e there can be joy (as with Lizzie Hexam and Eugene W r a y 
burn); ther e ha s t o be some massiv e ordeal , by which anticipator y repar -
ation must be made, as a safeguard, before sexual fulfillment ca n be sought. 
Hardy, who was still a Victorian, picks up the theme of unfulfillment: Tes s 
of the d'Urberville s ca n onl y find sexua l fulfillmen t whe n sh e i s virtually 
doomed to death. In Tennyson and much pre-Raphaelite poetry the woman 
or women ar e waiting i n some ancien t bower o r prison (The  Blue  Closet) 
for the ma n to come to release them. But , a s in The  Blue  Closet,  when h e 
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does come, he seems to be dead, or death itself. Many novels of the centur y 
are abou t th e failur e o f fulfillmen t altogether ; an d on e shudder s wit h a 
kind o f dread t o thin k o f (say ) Edwar d Casaubo n i n bed wit h Dorothea , 
or Grandcour t i n be d wit h Gwendole n fo r tha t matte r (t o whic h hi s 
treatment o f his dogs perhaps give s a  clue). 

Sir Charle s Petri e focuse s attentio n o n th e wor d "innocence, " an d 
blames th e Victorian male : 

Innocence was what he demanded from th e girl s of his class, and they must not 
only be innocent but also give the outward impressio n of being innocent. White 
muslin, typical of virginal purity, clothed many a heroine. (1969, 205-6) 

(We ma y als o perhaps poin t t o th e white bourgeoi s wedding dress. ) Th e 
ideal woman fo r marriag e was on e who was demonstrabl y inferio r t o th e 
male—ignorant o f th e world , meek , holdin g n o opinions , helpless , an d 
weak: Dora , a  "pretty to y o r plaything"; Rosey Mackenzie, " a tremulous , 
fluttering littl e linnet" ; Amelia Sedley , with " a kin d o f sweet submissio n 
and softness." 5 Whe n the y married , th e women passe d fro m dependenc e 
on thei r parent s int o submissio n t o th e husban d (o n Paulin e principles) . 
The concep t o f marriage a s a  partnership wa s unknown , whil e husband s 
simply did no t confid e i n o r consul t thei r wives, o n man y matters . 

This kind of unequal relationship was embodied in the law, under which 
a woman becam e legall y a n infan t o n marriag e an d ha d n o righ t eve n t o 
her ow n clothes . He r propert y becam e he r husband' s an d sh e becam e 
virtually her husband's chattel . Divorce was expensive , almost impossible , 
and i n an y case meant socia l ostracism . 

Instead of dwelling on the word "innocence, " again, however, I  believe 
we shoul d us e th e wor d "compartmentalization " t o brin g th e Victoria n 
sexual proble m int o perspective . I n Dicken s ther e i s a n undercurren t o f 
anguished concer n wit h "innocence" : consider , fo r instance , hi s attitud e 
to Littl e Emily . This obsessio n wit h innocence , however , doe s no t appl y 
to th e man . Steerfort h ha s t o di e t o satisf y th e mora l inclination s o f th e 
public, but th e differenc e i s in th e spiritua l implications : woman becom e 
"impure" put s hersel f beyon d heaven' s forgiveness , a s ma n doe s not . I n 
this sense , i t i s a  man' s world , i n whic h ma n imprison s woma n i n hi s 
idealising concep t o f innocence : onc e th e innocen t ange l i s brought int o 
the house , she is stripped o f all her rights an d property (unti l the Marrie d 
Women's Propert y Act o f 1882) . 

"Compartmentalization" i s th e mor e helpfu l word , becaus e i t draw s 
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attention t o th e unrea l wa y i n which th e Victorians kep t certai n aspect s 
of moral behavior separat e fro m on e another , a s well a s certain aspect s o f 
reality and certai n aspect s o f consciousness o r psychological makeup . Th e 
white-muslin-clad purit y tha t coul d no t bea r talk o f "legs" or that woul d 
faint a t a  kis s (an d screa m hystericall y i n childbirth) * was o n th e othe r 
side o f a  grea t barrie r fro m th e woma n wh o crawle d i n th e min e shaf t 
dragging a truck by a belt that chafed on her pregnant belly until the eighth 
month (an d mos t o f whose babie s die d i n consequence) . Sh e o f the pur e 
bridal gown was on the other side of the barrier from Kellner' s in Leiceste r 
Square, where there was a  bar with Frenc h barmaids, or Kate Hamilton' s 
at th e Caf e Roya l i n Prince s Street . Perhap s th e tw o world s me t whe n 
the bea u mond e an d th e demimond e rod e sid e b y sid e dow n th e Ladie s 
Mile i n Rotte n Row . Bu t an y woma n wh o wishe d t o maintai n he r r e 
spectability an d he r plac e i n societ y coul d no t b e see n i n th e ga y estab -
lishments, thoug h presumabl y he r husban d woul d los e nothin g b y thi s 
(though h e migh t gai n something an d brin g i t hom e to her) . 

Behind thes e facades , again , were th e sordi d realitie s o f baby-farming , 
the hordes of women driven to prostitution by poverty, the elaborate sexual 
perversions provided for , and the general poverty and distress of the work-
ing people, whose live s were ofte n s o terrible tha t sexua l mora l problem s 
could hardl y b e sai d t o exis t fo r them—sinc e the y ha d neithe r tim e no r 
energy no r bodily vitality fo r suc h indulgences . 

Moreover, b y contras t with th e pure ideals , even suc h a s the idealise d 
striving o f a  Ruth , th e trut h wa s tha t th e Victorians simpl y di d no t liv e 
according t o thei r ferventl y hel d principles—b y th e principle s tha t the y 
put forwar d t o th e public , a s Dickens did , wit h suc h a  poker-faced "sin -
cerity," o r that wer e expresse d i n th e pastora l melodrama . 

Yet ther e wa s another , muc h mor e rea l struggl e goin g on , an d thi s i s 
manifest i n th e novels , too . While th e Victorian ag e was locke d i n som e 
of its social conventions, it was also a revolutionary age. Ruth's redemptio n 
by becoming a  nurse i s significant: sh e achieves by herself the overcomin g 
of prejudice agains t her. Throughout the century the status of nursing was 
raised, an d slowl y an d surely , through suc h professions , wome n bega n t o 

*To the present'day husband wh o has attended an d tried t o help in childbirth , i t mus t seem 
even comi c that th e firs t thin g they d o in Tolstoy novel s when labo r begins i s to "fetc h th e 
ikon"! 
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clamor fo r professiona l an d busines s opportunities . Interestingl y an d re -
markably, especially since we are considering Ruth, i t was her capacity fo r 
nursing tha t enable d woma n t o escap e fro m th e impotenc e t o which sh e 
was subjecte d b y a  male-dominate d societ y i n Victoria n England ; a s Si r 
Charles Petri e point s out , Florenc e Nightingale was responsibl e fo r mor e 
than medica l progress . Jane Eyre , Esthe r Summerson , an d Ruth , i n thei r 
roles as teacher, housekeeper, and nurse, are pointing the way to the futur e 
of woman's equalit y an d independence . 

Women who take up a  nursing role can hardly remain innocent angels . 
So, a s women sough t professiona l life , th e struggl e agains t th e ignoranc e 
that went with "innocence" began: the Girls' Public Day School Company 
was founde d i n 1872 , an d Londo n gav e wome n B.A . degree s i n 1878 , 
Cambridge i n 1881 . Divorce legislatio n cam e in 1858 , and th e unfai r po -
sition o f women ove r thei r propert y i n marriag e began t o be amended . 

By 1901 the position of woman, restricted as it was, had become a great 
deal differen t fro m wha t i t ha d bee n a t the beginning o f Victoria's reign ; 
and afte r 1914-1 8 th e attitud e tha t women' s plac e was i n th e hom e wa s 
finally broken. 

W e have , o f course , t o d o a  goo d dea l o f stud y i n orde r t o b e abl e t o 
understand th e situatio n o f th e Victoria n woman . Toda y w e thin k o f 
marriage i n term s o f th e mutua l choic e o f a  ma n an d a  woman t o shar e 
their lives , though, o f course, questions o f property an d clas s stil l bear o n 
marriage. In Victorian times, among middle-class people, marriage was very 
much bound u p with question s of affluence, property , prestige , and famil y 
pride. Behind the pious attitudes to the hallowed sanctity of marriage was 
the nee d t o ensur e tha t ther e wa s n o uncertaint y abou t inheritance . Fo r 
that reason , the fidelity  o f the wife wa s paramount , whil e th e purpose o f 
sexual union was procreation . The questio n o f the husband' s fidelity  wa s 
not so important—and s o there was an extraordinary tacit acceptance an d 
a divisio n betwee n sanctifie d lov e a t hom e an d heteris m abroad . W e 
glimpse this, certainly, in Tolstoy's novels of the time; in the English novel, 
however, ne w concept s o f authenticit y wer e developin g i n th e spher e o f 
personal relationships . 

In th e body o f laws thi s inequalit y i n the sexua l situatio n o f man an d 
woman crystallized a  situation o f cruel unfairness. When John Stuar t Mil l 
looked a t th e law s o f marriag e i n The  Subjection  of  'Women  (1869) , h e 



Religion, Sin,  and  Shame  6 7 

concluded tha t "th e wif e i s th e actua l bond-servan t o f he r husband , n o 
less so as far a s legal obligation goes , than slave s commonl y s o called. " 

The woman' s situatio n i n la w a t th e tim e i s summe d u p b y Frase r 
Harrison thus : 

Once married, a woman ceased to possess a legal existence: in common with minors 
and idiots, she had no responsibility under the law. Unless she committed murder 
or treason, her husband was liable for her crimes. She could not sign a contract, 
make a will, or cast a role. Prior to 1884 , she could be imprisoned for refusing her 
husband his so-called conjugal rights. "However brutal a tyrant," Mill commented, 
"she may unfortunately b e chained to .. . he can claim from he r and enforce th e 
lowest degradation o f a human being, that o f being the instrument o f an animal 
function contrar y t o her inclination. " Unti l 1891 , she could be legally detained 
against her wishes by her husband in his house. She could not obtain a  divorce, 
except by a special Act of Parliament.(7) 

When we read of Betsy Trotwood's errant husband turning up, we may 
today feel he was simply a nuisance. The truth was that he had legal power 
over her, and she had good reason to fear that he was entitled to take over 
her lif e an d property , an d t o enforc e hi s rights to her body—or eve n shu t 
her u p i n hi s house . 

But a s Harriso n goe s o n t o poin t out , i t is  especially i n th e spher e o f 
property la w tha t th e wif e wa s a  slave. As soon  a s she became engaged , 
a woman was forbidde n t o dispose of her possessions without he r fiance's 
permission. Afte r marriage , al l he r property , includin g inheritanc e an d 
earnings, passed automaticall y int o the ownership o f her husband, an d h e 
was fre e i n la w t o d o wit h i t anythin g h e liked : i f h e chose , h e coul d 
disinherit her . He r childre n belonge d i n la w t o he r husband , an d eve n 
after he r husband' s deat h sh e di d no t automaticall y becom e thei r lega l 
guardian; a  special provision ha d t o be made in he r husband' s will . 

The innocence o f the Victorian woman went with ignorance , and her e 
we find  furthe r evidenc e o f the astonishin g compartmentalizatio n o f th e 
Victorian consciousness. Fraser Harrison has an interesting section on what 
he calls "nasty knowledge," a phrase that he takes from the British Medical 
Journal o f 1894 . There wa s a  widespread tota l ignoranc e amon g middle -
class women, no t onl y of sexual matter s before marriag e but eve n o f thei r 
own bodies . 

Harrison quotes the astonishing story of Marie Stopes, a zoology student 
and doctor in botany who only realized six months afte r he r marriage tha t 
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it ha d neve r bee n consummate d (sh e foun d th e clue s t o sexua l reality , 
apparently, i n th e Britis h Museum) ; he r boo k Married  Love  becam e a n 
immediate bestseller . 

Bewilderment an d fear , suggest s Harrison , wer e th e commo n exper t 
ences of the woman's marriag e night, no t leas t because most women wer e 
still encapsulated in child fantasies an d nursery fairy tales about the origins 
of babies an d othe r sexua l matters . 

While motherhoo d wa s a  sacred task , the Paulin e influence , combine d 
with other traditions, meant that the reproductive functions were regarded 
with disgust . Women were seriously alienated from thei r own bodies. Not 
only did the sexual approaches of the male bewilder and frighten the female; 
she hersel f was als o inhibited abou t he r ow n sexuality , which sh e feare d 
and which filled  her with shame . 

Again, i t i s hard fo r us to think ourselve s back into such ignorance . As 
Fraser Harriso n point s out , i t wa s no t unti l 183 2 tha t th e ovu m wa s 
definitely identified , an d no t unti l 186 3 tha t medicin e confirme d beyon d 
doubt tha t menstruatio n depende d upo n ovulation . Even so, even medica l 
thinking continue d t o suppose tha t menstruatio n wa s some manifestatio n 
of excess "nutritive force." Where ordinary people were concerned, women 
associated menstruatio n wit h impurity , an d man y girl s were neve r give n 
any preparation fo r thi s startlin g chang e i n thei r bodies . 

They wer e encourage d t o behav e lik e invalid s whil e the y suffere d 
the "curse" or the "flowers" or the "poorly time." The phenomenon in wo-
man was , o f course , use d a s a n excus e fo r preventin g wome n takin g 
to th e professions , o r activ e form s o f employment , o r business—thoug h 
no doub t servant s an d wome n i n th e mine s ha d t o cop e a s wel l a s the y 
could. 

But the taboos over menstruation indicate that for the Victorian woman 
all tha t dar k anima l sid e o f bodily lif e wa s somethin g t o b e hidde n an d 
regarded with disgus t an d shame . Yet a s psychoanalysis tell s us, sexualit y 
cannot b e enjoye d unles s we cam e to term s with th e dar k aspect s o f ou r 
bodies an d ou r sensua l needs . I t is  hardly surprisin g tha t th e Victorian s 
had such difficulties , tha t seldom , for instance, in their novels is there an y 
positive realizatio n o f sexual love . What on e doe s find  i n thei r cultur e is 
an association o f woman with deat h an d murder , symbolizing their fear of 
some dark an d terribl e forc e i n th e femal e spirit . 
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Notes 

1. St.  Mar\,  13 : 35. 
2. Dickens' s attitude to the women in his home for the fallen was authoritaria n 

and paternalistic : they had t o behave, to be reeducated , t o follow a  strict routine , 
and to be penitent. Then the y were sent ou t a s emigrants to star t a  new life . On e 
suspects that besides satisfying Dickens's charity, they also provided him with some 
satisfactions fo r hi s need t o triumph ove r an d contro l women . 

3. Cf . th e hymn, "That o'e r its own shortcomings weeps with loathing." There 
are hints in severa l hymns tha t masturbatio n i s a grave sin: ne polluantur corpore, 
etc. 

4. Se e David Holbrook, Holy Vows: The Extraordinary Menage:  John Chapman 
and George  Eliot, London  Magazine  30 , nos. 7-8 (Oct.-Nov . 1990) : 20. 

5. Edit h Wharton found a  parallel emphasis on woman's "innocence" in upper-
middle-class society in New York a t the turn o f the century : The  Age of  Innocence 
is a  bitterly ironi c title . 



C H A P T E R T H R E E 

Little Dorrit ; Littl e Doorma t 

Little Dorrit  whic h wa s publishe d i n 1856 , is another nove l abou t inner -
itance wit h illegitimac y i n th e background . Onc e again , a n illegitimat e 
infant i s brought up by a harsh mother substitute who inflict s o n the child 
a fierce  an d punitiv e religiou s vengeanc e th e justificatio n fo r whic h is 
supposed t o b e i n th e Ol d Testament . Dicken s wishe s t o champio n th e 
approach o f the New . 

It i s also about father-daughte r relationships , and abou t lov e and duty . 
F. R . Leavi s saw i t a s the greates t o f Dickens's novels , but I  have seriou s 
doubts about it, which I want to pursue, invoking for my purposes concepts 
from philosophica l anthropolog y tha t hav e t o d o with lov e an d goo d re -
lationships, such a s I have tried t o appl y above . 

In this , again , I  shal l be asking  what Little  Dorrit  i s "about " i n term s 
of its symbolic meaning , or its meaning as poetic drama, including uncon -
scious meaning . 

Since the book i s so large, and sinc e its complex plo t creaks so much, I 
feel it would be useful first to give the story of the plot as straightforwardl y 
as I can. In this I  shall follow closel y the accoun t given by John Hollowa y 
in the Pengui n Edition , fo r which w e mus t al l be grateful . 

The cru x o f th e matte r here , too , ha s t o d o wit h inheritance . Mrs . 
Clennam, wh o is  not Arthur' s mothe r eve n thoug h sh e brought hi m up , 

70 
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has cheated Littl e Dorrit ou t o f a thousand guineas. * This "secret " lie s a t 
the hear t o f the intensel y comple x plot , which stretche s fro m Londo n t o 
China an d Marseille s an d involve s th e mysteriou s Rigaud'Blandoi s an d 
John Baptist . We ma y also note, once again, the symbol of the mysteriou s 
decaying house, which shudder s an d trembles . Mistress Affery think s i t is 
a ghost of someone who has been wronged there , but i t is really some kind 
of subsidence or structural decay that conveniently brings down the build-
ing on th e hea d o f Rigaud'Blandois i n th e fina l denouement , jus t a s Mrs . 
Clennam an d Littl e Dorri t ar e rushin g bac k t o th e hous e t o preven t th e 
villain blackmailin g Mrs . Clenna m ove r th e suppresse d codici l t o a  will . 
Again, we hav e th e typica l Victorian melodram a them e o f an unrealise d 
inheritance an d variou s form s o f skulldugger y connecte d wit h it . Mrs . 
Clennam's motives, however, are not impelled by cupidity but by the desire 
to punish "evil-doing"—o r s o she claims . 

The situatio n with which th e nove l deals has been brought abou t by a 
Mr. Gilber t Clennam , who i s dead whe n th e book open s an d whose wil l 
is a t th e cente r o f the plot . 

He ha d pu t forwar d hi s orphane d nephe w a s a  husband fo r th e Mrs . 
Clennam of the story. This orphaned nephew is Arthur's father—but Mrs . 
Clennam i s no t hi s mother . For , afte r he r marriage , Mrs . Clenna m find s 
that her husband has already gone through a form of marriage with anothe r 
woman, who ha s borne him thi s son , Arthur . 

Mrs. Clenna m is , like Esthe r Summerson' s aunt , a  woman devote d t o 
the vengeful religio n of the Old Testament, an d she demands that Arthu r 
be give n int o he r custody , t o b e brough t u p sternly : "knowin g tha t th e 
transgressions o f the parent s ar e visited o n thei r offspring , an d tha t ther e 
was an angry mark upon him a t his birth" (Little  Dorrit,  791) . She has set 
out t o "wor k ou t hi s release i n bondage an d hardship, " fo r hi s good . 

She has claimed to be allowed to bring up the child in this way, threat -
ening to expose her husband i f he does not allow it , and to make sure tha t 
the uncle will cut him off financially.  Mrs. Clennam get s her way: the real 
mother ha s gon e mad an d died , an d th e fathe r ha s gon e abroad an d late r 
died, too . 

The uncle , Gilber t Clennam , ha s meanwhil e com e t o lear n abou t Ar -

*In ou r term s (i n 1992) , say , fifty  thousan d dollars . Se e "Wha t Wa s Mr . Darc y Worth? " 
by the presen t author , Cambridge  Review,  Decembe r 1984 . 
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thur's rea l mother : he has heard onl y that sh e was a  gir l his nephew ha d 
loved bu t the n abandone d i n orde r t o marr y th e woma n hi s uncl e ha d 
chosen fo r him . H e hear s tha t th e rea l mothe r has gon e mad an d died . I n 
remorse, and a s a kind o f recompense, he add s a  codicil to his will, an d i t 
is around thi s codici l tha t th e plo t pivots . 

The codici l leave s a  thousand guinea s to the younges t daughte r o f th e 
man who a t one time acted a s patron t o Arthur's tru e mother—or , i f tha t 
man had n o daughter , t o his brother's younger daughter . This patron wa s 
Frederick Dorrit : h e helpe d th e gir l t o becom e a  professional singer . Bu t 
Frederick had no daughter, and so the legacy is due to his brother William's 
youngest daughter , Littl e Dorrit . 

Arthur's fathe r ha d dictate d thi s codici l t o Mrs . Clennam , an d i t ha d 
been witnessed by herself and Jeremiah Flintwinch. But she has concealed 
the document , hidin g i t in a  place that sh e alone knew. At las t she grow s 
paralysed an d canno t ge t to where i t was hidden . 

When Arthur i s coming home, Mrs. Clennam becomes anxious that h e 
might find  th e paper , s o sh e reveal s th e hidin g plac e t o Flintwinc h an d 
tells him to destro y th e will . Instea d h e give s it , with othe r papers , in a n 
iron box , t o hi s ow n brothe r Ephraim , who i s a t tha t tim e staying i n th e 
house (boo k 1 , chapte r 4 , "Mrs . Flintwinc h ha s a  dream") . Hi s motive s 
are no t clear , excep t perhap s tha t h e want s t o exer t powe r ove r Mrs . 
Clennam; afte r th e collaps e o f the house , of course, he i s in retiremen t i n 
Amsterdam a s Mynheer vo n Flyntevynge . 

Rigaud'Blandois, who i s a fugitive fro m justice in Marseilles, where h e 
had been imprisone d o n suspicion o f killing his wife, come s into the stor y 
as a  drinkin g companio n o f Ephrai m Flintwinc h (wh o i s als o a  deb t de -
faulter). When Ephrai m dies of a fit, Rigaud'Blandois get s hold of the iron 
box an d th e suppresse d codici l an d s o i s i n a  position t o blackmai l Mrs . 
Clennam. 

When Arthur , o n hi s retur n fro m China , ha s a  suspicion tha t ther e i s 
some shado w o n hi s father' s dealing s i n th e past , h e i s right—onl y th e 
duplicity i s his mother' s (wh o i s not hi s mother ) rathe r tha n hi s father's . 
His father' s watc h contain s th e initial s o f th e mott o ("D o no t forget, " 
D.N.F.), and this is intended a s a reminder of the disregarded codicil ; Mrs. 
Clennam interpret s i t a s a  reminde r o f the evil-doin g fo r whic h sh e ha s 
been exactin g revenge . 

All thi s elaborat e plo t was invente d b y Dicken s t o devise , onc e more , 
an inheritance tha t threaten s t o blight the lives of the protagonists . Littl e 
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Dorrit, who slave s a t needlework i n obscurity fo r the haughty Mrs. Gen -
nam, ha s been cheate d b y he r ou t o f a  legacy that woul d hav e give n he r 
independence. Arthur's sensibilit y has been "disappointe d sinc e the daw n 
of its perceptions": anothe r blighte d inheritance . 

He has not yet given up al l his hopeful yearnings . But the hard-feature d 
qualities o f his home (whic h reall y i s a  Bleak House ) goe s with th e dea d 
face o f his mother : 

She and hi s fathe r ha d bee n a t varianc e fro m hi s earlies t remembrance . To si t 
speechless himself in the midst of rigid silence, glancing in dread from one face to 
the other had been the peacefulest occupatio n of his childhood. (33; my italics) 

Now, his mother lies "on a  black bier-like sofa . . . propped up behind wit h 
one grea t angula r black bolster , lik e the bloc k a t a  state executio n i n th e 
good ol d times" (33) . 

Mrs. Clenna m i s place d clearl y a s a n adheren t o f th e religio n o f th e 
Old Testament : 

She then pu t o n th e spectacle s an d rea d certai n passage s alou d fro m a  book— 
sternly, fiercely, wrathfully—praying tha t her enemies (she made them by her tone 
and manner expressly hers) might be put to the edge of the sword, consumed by 
fire, smitten by plagues and leprosy, that their bones might be ground to dust, and 
that they might be utterly exterminated. As she read on, years seemed to fall away 
from he r son like the imaginings o f a dream, and al l the ol d dark horrors o f his 
usual preparations for the sleep of an innocent child to overshadow him. (35) 

So this nove l agai n explores the theme of the effect s o f a stern upbringin g 
on a  child , a s wit h th e Gradgrin d children , Estella , Esthe r Summerson , 
and Davi d Copperfield , see n i n th e ligh t o f the teaching s o f Christ . 

The contrast between Ol d Testament religio n and the Christ-followin g 
religion o f th e Ne w i s mad e plai n a t th e en d o f th e book , whe n Mrs . 
Clennam a t last confesses to Little Dorrit abou t the codicil and the legacy. 
Little Dorri t forgive s her . Mrs . Clenna m trie s t o vindicat e herself : sh e 
would prefe r t o be known t o Littl e Dorrit , rathe r tha n t o the "so n o f my 
enemy who wronge d me. " 

"For, she did wrong me! She not only sinned grievously against the Lord, but she 
wronged me. What Arthur's father was to me, she made him. From our marriage 
day I was his dread, and that she made me. I was the scourge of both, and that is 
referable to her." (790) 

Dickens is slightly equivocal over this matter. Has Mrs. Clennam's mode 
of bringing u p Arthur bee n beneficia l o r not? Sh e tells Little Dorrit , 
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"I kep t ove r hi m a s a  child , i n th e day s o f hi s firs t remembrance , m y restrainin g 
and correctin g hand. I  was stern with him , knowing that th e transgressions o f the 
parents ar e visited o n their offspring , an d tha t ther e was a n angr y mark on him a t 
his birth . I  hav e sa t wit h hi m an d hi s father , seein g th e weaknes s o f hi s fathe r 
yearning to unbend t o him; and forcin g i t back, that th e child migh t work ou t hi s 
release in bondage an d hardship . I  have seen him , with hi s mother' s face , lookin g 
up a t m e i n aw e fro m hi s littl e books , an d tryin g t o softe n m e with hi s mother' s 
ways tha t hardene d me. " (791 ) 

Arthur , however , doe s no t hav e t o striv e har d t o overcom e thi s legacy , 
as Littl e Dorri t ha s t o striv e t o overcom e hers , i n orde r t o fulfil l himself . 

Mrs. Clenna m i s surely, by al l implications o f the plot , a  wicked woman : 
a cheat , cruell y punitive , vicious, and destructive . Moreover , he r hypocris y 
is intense , i n tha t sh e seek s t o portra y he r crimina l an d inhuma n act s a s 
motivated b y religion : 

"For hi s good . Not fo r th e satisfactio n o f my injury . Wha t wa s I , an d wha t wa s 
the worth o f that, before the curse of Heaven! I have seen that chil d gro w up; no t 
to be pious i n a  chosen way (hi s mother' s offenc e la y too heavy o n him fo r that) , 
but stil l t o b e just an d upright , an d t o b e submissiv e t o me . He neve r love d me , 
as I once hoped he might, but, he always respected me, and ordered himself dutifull y 
to me . He doe s to thi s hour . With a n empt y place in hi s hear t tha t h e ha s neve r 
known th e meanin g of , h e has turned awa y fro m me , and gon e his separate road ; 
but eve n tha t h e has don e consideratel y an d with deference. " (791 ) 

From our point o f view, nothing could be more terrible than the punitiv e 
and vengefu l wa y sh e ha s brough t u p thi s child . Sh e evidentl y deceive s 
herself abou t he r jealous y o f hi s mother' s sexualit y an d th e evi l natur e o f 
her ow n motives . W h o i s sh e t o b e respected , an d t o deman d "duty , " 
whose whol e lif e ha s been buil t aroun d hat e an d th e denia l o f the volitio n 
and right s o f others ? Ye t Dicken s doe s no t altogethe r dissociat e himsel f 
from he r evaluation s o f Arthur 's respec t an d dutifulness : an d thi s i t seem s 
to m e i s a  seriou s faul t i n Little  Dorrit.  Whi l e offerin g t o condem n th e 
religious mora l approac h o f th e Ol d Testamen t devotees , th e nove l cher ' 
ishes a t th e sam e tim e th e submission , respect , an d sens e o f duty thes e ol d 
precepts inspired , bot h i n Ar thu r an d Amy . 

Mrs. Clenna m admit s t o Littl e Dorrit , who m sh e ha s cheated , tha t sh e 
has relishe d he r hol d ove r her : "Yo u hav e been i n fea r o f me, but yo u hav e 
supposed t o me have been doin g you a  kindness." But rathe r than humiliat e 
herself i n remorse , sh e seek s t o enlis t Littl e Dorrit , becaus e sh e love s 
Arthur , i n protectin g he r fro m Arthur ' s wra t h b y concealin g he r offense . 
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"Let m e neve r feel , whil e I  a m stil l alive , tha t I  di e befor e hi s face , an d utterl y 
perish awa y fro m him , lik e on e consume d b y lightnin g an d swallowe d b y a n 
earthquake." (791 ) 

Little Dorrit , who i s always shrinkin g abou t somethin g o r other , shrink s 
away, an d Mrs . Clenna m cries , "Eve n now , I  se e yo u shrin k fro m me , a s 
if I  ha d bee n cruel. " (792) . "A s if" : whe n w e conside r Littl e Dorrit ' s 
predicament a t worst , ther e ca n b e littl e doub t abou t Mrs . Clennam' s 
horrible cruelty , sinc e she has been a  witness, a t firs t hand , o f her struggle s 
and toil . Littl e Dorri t ma y recoi l fro m Mrs . Clennam' s stat e o f mind , bu t 
there ar e othe r straigh t response s t o cruelt y an d meanness , beside s th e 
punitive. Mrs . Clenna m i s allowe d to o muc h b y wa y o f self-vindication , 
and Littl e Dorri t make s Dickens' s point : 

"I hav e done, " sai d Mrs . Clennam , "wha t i t wa s give n m e t o do . I  hav e se t 
myself against evil ; not agains t good. I have been an instrument o f severity agains t 
sin. Have not mere sinners like myself been commissioned to lay it low in all time!" 

"In al l time?" repeated Littl e Dorrit . 
"Even i f m y ow n wron g ha d prevaile d wit h me , an d m y own vengeanc e ha d 

moved me , coul d I  hav e foun d n o justification? Non e i n th e ol d day s whe n th e 
innocent perishe d wit h th e guilty , a  thousan d t o one ? Whe n th e wrat h o f th e 
hater o f the unrighteou s was no t slake d eve n i n blood, an d ye t foun d favour? " 

"O, Mrs . Clennam , Mrs . Clennam, " sai d Littl e Dorrit , "angr y feeling s an d 
unforgiving deed s ar e n o comfor t an d n o guid e t o yo u an d me . My lif e ha s bee n 
passed i n thi s poo r prison , an d m y teaching ha s bee n ver y defective ; but , le t m e 
implore yo u t o remembe r late r an d bette r days . B e guide d onl y b y th e heale r o f 
the sick , th e raise r o f the dead , th e frien d o f al l who wer e afflicte d an d forlorn , 
the patien t Maste r wh o she d tear s o f compassio n fo r ou r infirmities . W e canno t 
but b e righ t i f w e pu t al l th e res t away , an d d o everythin g i n remembranc e 
of Him . Ther e i s n o vengeanc e an d n o inflictio n o f sufferin g i n thi s life , I  a m 
sure." (792 ) 

So, Little Dorrit, silhouetted agains t " th e softened ligh t of the window, " 
like Agnes, i s an angel . Bu t tha t i s the troubl e wi th her : a s an embodimen t 
of Christ's forgivenes s sh e is too much incline d t o condone an d s o to forfei t 
her ow n authenticity : sh e become s a n idealize d all'pardonin g submissive . 

The passag e make s clea r agai n Dickens' s stan d i n favo r o f Christ ' s 
forgiveness, a s agains t a n approac h t o si n base d o n Deuteronom y (thoug h 
he i s here , I  believe , writin g i n generall y biblica l languag e rathe r tha n 
quoting actua l scripture) . T o Mrs . Clennam' s request , "Littl e Dorri t 
yielded willingly"—bu t a s the y approac h th e house , th e edific e falls . 

W e suppos e th e poin t i s that , t o b e trul y Christian , on e mus t exten d 
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compassion no t onl y t o sinner s bu t als o t o thos e wh o hav e misguidedl y 
castigated and punished sinners , assuming self-righteously thei r right to do 
so. Yet why i s Mrs. Clennam presente d i n such a  sympathetic ligh t or , a t 
least, a  forgivable light ? Why doe s Little Dorri t conniv e a t he r deceivin g 
Arthur further , whe n hi s life throughout th e book has been commendabl y 
devoted t o unraveling the matte r o f the shadow tha t h e feel s t o be on hi s 
father's life—whil e th e woman h e believes t o b e hi s mothe r i s the majo r 
barrier to this path to atonement? Has Mrs. Clennam fully made restitution 
to Littl e Dorrit ? A n assuranc e o n tha t poin t woul d b e wort h page s o f 
(melodramatic) equivoca l explanation s by this wicked woman o n the sub ' 
ject o f he r bein g calle d t o judg e othe r sinners . O n th e nex t pag e sh e i s 
going t o collaps e int o a  stat e o f dum b paralysi s fro m whic h sh e neve r 
recovers; but where does she offer any expression of regret or true contrition 
for he r deeds ? She seems, after all,  to have reduced Arthur t o the state of 
lesser living for al l of his days. Of him Dickens says a t on e point, "I t wa s 
the momentar y yieldin g o f a  nature tha t ha d bee n disappointe d fro m th e 
dawn o f its perceptions" (32 ; my italics) . 

I am not of course asking for a  torrent of self-flagellating recriminations . 
Nor a m I asking for Mrs. Clennam to be thrashed lik e Wackford Squeers . 
It i s the questio n o f right respons e tha t I  am concerned with : essentially , 
Little Dorrit's responses. Of course, some of Dickens's reactions to evil are 
as false a s anything can be—they sometimes involve the reader in sadisti c 
responses, as when th e crue l schoolmaste r (Squeers ) i s cruelly deal t with , 
or i n satisfactio n a t seein g th e bruta l murdere r (Sykes ) bein g hange d b y 
his own noose. There are, however, responses, such as Micawber's to Uriah 
Heep or Pip's to Magwitch, i n which we share "useful hate"—th e expres -
sion of a human repugnance , a  proper expression of disquiet an d rejection , 
and a n insistenc e o n th e realitie s o f what ha s happened—albei t togethe r 
with understanding . I t i s these element s tha t ar e missing here, and this , I 
believe, i s a  serious defec t i n the novel . 

John Holloway , i n hi s introductio n t o th e Pengui n Edition , say s tha t 
we mus t approac h Little  Dorrit  a s a  fiction, an d 

a fiction sets before its readers not only generalised truths about life, but also, and 
indeed more characteristically, a more visionary dimension of life: possibilities and 
potentialities.... (27) 

In th e end , Arthu r Clenna m an d Littl e Dorri t find  on e another , a s tru e 
love partners, despite all the vicissitudes of fate that have tossed them here 
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and there , an d despit e th e unpromisin g inheritanc e o f each. I n th e mora l 
of the book , money , riches , ambition , security , powe r ove r others , publi c 
influence—all thes e ar e shown t o mean nothing to the existentia l ques t o f 
the two leadin g protagonists. But in the end , "vision " i s hardly the word , 
since both ma n an d woma n ar e so drab an d colorless : what hav e the y t o 
offer towar d ou r sense of "life's possibilitie s and potentialities"? They are , 
it i s true, ful l o f a  serious sens e o f duty an d responsibilities , ful l o f mora l 
scruple: they are concerned not to hurt the feelings of others, not to impinge 
on other s o r t o exer t authorit y ove r others . The y tur n th e othe r cheek , 
accept thei r faults , an d represen t th e mee k tha t inheri t th e earth . The y 
are, one migh t say , true follower s o f Christ , i n these respects . 

To portray such a love, with its devotions to duty, might seem a triumph. 
But i n th e upshot , i t i s no t onl y uninspiring ; i t als o lack s a n essentia l 
vitality tha t lay s it s ow n claim s o n life . Th e protagonist s ar e no t selfis h 
enough: that is , they do not stake out a  sufficient clai m for thei r own self -
realization and fulfillment. The y are , like Little Dorrit in her dealings with 
the repulsiv e an d deceitfu l Mrs . Clennam , to o ful l o f compunction , to o 
willing to be submissive to the impositions o f others. As we shal l see, this 
is especially true o f the centra l relationshi p between Amy an d he r father . 

It i s as if Dickens forgo t tha t ther e ar e other alternative s t o th e bruta l 
authoritarianism o f the Ol d Testament , o n th e on e hand, an d t o the uni -
versal forgivenes s o f Christ , o n th e other . Fo r ther e i s als o th e righ t t o 
exert one's own mora l independence, holding a t arm's length the attempt s 
of others t o intrud e int o one' s life , t o undermin e it , o r to smothe r it ; an d 
there i s one's righ t to live one's lif e no t fo r other s but fo r one' s own sake . 
In thes e respect s Littl e Dorri t an d Arthu r fail , an d s o one end s the boo k 
with a  depressin g sens e o f thei r effacement . Th e relationshi p betwee n 
Arthur an d Am y ha s to o muc h th e ai r o f a  chastene d father-daughte r 
relationship, from which al l libidinal elements have been excluded , an d i n 
which th e mai n dynamic , i f it can be called that , i s a dutiful relegatio n o f 
the world . 

What i s it that is wrong? I believe it is a failure to cherish ambivalence . 
We kno w fro m psychoanalytica l theor y tha t ou r mora l dynamics—ou r 
capacity t o b e good—ar e relate d t o th e proble m o f ambivalence : ou r ad -
mixture o f lov e an d hate . No on e ca n escap e thi s problem , an d al l o f u s 
experience envy , jealousy, the impuls e to wound an d eve n t o destroy—i n 
unconscious fantasy if not in any apprehended mode susceptible to volition. 

There ca n be n o mora l developmen t unti l we accept , i n ourselve s an d 
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others, capacitie s t o be mean , spiteful , envious , o r destructive , a s well a s 
capacities to be generous, selfless, loving, and cherishing. The trouble with 
Little Dorri t i s that sh e is too good : she is always "th e least , the quietest , 
and weakes t o f Heaven' s creatures " (96) . Sh e alway s doe s he r dut y an d 
shrinks fro m an y recognitio n o f he r pains : sh e i s lowl y an d Christlike . 
Dickens exclaims , "Shal l we spea k o f the inspiratio n o f a  poet o r a  pries t 
and not of the heart impelled by love and self-devotion t o the lowliest way 
of life?" (71) . Undoubtedly, Dickens's description of Little Dorrit's origins, 
her birt h an d upbringin g i n th e Marshalse a Prison , i s moving : consider , 
for example , the accoun t o f her earl y relationship wit h th e Turnkey . 

But Littl e Dorri t i s also very much the Victorian woman, belonging t o 
the typ e discusse d abov e wit h referenc e t o Si r Charle s Petrie . I  hav e 
defended Esthe r Summerso n agains t th e charg e o f insipidity : sh e ofte n 
displays insigh t an d energy , an d deal s well with difficul t situations , suc h 
as when she chooses to isolate herself upon contracting smallpox, or when 
Lady Dedloc k reveal s hersel f a s he r mother—though , lik e al l wome n i n 
Victorian novels , sh e i s over-given t o weeping an d swooning , an d sh e i s 
defined b y he r littl e baske t o f household keys . Bu t whil e on e canno t bu t 
respect Littl e Dorri t fo r th e effort s sh e make s t o maintai n respec t an d 
decency and to sustain her family by her work, under the most unpropitious 
circumstances, she is too unworldly by half—too innocent.  And innocence , 
as we hav e seen , was th e cherishe d qualit y i n the Victorian woma n tha t 
inhibited he r capacit y t o be effective an d free . 

Moreover, the purity an d innocence is polarized toward a  father figure . 
Dickens has a strong tendency to idealise the father-daughter relationship . 
In Blea\  House  i t woul d hav e take n a  hug e effor t o n hi s par t t o sho w 
Esther transferrin g he r affection s fro m th e muc h olde r partner John Jarn-
dyce, a father to her, to Alan Woodcourt, her real lover—so he takes resort 
to magic . The whole environmen t o f the Blea k House father-home ha s t o 
be created ane w so that Esthe r i s transferred t o a  fairy-tale father-create d 
household, i n th e preparatio n o f which Woodcour t i s involve d a t ever y 
stage. Esthe r i s thu s deprive d o f significan t choice . Behin d thi s proble m 
lies one of control, and we have to say, I believe, that the dutiful daughte r 
in bot h book s i s woman unde r ver y carefu l magical  control . Th e father -
daughter relationshi p i s sexless , and thu s ha s non e o f the danger s o f fre e 
sexuality. Esthe r i s carefully transferre d t o Woodcour t i n thi s way . I n a 
parallel way , Littl e Dorri t turn s fro m bein g a  submissiv e child-wife -
daughter to her own father toward anothe r father figure , Arthur Clennam , 
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who earlie r in the book speaks of her as "poor-child" an d "littl e creature, " 
and who regard s himsel f a s being past passion , lik e an old father . ("Don e 
with tha t par t o f life" [334]. ) 

Arthur is early on much impressed with Little Dorrit's demeanor toward 
her father . "He r loo k a t he r father , half-admirin g hi m an d prou d o f him , 
half-ashamed fo r him , al l devote d an d loving , went t o hi s inmos t heart " 
(82). Dickens places this actio n i n th e contex t o f such painfu l an d humil -
iating circumstance s tha t w e find  i t har d no t t o excus e Mr . Dorrit , an d 
are brough t t o fee l tha t i t woul d b e unthinkabl e or , i f thinkable , the n 
uncharitable t o condem n him . Littl e Dorri t says , 

"Not that he has anything to be ashamed of for himself, or that I  have anything 
to be ashamed of for him. He only requires to be understood. I  only ask for him 
that his life may be fairly remembered....He i s very much respected....He i s far 
more though t o f tha n th e Marsha l is.... " I f eve r prid e wer e innocent , i t wa s 
innocent in Little Dorrit when she grew boastful o f her father. (97 ) 

Page by page , we ar e brought t o acquiesc e i n th e idealizatio n o f Littl e 
Dorrit, s o muc h s o tha t w e woul d fee l caddis h questionin g he r vie w o f 
her fathe r an d he r ow n all-pardonin g submissivenes s t o him . Thi s i s no t 
to deny , of course, the acknowledgmen t tha t h e requires understanding — 
but tha t understandin g shoul d includ e som e placing , som e respons e tha t 
might dra w ou t authenticit y i n him . 

For the truth i s that howeve r muc h on e migh t understand him , Dorri t 
is something t o b e ashame d of , an d h e ough t t o b e ashame d o f himself . 
Little Dorri t i s awar e o f this , o f course , bu t seek s t o hid e it , an d wil l 
certainly no t confron t it . The "respect " h e has attaine d i s a  false one : h e 
has gaine d i t b y a  masquerade—an d b y extortin g "presentations " fro m 
people b y cadging . I t ha s becom e customar y t o mak e gift s o f mone y t o 
William Dorrit , an d h e exact s thes e wit h al l th e fawnin g device s o f a 
beggar. That h e is ashamed o f the practice becomes clear when later , afte r 
his release, John Chivery tries to give him a bundle of cigars, and so reminds 
him of prison: to accept gifts was a humiliation, because he lowered himself 
to cring e an d solicit . Dicken s i s awar e o f this , an d make s Littl e Dorri t 
aware of it; but he cannot find any way in which Ol d Dorri t can be given 
back som e self-respec t i n thi s respect , an d probabl y her e h e was workin g 
on hi s imag e of his own father . I n Micawber th e fathe r i s comically cari -
catured; in Magwitch he is seen with pity; in William Dorrit the bitterness 
is deeper , an d th e ma n mor e corrupt—bu t hi s crueltie s g o unchallenge d 
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by thos e wh o lov e him . O f course , on e migh t sa y tha t thi s i s a  kin d o f 
corruption any penal institution inflict s on its inhabitants, but al l the same, 
it i s a  shameful practice . I t falsifie s hi s human integrity . 

Later, of course, Dorrit becomes quite falsified i n a different wa y by his 
riches, an d i s crue l an d mea n t o hi s famil y an d friends—bu t agai n Littl e 
Dorrit neve r condemn s him . Sh e realizes tha t ther e ar e dangers i n releas e 
for suc h a  man, who ha s been "inside " fo r s o long . 

"I have often though t that if such a change could come, it might be anything but 
a service to him now. People might not think so well o f him outside as they do 
there. He might not be so gently dealt with, as he is there. He might not be so fit 
himself for the life outside, as he is for that." 

Here fo r th e firs t tim e she could no t restrai n he r tear s fro m falling ; an d th e 
little thin hands he had watched when they were so busy, trembled as they clasped 
each other. (98-99 ) 

Her insight s int o he r father' s possibl e problem s wit h hi s freedo m ar e 
intelligent an d insightful : the y ar e real . But , o f course , being a  Victoria n 
woman, sh e suffer s badl y fro m comin g ou t o f her "innocence " eve n tha t 
far: her tears fall, her "little" hands tremble (ah, such "busy" little hands!). 
Little Dorrit i s continually trembling, shrinking, turning white, and weep-
ing; she is , in man y ways, excep t fo r he r efficienc y i n som e respects , lik e 
Dora: tha t is , sh e i s a  doll , o r somethin g betwee n a  doll  an d a n angel , 
and a t th e sam e tim e a  doormat . Ye t Dicken s rave s abou t thi s ver y sub ' 
missiveness: 

What affectio n i n he r words, what compassio n i n he r suppressed tears , what a 
great soul of fidelity within her, how true the light that shed false brightness round 
him! (97) 

(She has just said that Dorrit's manners are said to be "a true gentleman's " 
and tha t "h e i s not to be blamed fo r being in need , poor love. Who coul d 
be i n priso n fo r a  quarter o f a  century, an d be prosperous!" ) 

She know s tha t ther e i s a  (good ) fathe r sh e ha s neve r seen , an d sh e 
yearns for him, but she does nothing to find him, as by standing up to him. 
The faul t seem s t o sugges t som e impotenc e i n Dicken s i n th e fac e o f hi s 
own maddenin g father . 

Dickens sees that the light she throws over Dorrit is "false." But where 
Dickens i s wron g i s i n acceptin g tha t th e castin g o f fals e brightnes s i s 
acceptable, a s lov e an d devotion . Littl e Dorri t connive s a t th e ol d man' s 
false pride ; she compounds hi s absur d gentility : 



Little Dorrit;  Little  Doormat  8 1 

"It would be a new distress to him even to know that I  earn a little money, and 
that Fanny earns a little money. He is so anxious about us, you see, feeling helplessly 
shut up there. Such a good, good father!" (99 ) 

Love and fidelity  ar e fine things; but, again , they require the acknowledg -
ment o f weaknesses . I t i s no t anxiou s concer n abou t hi s daughter s tha t 
prompts Dorri t t o kee p himsel f unawar e o f his daughters ' scrapings ; i t i s 
his ow n egois m an d fals e pride . H e doe s no t fee l helplessl y shu t up ; H e 
enjoys bein g a  kin d o f priso n baron—bu t doe s littl e o r nothin g fo r th e 
welfare o f thos e wh o gran t hi m suc h fals e deference . H e i s not  a  goo d 
father, an d i t i s not th e bes t exercis e o f love an d fidelity  t o fal l int o suc h 
false idealisations . I t i s no t lov e t o pu t u p with suc h offense s t o love , i n 
absolute devotion . Thi s i s no t t o sa y he deserve d suc h treatmen t a s Lea r 
had fro m Goneri l an d Regan ; but a  speech lik e Cordelia' s first  on e migh t 
have been i n order . 

I hav e discusse d th e natur e o f falsifying institution s i n Blea\  House — 
the Cour t o f Chancery itself , an d th e whol e comple x o f Chesney Wold . 
The debtor' s priso n i s suc h a  falsifyin g institutio n i n thi s novel , an d i s 
mirrored i n the symbolism of the book by Merdle's empire . Merdle's nam e 
clearly derives from the French word for the substance that Freud declare d 
to represen t "inne r contents" : merde  alors!  Merdle's fals e gol d generate s 
only false social relationships an d identities* (Dickens is  marvelous on th e 
pretensions o f Mrs. Merdle, who i s "the Bosom." ) Th e Marshalse a hold s 
those who have nothing or less than nothing ; they are imprisoned becaus e 
they ar e minu s quantities . The y hav e n o identities , ye t eve n her e Dorri t 
creates himself a  role or identity of sorts. Little Dorrit represent s lov e an d 
fidelity generating Christlik e meaning s i n thi s negativ e environment . I t i s 
not, I  think, a s John Hollowa y put s it , a  question o f stripping awa y "sur -
faces" but of finding what is there "within," established by love, devotion, 
reparation. 

But reparatio n canno t b e achieved ; substanc e an d meanin g canno t b e 
established on the basis of "false light" and without the realistic recognition 
of the mixed nature of human nature in the other. For the creative writer , 
this mean s developin g the abilit y t o find  the ambivalenc e i n himself . 

*I believe it i s possible that Dickens picked up the name, in association with ill'gotte n gains , 
from th e cloacal language about "merds " of Ben Jonson's Alchemist, wit h al l its unconsciou s 
symbolism. 
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Strangely enough, the Marshalsea itsel f also seems to put a  limit on this 
process. Little Dorri t make s a  strange remark: " I think i t would b e almos t 
cowardly and cruel not to have some little attachment for it, after al l this." 
To who m woul d i t b e "cruel " i f sh e were no t t o lov e th e prison ? Wh y 
would i t be "cowardly" ? 

Strangely enough , havin g s o much o f the actio n insid e the Marshalse a 
puts a  form o f false security aroun d the relationship between Littl e Dorri t 
and he r father , an d th e situatio n strangel y limit s th e realism . I t i s quit e 
the opposit e i n Pic\wic\  Papers.  When Mr . Pickwic k goe s t o prison , a 
somber not e take s ove r th e book , an d it s rang e extend s int o a  wider per -
spective o n huma n suffering . Th e od d thin g abou t th e Marshalsea i s tha t 
it place s a  limitation o f a  sentimental kin d o n Littl e Dorrit' s appreciatio n 
of he r father , o n he r lov e an d fidelity—provide s a n excus e fo r he r com -
pliance. 

There ar e time s whe n i t woul d hav e bee n bette r fo r Littl e Dorri t t o 
stand u p t o he r fathe r an d t o resis t him . I n sayin g this , o f course , I  a m 
asking for a  different book . Bu t surel y her lov e and devotio n woul d hav e 
been more convincing if Little Dorrit had not been so consistently withou t 
fault? W e excus e he r becaus e w e say , "Oh , bu t he r poo r ol d fathe r ha s 
been i n prison fo r a  quarter o f a century" o r "But sh e herself was born i n 
the Marshalsea. " Th e Marshalse a itsel f thu s seem s t o becom e a  rathe r 
special protective kind of home, and spontaneous action within i t is limited 
by a n inhibiting pity tha t ha s a  sneaking love  for the Marshalsea itself . I n 
this setting , too, Little Dorri t hersel f is limited by her role , and (again ) by 
her "innocence. " 

It need s t o b e emphasised , a s a  psychotherapist migh t wel l emphasiz e 
to a  patient, tha t lov e is not th e uncritica l acceptanc e o f the other , no r i s 
fidelity tota l submission . No r i s i t selflessness : "Sh e wa s no t accustome d 
to thin k o f herself, o r to troubl e an y one with he r emotions " (99) . 

I tur n fo r a  momen t t o th e attractio n tha t F . R . Leavi s evidentl y fel t 
for Littl e Dorrit . Leavi s believed tha t selflessnes s wa s a  virtue, often else -
where accusin g other s (lik e Bertran d Russel l an d Othello ) o f being "im -
prisoned i n the ego. " He obviously rallied strongl y to a  Little Dorri t wh o 
"would not trouble anyone with her emotions." But then she is also sexless, 
submissive, totally loyal, innocent, quiet , and wholly under control: every-
thing, that is , that n o rea l woman is—an d tha t certainl y one' s own inne r 
phantom woma n o f the unconsciou s i s not . 



C H A P T E R F O U R 

At the Heart of the Marshalsea 

One of the crucial scenes in Little Dorrit  is that between Littl e Dorrit and 
her fathe r i n chapte r 19 , book 1 . The chapte r provide s a  clu e t o th e 
symbolism of the Marshalsea: like the Court of Chancery and the Jarndyce 
case, i t i s the embodimen t o f a structure tha t falsifie s th e true self . W e 
find similar structures elsewhere : Pip, for instance, is caught up in one, a 
false inheritance , Estell a i s caught u p in the strange fabri c o f Miss H a v 
isham's establishment ; Dombe y i s caught u p in his business house ; Grad ' 
grind, in his educational system ; Bounderby, in his melancholy elephants , 
the machines , and his own egoism. 

What i s the true identity ? The final paragraphs o f chapter 1 9 are puz' 
zling: what doe s Littl e Dorri t mea n whe n sh e cries out , "No, no, I hav e 
never see n him in my life!" Who is "he"? The answer i s in the previous 
paragraph: "she . .. wondered did he look now at all as he had looked when 
he was prosperous an d happy," "a s he had so touched he r by imaginin g 
that he might look once more in that awful time" (231). The word "awful " 
is puzzling, until we realize this refers to his earlier remarks about his own 
death. He has declared tha t hi s children hav e never seen him as he really 
is: "my children will have never seen me" (227). There is no record of his 
prosperous self : "If I had but a picture of myself in those days , though i t 
was ever so ill done, you would be proud of it, you would be proud o f it" 
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(227). The y wil l onl y se e thi s tru e face , perhaps , i n hi s deat h (whic h i s 
the "awfu l time") : "Unles s m y face , whe n I  a m dead , subside s int o th e 
long departed look—the y say such things happen, I  don't know—my chil -
dren wil l hav e neve r see n me " (227) . I t i s thi s theme , presumably , tha t 
makes John Hollowa y tal k abou t "surfaces " an d th e wa y the y ar e pene -
trated i n thi s novel . Bu t th e essentia l them e is , rather, th e ques t fo r tru e 
self-being fro m within , existentially , i n the condition o f being-unto-death . 

The intensit y of feeling in this chapter , "Th e Fathe r of the Marshalse a 
in tw o o r thre e relations, " agai n suggests , tha t th e father-daughte r rela -
tionship wa s o f grea t significanc e t o Dickens : a s I  have pointe d out , i t i s 
of significance als o in Dombey and Son  an d Blea\ House.  When Mr . Dom-
bey strikes Florence, he menaces the image of himself that she holds in her 
heart, which sh e is trying to sustain i n love . In Blea\  House,  Esther's rea l 
father i s a  ruined man , addicte d t o opium , livin g in a  garre t a s a  copyis t 
of law documents ; he commits suicide and i s buried i n a  squalid corne r of 
unconsecrated ground . She has to make enormous efforts o f duty and lov e 
to her surrogate father, who is a rich fountain o f love, before she can move 
over, as it were, into an adul t love relationship, and find th e proper image 
of man t o which t o relate . 

This preoccupatio n raise s th e whol e questio n o f wha t th e father -
daughter relationship symbolizes in literature—in (say ) T. S . Eliot's poem 
Marina, Shakespeare' s Pericles;  Shakespeare's Lear,  Mrs . Gaskell' s Wives 
and Daughters. In discussing Shakespeare's Pericles I have suggested that the 
daughter symbolizes belief in the creative feminine principle: "the hope, the 
new ships"—that is, this symbolism has to do with one's relationship (if one 
is a man) to one's own female dynamic. It also has to do, of course, with one's 
relationships to woman in life, one's wife an d daughters, and to one's ow n 
authenticity of being, since being belongs to the feminine mode. 

The situation s i n whic h suc h a  them e i s explore d ar e thos e o f "th e 
world"—the world of economic harshness and drive in Dombey; the world 
in which ther e are pirates, brothels, and storms in Pericles, th e world tha t 
can be wrecked by one's arrogance and self-deception in Lear. The recurrent 
theme is  tha t o f authenti c being : wha t Cordelia' s lov e eventuall y bring s 
home t o Lea r i s tha t sens e o f absolut e authenticit y tha t enable s hi m t o 
triumph ove r al l concern with wha t th e world doe s to them : 

The good years shall devour them, flesh and fell , 
Ere they shall make us weep 
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Dickens mus t hav e had Lear  i n min d i n writing Little  Dorrit;  an d i t i s 
this theme, insofar a s it i s Learish, that mad e the book so interesting to F . 
R. Leavis , I  believe. Bu t ther e i s anothe r mythica l them e o f greia t signif y 
cance in Dickens' s mind , indicate d b y thi s slightly coy reference : 

There was a  classical daughter once—perhaps—who ministere d t o her fathe r i n 
his prison as her mother had ministered to her. Little Dorrit, though of the unheroic 
modern stock, and mere English, did much more, in comforting her father's wasted 
heart upon her innocent breast , and turning i t to a  fountain o f love and fidelity 
that never ran dry or waned, through all his years of famine. (229) 

As John Holloway tells us in his notes to the Penguin edition, this refer s 
to Euphrasia : "Euphrasia , daughte r o f Kin g Evande r o f Syracuse , who m 
she fe d whe n h e was i n priso n with th e mil k o f her breasts " (905) . Thi s 
is a  mos t importan t mythica l reference , a s i t indicate s tha t Dicken s i s 
thinking of Little Dorrit as "good breast," and that his theme is reparation, 
in the Kleinian sense. The coyness of his reference may also be interpreted . 
Saying tha t Euphrasi a ministere d t o he r fathe r a s he r mothe r ministere d 
to he r actuall y give s a n indirec t clu e t o th e powerfu l sexua l feelin g un * 
derlying Dickens's preoccupatio n wit h th e "daughter " theme : the uncon -
scious preoccupatio n i s with th e daughte r "ministering " t o th e fathe r as 
the mother  ministered  to  him,  an d th e imag e o f a  daughter givin g suck t o 
her father i s an intensely erotic, if incestuous, image. But the theme is also 
deeper tha n sexual , fo r i t suggest s th e daughte r givin g love an d meanin g 
to th e fathe r (perhap s a s the mothe r di d not) , an d thi s mus t arous e sus ' 
picions tha t Dicken s himsel f fel t th e possibilitie s o f the creativ e influenc e 
of lov e an d meanin g fro m hi s ow n daughter , i n way s tha t h e ha d no t 
known from hi s wife—a longin g for feminine sustenance such as an infan t 
should obtain from the mother. After all , there is enough about deprivation, 
especially deprivatio n o f inheritance, i n Dickens' s work t o sugges t this . I 
have suggeste d abov e tha t reparatio n ma y be an attemp t t o cur e the self , 
and we may see Dickens's own massive "giving out" and his preoccupation 
with givin g out , loving , healing , ma\ing  good , a s a n impuls e tha t ha s it s 
roots in his own deprivation a t the breast. The image of a daughter feedin g 
her father in the way her mother ministered to her had an enormous appeal 
to him. So, in his life, he tended to have, even in his household, a  devoted, 
"pure" siste r figure, a  nonsexual, nonlibidina l partne r (Mary , Georgina) . 

But also , o f course , th e impuls e towar d th e daughte r i s fraugh t wit h 
guilt. S o Dicken s goe s o n t o desexualiz e th e image.  Littl e Dorri t i s o f 



86 A t the  Heart  of  the Marshalsea 

"unheroic modern stock" and is "mere English," yet she does "much more." 
Hers i s no t t o be a  physical nourishment ; sh e comfort s he r father' s hear t 
"upon her  innocent  breast."  Th e Englis h Victoria n woma n ca n d o mor e 
because of her innocence—that wor d again. Because she is not (like a foreign 
Greek woman ) involve d i n sensuality , sh e ca n transcen d he r breas t int o 
true reparation , "turnin g i t t o a  fountai n o f lov e an d fidelit y tha t neve r 
ran dr y o r waned, throug h al l hi s years o f famine" (229) . Little Dorri t i s 
thus eminentl y "Littl e Mother" : sh e i s an idealize d fountai n o f motherl y 
love that pardons all , and neve r rejects o r withdraws, whatever the bitte r 
circumstances. At first  reading , I  took the "it " t o be his wasted heart , bu t 
that canno t b e so : i t i s he r innocen t breas t tha t i s turned t o a  fountain , 
for one could hardly accep t that Dorrit' s hear t becomes a  fountain o f love 
and fidelity.  H e i s treacherous t o her , a s when h e betrays to Chivery tha t 
Little Dorrit is on the bridge, when he tries to blackmail her into accepting 
young Chivery' s advance s fo r hi s ow n comfort , an d s o on. Hi s ow n lov e 
is often confuse d b y his totally false standards of social prestige and status. 
Yet th e od d ambiguit y reveal s Dickens' s wish , hi s idolizatio n tha t make s 
him wish, that the father ca n benefit fro m th e equivalent o f a mother lov e 
in hi s daughter , thi s lov e havin g th e additiona l attractio n o f bein g "in -
nocent"—that is , without th e complication s o f th e libidinal , o f th e ful l 
sexual relationshi p with a  woman. 

Unfortunately, t o endors e th e kin d o f lov e an d fidelity  embodie d i n 
Little Dorrit i s to endorse an unreality—and a n injustice. Dorrit' s view of 
himself we shal l examin e i n a  moment , bu t i t include s th e fals e vie w o f 
him tha t Littl e Dorri t want s t o accept : "Sh e was to o conten t t o se e hi m 
with a  luste r roun d hi s head. " Tha t is , a s Dickens know s an d show s h e 
knows, she wants t o see him a s a saint o r even a s a  Christlike figure,  bu t 
the truth i s that he is anything but that . Dickens sees that she is mistaken, 
but he gives her none—or far too little—of Pip's revulsion a t the falsifyin g 
effect o n himself o f a "love" like Magwitch's tha t i s caught u p in it s ow n 
false fantasies . Littl e Dorrit' s erro r i s in becoming too embroiled , becaus e 
of her "innocence, " i n a  false assumption : tha t whil e a  woman's lov e ca n 
be all'forgiving , an d a n endles s fountain o f fidelity,  the ma n i s entitled t o 
infringe fidelity  an d t o insul t tha t lov e with impunity . Thi s woul d onl y 
be acceptable i f the man were a n infant . Sinc e he is an adul t and a  father , 
not al l the horrors of quarter of a century in the debtors' prison can excuse 
the offense s t o hi s daughter' s bein g tha t h e commits . Thi s i s no t t o sa y 
that sh e ought no t t o g o on lovin g him—members o f a family ofte n d o go 
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on loving one another, despite outrages, which are forgiven—but wha t w e 
are examinin g i s the author' s portraya l o f this complex , an d i n Dickens' s 
portrayal ther e i s a  seriou s lac k o f realis m an d justice : Littl e Dorri t i s 
honored too much as totally submissive, while Dorrit is pardoned too easily 
for being a  selfish ol d brute . 

Of course , ther e i s a  sens e i n whic h lov e i s absolute : certainly , wit h 
children one never withdraws one' s love, however badly they behave. Yet 
this lov e nee d no t b e all-tolerating , an d i t i s true lov e tha t mus t a t time s 
(as throug h th e ba d patche s o f adolescen t hostility ) mov e int o painfu l 
positions o f confrontation o r resistance , fo r fidelity's  sake , fo r th e sak e of 
love. Love can even be painfully critical , as it is  with Mr . Knightley , wh o 
castigates Emm a an d make s her weep with remorse . 

If we examin e th e beginnin g o f chapte r 19 , we find  tha t Dicken s ha d 
no doubt abou t the characte r o f William Dorrit : his rendering of his "jail -
rot" is done with profundity an d wit. He is also critical of Amy's idolization 
of her father , bu t h e goe s over to o easil y into a n idealizatio n o f her idol -
ization, endorsing the absoluteness of her "innocent" love, which is utterly 
submissive. I n bein g s o submissive Littl e Dorri t forfeit s credibilit y a s a n 
adult an d becomes sentimental; we ar e invited int o the author's unreality , 
his tendency to find the ideal woman "angelic, " which als o means sexless 
and withou t independenc e o f spiri t (Estell a i s b y contras t ful l o f spirit , 
despite he r emotiona l coldness , an d s o ar e Bell a Wilfer , Lizzi e Hexam , 
Biddy, Nancy, an d Bets y Trotwood) . 

Dickens, as we have seen, is interested i n the way in which individual s 
may b e corrupte d an d brough t t o forfei t thei r "tru e self-being " b y som e 
kind of system or complex in which they are ensnared or that they inherit : 
the Dombey empire, the Merdle empire, the Jarndyce case, the Marshalsea , 
the utilitarian calculus . The cure for this falsification i s love. We ma y even 
reduce thi s t o "har d hearts " versu s "love" : Dicken s i s pursuin g Lear' s 
question, "I s ther e an y cause in natur e tha t make s these har d hearts? " 

But, o f course, thinking o f the analog y with King  Lear,  suc h a n oppo -
sition i s mos t effectiv e whe n th e lov e refuse s t o compromis e wit h fals e 
exploitation o f love , an d trie s (a s with th e Foo l an d Kent ) t o brin g lov e 
out o f falsificatio n an d inauthenticity , eve n a t th e ris k o f the protester' s 
life. The Foo l an d Ken t s o love Lear , an d ar e so devoted t o th e principl e 
of hi s kingship , tha t the y pu t thei r ow n safet y an d well-bein g i n dange r 
by criticizing him fo r hi s fals e postures . 

Little Dorrit , i n he r devotion , i s show n acceptin g deprivatio n a s sh e 
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spends he r nigh t ou t a t he r "party " i n th e col d night , thoug h thi s seem s 
to com e abou t becaus e o f her ow n carelessnes s abou t closin g time i n th e 
prison, an d a  rathe r absur d shynes s abou t discussin g th e proble m wit h 
Clennam. Bu t that , o f course , i s jus t ho w you r "innocent " Victoria n 
woman woul d behave . He r sufferin g a t he r stree t "party " i s not a  cons c 
quence o f an y sacrific e o r ac t o f duty , thoug h Dicken s probabl y ha d i n 
mind som e kin d o f reductio n t o "bar e necessity " suc h a s Lea r suffer s i n 
King Lear. 

But Littl e Dorrit differ s i n ways related t o the differences betwee n th e 
ages: one canno t imagin e Cordeli a being called "Littl e Cordelia " (thoug h 
Lear is tender to her in a childlike way in the last act), nor can one imagine 
Little Dorri t arrivin g wit h a n arm y t o sav e he r father . Sh e lack s bot h 
Cordelia's dogge d determinatio n no t t o b e falsifie d an d Cordelia' s an -
guished discriminatio n agains t he r father—discriminatio n tha t refuse s t o 
compromise. Thos e wh o shrin k fro m encounterin g Lear' s realit y op t fo r 
sycophantic hypocris y an d combin e thi s wit h rejectio n an d dir e cruelty , 
as d o Goneri l an d Regan . B y contrast , Cordelia' s is  a  manifestatio n o f a 
love that accept s ambivalence. Like Kent, Cordelia wants to love  Lear and 
oblige him t o be true  Lear:  she i s a  determined realist . To he r sister s sh e 
says, 

I know you what you are 
Love well our father ; 

To your professed bosoms, I commit him: 
But yet, alas, stood I within his grace, 
I would prefer him to a better place. 

Little Dorri t lack s Cordelia' s sagacity , he r critica l power , an d he r de -
termined authenticity . Sh e i s well awar e o f her father' s degradation , an d 
quite properly lovingly forgives him ; but where she fails i s in not refusin g 
to accep t hi s manipulations . Sh e secretl y bears , tremblingly , hi s offense s 
to her , a s when h e betrays he r t o th e turnkey' s unwelcom e attentions — 
when sh e should , fo r hi s sak e an d hers , fo r love' s sake , deal with hi m i n 
this respect . Similarly , late r sh e bears , withou t reproof , hi s criticism s o f 
her behavior when sh e will no t liv e up to a  socialite life . I t i s not enoug h 
that she should refuse t o be falsified i n this respect; she should have mad e 
it plai n t o hi m wh y sh e would no t falsify , an d wh y h e was wron g i n s o 
trying to falsify her , on a parallel with Cordelia' s "I cannot heave my heart 
unto m y mouth " 

Incidentally, I  a m indicatin g i n wha t wa y Shakespear e mad e Dicken s 

....
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possible; and (a s Q. D. Leavis has pointed out* ) the greatest achievement s 
of the Englis h nove l would no t hav e been possibl e without Shakespeare . 
At th e same time I  am indicating weaknesses i n the Victorian sensibility , 
right a t the core of the problem of "being" to which both Shakespeare an d 
Dickens addresse d themselves , an d thi s indicate s th e grea t differenc e be ' 
tween th e ages . The Euphrasi a myt h ha d a n influenc e o n Dicken s that i s 
as weakening a s the Electr a myt h prove d a  source o f strength fo r Shak e 
speare. Moreover , th e Euphrasi a myt h ha s a n incestuou s conten t tha t i s 
dismissed by the heavy use of the concept of "innocence": in the Victorian 
consciousness woman was an innocent breast, a source of solace and nour ' 
ishment, bu t on e whose ow n eroti c spiri t wa s denied—s o tha t whe n th e 
Victorian male , lik e Ruskin , sa w th e woman' s pubi c hair , expressiv e o f 
her animal and libidinal needs, and her creativity, he became impotent ou t 
of fear and dread. Yet he wanted t o be at her breast, imbiding grace. Little 
Dorrit (Littl e Mother ) i s thus a  way o f avoiding man y aspect s o f reality : 
sexless, sh e provoke s n o guilt ; withou t Cordelia' s spirit , sh e prompt s n o 
problems of equality and mutual regard; always trembling and turning pale, 
she evoke s th e impuls e t o protect , an d s o control . An d i n consequence , 
she cannot really restore authenticity o f being in the world o f hard hearts ; 
she can onl y encourag e a  fantasy tha t th e world woul d b e a  better plac e 
if we were al l children, obedient an d submissive (o r certainly i f all women 
were so) . 

But t o retur n t o th e beginning o f chapter 19 : here, in a  comparison o f 
Frederick an d Willia m Dorrit , Dicken s show s himsel f quit e clea r a s t o 
William's pett y snobbery , hi s fantas y tha t sustain s hi m throug h hi s lon g 
incarceration an d the depth o f his jail'rot—yet h e makes of it a  Jonsonian 
comedy that reverberate s ou t int o a  genera l satir e o n huma n nature . 

The brother s Willia m an d Frederic k Dorri t wal k u p an d dow n th e 
College-yard, 

of course on the aristocratic or Pump side, for the Father made it a  point of his 
state to be chary of going among his children on the Poor side, except on Sunday 
mornings, Christma s Day s an d othe r occasion s o f ceremony, i n th e observanc e 
whereof h e was very punctual , an d a t which time s he laid hi s hands upon th e 
heads of their infants , an d blessed those young Insolvents with a  benignity tha t 
was highly edifying. (221 ) 

*See Leavis 1983 . 
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One call s i t "Jonsonian, " bu t i t i s i n fac t centrall y "English " i n a  muc h 
wider way: i t could be compared with Chauce r o n the Reve, Shakespear e 
on Dogberry — 

I am a wise fellow; and, which is more, an officer; and, which is more, a householder; 
and, which i s more, as pretty a  piece of flesh as any is in Messina; and one that 
knows the law, go to; and a rich fellow enough, go to; and a fellow that hath had 
losses 

—and Pop e on Sir Balaam, "the aristocrati c or Pump side" having exactl y 
the sam e caricatur e effec t a s "And , lo , tw o pudding s smok' d upo n th e 
board." 

The comedy is deepened by the contrast between the one brother, wh o 
is "free" bu t ha s le t himself go , and th e othe r brother , who i s imprisoned 
but builds a structure for himself as father of the Marshalsea. To his brother 
he says , 

"If you could be persuaded to smarten yourself up a little, Frederick—" 
"Do you think your habits are as precise and methodical as—shall I say as mine 

are? ... I doubt if you take air and exercise enough, Frederick. Here is the parade, 
always at your service." (222) 

He has the supporting structure of the institution, and he has the devotio n 
of his daughter (whos e attention i s the equivalent o f the domestic services 
of a  wife) : 

"I have impressed upon Amy during many years, that I  must have my meals (for 
instance) punctually . Amy has grow n u p i n a  sense of the importanc e o f these 
arrangements, and you know what a  good girl she is." (223) 

As w e rea d thi s w e ar e amused , bitterly , b y thi s man' s capacit y t o exto l 
his regula r life—whic h i s achieve d b y th e submissio n o f Littl e Dorri t t o 
the status o f a domestic slave—and w e fee l William Dorri t i s a  hypocrit e 
and domestic tyrant. Yet his daughter's love is, all the same, to be measured 
by the exten t t o which sh e dutifull y an d uncomplainingl y serve s the tyr ' 
anny an d is , moreover , unwillin g eithe r t o allo w other s t o criticiz e i t 
or t o criticiz e hi m i n he r ow n heart—le t alon e def y o r repriman d hi m 
about it . 

Dorrit goe s on : 

"I wish I could rouse you, my good Frederick; you want to be roused." 
"Yes, William, yes. No doubt," returned the other ....
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"But I  am not like you." 
... "Oh! Yo u migh t b e lik e me , m y dea r Frederick ; yo u migh t be , if  yo u 

chose." (223) 

Yet, a s we very soon see , William's keepin g himself "roused" i s a ploy 
to avoid the deep despair and depression an y real recognition o f his actua l 
state woul d bring . Becaus e o f this , h e i s impatien t o f distres s i n others , 
while attributin g to himself certain "qualities"—mora l qualities—tha t hi s 
brother does not have, but that he has, to endure the "College." And thes e 
qualities include the ability to see in his "testimonials" a  sign of the good ' 
ness o f huma n natur e an d th e fin e spiri t animatin g th e Collegian s a s a 
community, seein g i n the m "a t th e sam e time n o degradatio n t o himself , 
and n o depreciatio n o f his claim s a s a  gentleman" (225) . There follow s a 
moving paragraph i n which Dicken s shows himsel f awar e o f the comple x 
mixture o f misery, hope , shabbiness , an d dignit y to be foun d i n th e Mar ' 
shalsea (his own father was once taken up for debt and imprisoned there) : 

Such was the homily with which he improved an d pointed th e occasion to th e 
company in the lodge, before turning into the sallow yard again , and going with 
his own poor shabby dignity past the Collegian in the dressing-gown who had no 
coat, and past the Collegian in the sea-side slippers who had n o shoes, and past 
the stout greengrocer Collegian in the corduroy knee-breeches who had no cares, 
and past the lean clerk Collegian i n buttonless black who had no hopes, up his 
own poor shabby staircase, to his own poor shabby room. (225) 

It i s lik e a  tin y thumbnai l sketc h o f a  grou p o f Canterbur y pilgrims : 
note the vivid exactnes s o f such touches a s the dressing gown, the seasid e 
slippers, the corduroy knee breeches, and the buttonless  black. Here indeed 
the seedines s i s real , an d b y contras t th e clai m t o "mora l qualities " i s 
shown t o be the impuls e to believe a  lie. 

In th e shabb y roo m i s Littl e Dorrit : bu t whil e th e wa y sh e ha s lai d 
ready for him "his old grey gown" is movingly expressive of her devotion , 
the imag e i s spoiled by the religios e touch : 

His daughter put her little prayer-book in her pocket—had sh e been praying for 
all prisoners and captives!—and rose to welcome him. (225) 

It spoils because i t give s Amy's subsequen t challeng e to his pretense of 
"moral qualities" a pious air , more appropriate to Pecksniff, Chadband , o r 
the converte d Uria h Heep . There i s no w a  "touc h o f shame" i n th e air , 
and i t seem s to be prompted b y a  pious admonitio n fro m Amy , unspoke n 
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of course , combine d wit h tha t kin d o f totally forbearin g forgivenes s "that 
has even a  minatory quality : 

As sh e stoo d behin d him , leanin g ove r hi s chai r s o lovingly , sh e looke d wit h 
downcast eyes at the fire. An uneasiness stole over him that was like a touch of 
shame: and when h e spoke , as he presently did , i t wa s i n a n unconnecte d an d 
embarrassed manner. (225-26) 

And w e hav e move d fro m th e dee p huma n comed y o f Much Ado,  o r 
Jonson o r Pope , into Victorian melodrama , eve n t o the gestures : 

While he spoke, he was opening and shutting his hands like valves; so conscious 
all the time of this touch of shame, that he shrunk before his own knowledge of 
his meaning. (226) 

His meaning ("i f I  was to lose the support an d recognition o f Chivery an d 
his brothe r officers , I  migh t starv e t o deat h here" ) i s tha t h e i s prepare d 
to sacrific e he r feeling s fo r hi s ow n pett y prestig e an d comfort . 

If only , instea d o f bending he r hea d i n mute , pious remonstranc e tha t 
betrays no remonstrance, Little Dorrit had said , firmly, "Father, I  think i t 
was mea n o f you, t o le t th e Chivery s kno w I  was o n th e bridge , because 
you ar e aware I  do not welcome his attentions . I  do not thin k my  refusa l 
of his approaches would mean in the end that you would lose their respect, 
and as for talk of starving, you know that is nonsense." A more independent 
and spirite d girl , of the Elizabetha n ag e or of the presen t day , migh t add , 
"And I  do no t see  that grovelin g to turnkeys benefit s eithe r your dignit y 
or my self-respect." I n response to eithe r remark , there migh t have been a 
painful scene , bu t th e reade r woul d no t hav e los t hi s respec t fo r eithe r 
character—and the air would have been cleared in a way it is never cleared 
in Little  Dorrit.  No r woul d thi s hav e mean t an y les s love . Consider , fo r 
example, the extremel y painfu l wa y i n which Elizabet h confront s Darcy , 
without losin g the reader' s self-respec t o r doing irreparable har m t o thei r 
relationship—or, again , the way Mr . Knightle y upbraid s Emma . 

But Dickens believes in the endless masochism of Little Dorrit: an d so, 
in truth, we have an even mor e painful spectacle , that o f Dorrit graduall y 
being forced, b y Little Dorrit' s sanctimoniou s silence , into something lik e 
a breakdown . 

"What does it matter whether I eat or starve? What does it matter whether such 
a blighted life as mine comes to an end, now, next week, or next year? What am 
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I worth to any one? A poor prisoner, fed on alms and broken victuals; a squalid, 
disgraced wretch!" 

"Father, father! " As he rose, she went o n her knees to him, and held up her 
hands to him. (227) 

He goes on "looking haggardly about," and we ar e well into the Victorian 
highly mora l stage scene : 

"O despise me, despise me! Look away from me, don't listen to me, stop me, blush 
for me, cry for me—Even you, Amy! Do it, do it! I do it to myself! I am hardened 
now, I have sunk too low to care long even for that." 

"Dear father, loved father, darling of my heart!" She was clinging to him with 
her arms, and she got him to drop into his chair again , and caught a t the raised 
arm, and tried to put it round her neck. "Let it lie there, father. Look at me, father, 
kiss me father! Only think of me, father, fo r one little moment!" 

Still he went on in the same wild way, though it was gradually breaking down 
into a miserable whining. (228) 

It is a deplorable scene: but in a sense Dickens has brought it on himself, 
just a s th e character s hav e brough t i t o n themselve s b y thei r ow n fals e 
relationship. The gesture s ar e stage histrionics ; the repetition s an d excla ' 
mations ar e thos e o f the particularl y stylize d mode s o f the melodram a o f 
the time—as is Amy's prayerbook an d Dorrit's empty self-criticism, whic h 
sinks into maudli n self-pity . 

What we might feel is that the episode would have been so much better 
had Littl e Dorri t som e of the qualitie s o f Betsy Trotwood, who evidentl y 
experiences deep emotions but is able to deal with distressing circumstances 
in a  mod e o f realis m i n whic h genuin e lov e i s a t work : Bets y use s Mr . 
Dick to distance herself and to stimulate herself to action rather than words. 
This i s comic, but on e of the hallmarks o f melodrama i s a total absenc e of 
all comedy and irony. And with this absence of wit there goes a suspension 
of intelligence an d o f emotional realism . 

W e ca n believ e i n Dorrit' s "jail-rot " an d hi s attempt s t o sustai n som e 
sense o f self-respec t i n jail : we ca n believ e h e would fal l int o temporar y 
breakdowns. Bu t a s we follo w hi s confuse d rambling s w e becom e awar e 
of a n underlyin g purpos e i n th e autho r havin g t o d o with idealisin g th e 
father'daughter relationshi p i n a  certain way : 

Still he went on in the same wild way, though it was gradually breaking down 
into a miserable whining. 

"And ye t I  have some respect here . I  have made some stand agains t it . I  am 
not quit e trodden down . G o out an d as k who i s the chie f person i n th e place. 
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They'll tell you it's your father. Go out and ask who is never trifled with and who 
is always treated with some delicacy. They'll say your father. Go out and ask what 
funeral here (it must be here, I know it can be nowhere else) will make more talk, 
and perhaps more grief, than any that has ever gone out of the gate . They'll say 
your father's . Wel l then . Amy! Amy! Is your fathe r s o universally despised ? Is 
there nothing to redeem him? Will you have nothing to remember him by, but his 
ruin and decay? Will you be able to have no affection fo r him when he is gone, 
poor castaway, gone?" 

He burst into tears of maudlin pity for himself, and a t length suffered he r to 
embrace him, and take charge of him, let his grey head rest against her cheek, and 
bewailed hi s wretchedness. Presently he changed the subject o f his lamentation , 
and clasping his hands about her as she embraced him, cried, O Amy, his motherless, 
forlorn child! O the days that he had seen her careful and laborious for him! (228) 

There ar e moment s whe n th e outburs t i s convincing : i t begin s con ' 
vincingly, an d we applau d th e intention , whic h i s conveyed succinctly : 

Thus, now boasting, now despairing, in either fit a  captive with the jail-rot upon 
him, and the impurity o f his prison worn int o the grain of his soul, he revealed 
his degenerate state to his affectionate child . (228-29) 

But ther e follow s th e referenc e t o Euphrasia , an d w e hav e t o sa y tha t 
much o f th e scen e goe s soggy—an d i t i s sogg y wit h th e languag e an d 
histrionic modes of Victorian melodrama, which turn it out of the insightfu l 
(and Shakespearean ) int o a  fair y tale , int o tha t impossibl e fantas y worl d 
in which the Victorians could believe, wherein the grossest emotions could 
be indulged an d al l brought t o goo d by the ministering s o f an "innocent " 
breast: by magic . 

So, instea d o f the lovin g dealing s o f "practica l people, " i n whic h on e 
might imagin e a n Amy who coul d exclaim , "Fo r God' s sake , father!" w e 
have a n awe d resolutio n tha t i s a s soggy as the histrionics : 

When his tears were dried, and he sobbed in his weakness no longer, and was free 
from that touch of shame, and had recovered his usual bearing, she prepared the 
remains of his supper afresh , and , sitting by his side, rejoiced t o see him eat and 
drink. (229) 

That i s how one deals with an d tolerates a  child. I t is true, of course, tha t 
much o f the way we dea l with difficul t ol d people may  derive fro m ho w 
we dea l with a  chil d (a s Jenny deal s with he r "child " an d a s Little Nel l 
deals with he r father). Bu t there is too much falsification here , as Dickens 
presents Littl e Dorri t totall y devoi d o f irritation—o f ambivalence—an d 
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Dorrit himsel f s o easil y cure d o f hi s "shame " b y he r attentions , an d ye t 
so incapable o f love in hi s egoism : 

All this time he had never once thought of her dress, her shoes, her need of anything. 
No othe r person upon earth , save herself, could hav e been so unmindful o f her 
wants. 

He kissed her many times with, "Bless you my love. Good night, my dear!" 
But her gentl e breast had been so deeply wounded b y what sh e had seen of 

him, that she was unwilling to leave him alone. (229-30) 

Our respons e t o Littl e Dorri t i s fals e becaus e sh e i s so totally capabl e o f 
masochistic submission , howeve r brutall y egoisti c her fathe r is . Her love , 
Dickens goe s o n t o say , "ha d save d hi m t o b e eve n wha t h e was, " a 
hypocrite, eve n ove r what h e believes h e had "done " fo r Amy (whe n h e 
has done nothing). The falsity is so intense that it is as if Dickens desperately 
needed t o believe something abou t lov e that coul d no t b e true . 

Chapter 1 9 i s crucia l an d centra l t o th e book . I n i t Dicken s trie s t o 
reach int o th e complexitie s o f thi s characte r i n hi s jail-rot , an d t o plac e 
him; an d h e trie s t o plac e Littl e Dorrit' s idolizatio n o f him , bu t ye t ca n 
approve o f her prostration befor e hi s grotesqu e self-image : 

"I am in the twentythird year of my life here," he said, with a catch in his breath 
that was not so much a sob as an irrepressible sound of self-approval, the momentary 
outburst o f a noble consciousness . "I t i s al l I  could do for m y children—I hav e 
done it. Amy, my love, you are by far the best loved of the three; I have had you 
principally in my mind—whatever I have done for your sake, my dear child, I have 
done freely an d without murmuring. " 

Only the wisdom that holds the clue to all hearts and all mysteries, can surely 
know to what extent a man, especially a man brought down as this man had been, 
can impose upon himself. Enough, for the present place , that h e lay down with 
wet eyelashes, serene, in a manner majestic, after bestowing his life of degradation 
as a  sort o f portion o n the devote d chil d upo n whom it s miserie s had falle n s o 
heavily, and whose love alone had saved him to be even what he was. 

That child had no doubts, asked herself no questions, for she was but too content 
to see him with a  lustre roun d hi s head . Poo r dear , goo d dear , truest , kindest , 
dearest, were the only words she had for him as she hushed him to rest. (230-31) 

One canno t bu t suspec t somethin g seriousl y wron g wit h Dicken s i n hi s 
relationships t o his own children , fo r him to want t o fantasize a  situation 
in whic h a  daughte r coul d s o totall y worshi p suc h a  horrible an d hypo -
critical father . 

For a  father i s not Chris t o r God the Father an d doe s not deserve suc h 
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worship, while a  daughter i s not a  mother to him, as to a  baby, who mus t 
worship an d pardo n everythin g i t does . To embod y "love " in suc h term s 
is t o indulg e a n unreality , an d i n doin g s o Dickens show s himsel f t o b e 
embroiled i n the Victorian concep t of Ideal Woman, tha t innocent breast ' 
fountain wh o i s totally deprived o f all authenticity and freedom, who fail s 
to find  faul t wit h he r maste r sufficientl y t o escap e fro m hi s tyranny . S o 
Little Dorrit  i s abou t tyranny—an d i n it s piet y falsel y recommend s th e 
woman's tota l acceptanc e o f any exploitation , o n her knees : "O spar e hi s 
life! O  sen d hi m to me! " 

When w e tur n fro m Littl e Dorrit' s relationshi p with he r fathe r t o th e 
one with Arthur, we find a  different kin d of fantasy. With fathe r William, 
Little Dorri t i s al l forgiveness—givin g fathe r al l th e forgivenes s Dicken s 
yearned for . Wit h Arthur , Dicken s agai n fantasize s a n ange l wh o wil l 
restore the inheritanc e o f a deprived child : 

"From the unhappy suppression o f my youngest days , through the rigid and un ' 
loving home that followed them, through my departure, my long exile, my return, 
my mother's welcome, my intercourse with he r since, down to the afternoon o f 
this day with poor Flora," said Arthur Clennam, "what have I found!" 

His door was softly opened , and these spoken words startled him and came as 
if they were an answer: 

"Little Dorrit." (165) 

To her , h e migh t be God : 

"... seein g a light in the window." Not fo r the firs t time . No, not fo r the firs t 
time. In Little Dorrit's eyes , the outside of that window had been a  distant sta r 
on other night s than this . She had toiled ou t o f her way, tired an d troubled, t o 
look up at it , and wonder abou t the grave , brown gentlema n from afa r off , wh o 
had spoken to her as friend an d protector. (170) 

In wishing thi s protecto r well , he r prayer s ar e noted i n heaven : 

Little Dorri t turned a t the door to say "God bless you!" She said i t very softly , 
but perhap s she may have been as audible above—who knows!—as a  whole ca ' 
thedral choir. (173) 

Arthur want s t o tak e her u p protectively i n hi s arms : 

So diminutive she looked so fragile and defenceless against the bleak damp weather, 
flitting along in the shuffling shadow of her charge, that he felt, in his compassion, 
and in his habit of considering her a child apart from the rest of the rough world, 
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as if he would have been glad to take her up in his arms and carry her to her 
journey's end. (173) 

He offer s he r food , bu t sh e doesn' t eat , and , a s he "softl y pu t hi s glas s 
towards her," she is not thirsty either. 

Her (secret) love for Clennam is a total devotion. She trembles in utter 
and abject innocence: 

He saw her trembling little form and her downcast face, and the eyes that drooped 
the moment they were raised to his—he saw them almost with as much concern 
as tenderness. "My child, your manner is so changed!" 

The trembling was now quite beyond her control. Softly withdrawing her hand, 
and laying it in her other hand, she sat before him with her head bent and her 
whole form trembling. (380) 

It i s al l a  doubtful indulgence—Littl e Dorri t reduce d t o a  jellylike stat e 
(three tremblings in two shor t paragraphs) an d deeply agitated by lovin g 
Arthur, Arthur in such a stupid state of unawareness that even the author 
seems to ge t irritated by him: 

He never thought that she saw in him what no'one else could see. He never thought 
that in the whole world there were no other eyes that looked upon him with the 
same light and strength as hers. (381) 

To Littl e Dorri t Arthur unwittingl y talk s abou t hi s relationshi p wit h 
Flora, and how he is past it, is "done with tha t tender part of life": 

"I found that I had climbed the hill, and passed the level ground upon the top, 
and was descending quickly." If he had known the sharpness of the pain he caused 
the patient heart , in speaking thus! Yet he was doing it, to ease and serve her. 
(381) 

It i s al l characteristicall y Victoria n fantasy : th e woman canno t spea k 
out, b y convention:  sh e mus t be patien t an d all'bearing . Th e concer n i s 
not with delicac y so much as with extracting the maximum spurious pity 
for the suffering o f the absurdl y innocent. Arthur goes on: 

"I found that the day when any such thing would have been graceful in me, or 
good in me, or hopeful or happy for me, or any one in connection with me, was 
gone, and would never shine again." (381) 

This is , examined coolly , almos t a s much "maudlin self-pity" a s the lam-
entations o f Old Dorrit—an d throug h i t on e ma y hear something o f the 
author's ow n voice , "an y one i n connectio n wit h me " and "neve r shin e 
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again" being phrases tha t migh t have com e from a  letter fro m Dicken s a t 
the time . 

But Little Dorrit, as a fantasy angel, is deeply wounded by these laments: 

O! If he had known , i f he had known ! I f he could hav e seen the dagge r in his 
hand, and the cruel wounds it struck in the faithful bleedin g breast of this Little 
Dorrit! (381) 

This i s th e languag e o f very bad , ha m melodrama , and , totall y withou t 
any modifying humor , i t unconsciously echoes the true history of Pyramus 
and Thisbe : 

Whereat with blade, with bloody blameful blade, 
He boldly broached his boiling bloody breast. 

But Dicken s canno t sto p himself : 

He heard th e thril l i n her voice, he saw her earnes t face , he saw her clear true 
eyes, he saw the quickened bosom that would have joyfully throw n itsel f before 
him to receive a mortal wound directed at his breast, with the dying cry, "I love 
him!" (382) 

It i s infantil e wish-fulfillmen t fantasy , wit h a  strang e touc h o f sadism : 
Little Dorrit with her worn shoes and her old frock i s both Cinderell a an d 
a victim over whom Dickens gloats as she trembles and suffers—the totall y 
controllable submissiv e woman . So , we progres s t o th e fair y stor y Littl e 
Dorrit hersel f tells of the princess always spinning hopefully a t her wheel. 
But Arthu r says , "Alway s thin k o f m e a s quit e a n ol d man " (383) , an d 
wonders if, among her devotion and duties, she has "an interest in someone 
else, an interes t incompatibl e with you r affectio n here. " 

"No, No, No." She shook her head, after eac h slow repetition of the word, with 
an air of quiet desolation that he remembered long afterwards....The tim e came 
when h e remembered i t well, long afterwards withi n those prison walls, within 
that very room. (383-84) 

She is full o f thanks, and cries that he is "so good"; from beginning to end , 
the scen e (chapte r 32 ) i s al l spurious theatricals . 

This kin d o f mawkish melodram a contrast s strikingl y with Dicken s a t 
his best. Characteristicall y Victorian , h e could a t one moment deman d o f 
us tha t w e ente r int o the dimension s o f an infantil e fair y tale , and a t th e 
next momen t be penetratingly sophisticate d an d insightful , deepl y critica l 
of his society . 
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By contrast with th e awfu l melodram a o f Arthur an d Amy i s his mar -
velous portraya l o f Mrs . General . A t a  tim e whe n wome n neede d chap -
erones an d girl s neede d trainin g fo r th e marriag e market , gentee l butto n 
molders lik e Mrs . Genera l wer e indispensable ; an d i t satisfie s somethin g 
in her , t o be such a  legislator o f gentility : 

In person, Mrs. General, including her skirts which had much to do with it , was 
of a dignified and imposing appearance; ample, rustling, gravely voluminous: always 
upright behind the proprieties. (450) 

The wit return s t o the writing, an d i t i s a Jonsonian wit , imbue d wit h 
a critica l edge—an d th e qualit y o f the languag e goe s with it . 

Mrs. General' s "skirts, " he r "ample , rustlin g presence, " endorse s th e 
"proprieties" abou t whic h Dicken s i s her e wryl y ironic . Dorrit' s gentee l 
pretensions ar e expose d becaus e we hav e been accustome d fo r s o long t o 
see hi m a s a n imprisone d pauper . No w h e i s equall y imprisone d withi n 
the falsification s o f "th e proprieties, " an d Mrs . Genera l i s hi s jailer . Sh e 
is inviolable i n her propriety : 

She migh t hav e bee n taken—ha d bee n taken—t o th e to p o f th e Alp s an d th e 
bottom of Herculaneum, without disarrangin g a fold in her dress, or displacing a 
pin. (450) 

The wi t i s sophisticated : "th e Alps " suggest s a  rang e o f experienc e t o 
which th e Englis h middle-clas s propriet y is  indifferen t (compar e Harrie t 
in E . M . Forster' s Where  Angels  Fear  to Tread);  Herculaneum i s know n 
to contain images and relics that speak of a magnificent bu t barbarous time, 
and of libidinal human activities . It is indeed comic and amazing that Mrs . 
General remain s unruffled b y these experiences , her pins staying in place . 

If her countenance and hair had rather a floury appearance, as though from living 
in some transcendently genteel mill, it was rather because she was a chalky creation 
altogether, than because she mended her complexion with violet powder, or had 
turned grey. If her eyes had no expression, it was probably because they had nothing 
to express. If she had few wrinkles, it was because her mind had never traced its 
name or any other inscription on her face. A cool, waxy, blown-out woman, who 
never lighted well. (450) 

If th e earl y par t o f th e descriptio n i s lik e Jonson's verse , th e latte r i s 
more like Shakespeare's: "there is no ar t /  To find th e mind's constructio n 
in th e face. " Th e descriptio n ha s considerabl e depth , an d i s bitingly ob -
servant o f a  kin d o f emptines s tha t belong s t o a  comfortabl e kin d o f in -



100 A t the  Heart  of  the Marshalsea 

sensitivity and denseness. The las t sentence is hilarious, making her a kind 
of extinguishe d lamp , wh o ha s n o illuminatio n t o offer . Dicken s bot h 
demolishes her an d leave s her a  monument t o empt y forms, an d these ar e 
profoundly critica l o f the conditio n o f innocent uselessnes s to which Vic -
torian societ y reduce d it s woman : 

Mrs. General had no opinions. Her way of forming a mind was to prevent it from 
forming opinions. She had a little circular set of mental grooves or rails, on which 
she started littl e trains of other people's opinions, which never overtook one an-
other, and never got anywhere. 

... Mrs. General was not to be told of anything shocking. Accidents, miseries 
and offences, wer e never to be mentioned before her . Passion was to go to sleep 
in the presence of Mrs. General, and blood was to change to milk and water. The 
little that was left in the world, when all these deductions were made, it was Mrs. 
General's province to varnish. I n that formatio n proces s of hers, she dipped th e 
smallest o f brushes int o th e larges t o f pots , an d varnished th e surfac e o f every 
object tha t cam e under consideration . The mor e cracked i t was , the mor e Mrs. 
General varnished it . 

There was varnish in Mrs. General's voice, varnish in Mrs. General's touch , 
an atmosphere of varnish round Mrs. General's figure. (450-51 ) 

The magnificent passage establishes Mrs. General as a falsifier—a carefu l 
creator o f inauthenticity , i n th e denia l o f life' s realities , i n th e nam e o f 
what i s proper . 

Some o f the theme s o f Little Dorrit  ar e lumbering , a s in th e whole Blan -
dois—Flintwinch stor y about the will and the house and the rest . So, too, 
is muc h o f th e "moral " action : Willia m Dorri t i n hi s pretentiousnes s i s 
seen in poverty to object to any charitable act in Amy (as over Old Nandy); 
when th e compan y get s t o th e Alps , h e i s seen i n riche s an d freedo m t o 
be objectin g i n th e sam e wa y t o he r kindnes s t o Pet , eve n insultin g t o 
Arthur in the process. All this becomes too obvious and somewhat labored . 

What ar e the episodes in Little Dorrit  that spring from a deeper creative 
purpose, suc h a s to justify Leavis' s referenc e t o Blake ? 

Perhaps th e mos t importan t poeti c them e i s tha t o f the essentia l con -
tinuity of the self, and its essential ("being") needs , which are not satisfie d 
by riche s an d comfor t no r necessaril y harme d b y privation . Th e troubl e 
with Willia m Dorri t is  that h e i s a  slave to forms , whethe r poo r o r rich , 
and i s willin g t o sacrific e genuin e lov e an d relationshi p t o th e mer e 
varnishings. 

Little Dorri t doggedl y persist s i n stickin g t o he r affections—an d i t i s 
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this Cordeli a elemen t i n he r tha t w e mus t admire . He r lette r t o Ar thu r 
Clennam fro m Venic e has its weak sentimenta l moments : would sh e really 
write this , fo r example ? 

That yo u remember m e only as the little shabb y gir l you protected wit h s o much 
tenderness, from whos e threadbare dres s you have kept away the rain, and whose 
wet fee t you have drie d a t your fire? (471) 

But i t als o contain s som e insightfu l matte r o n thi s subjec t o f familiarity : 

For instance , when w e were amon g the mountains, I  often fel t ( I hesitate t o tel l 
such a n idle thing, dea r Mr. Clennam, eve n t o you) as if the Marshalsea mus t be 
behind tha t grea t rock ; o r a s i f Mrs . Clennam' s roo m wher e I  hav e worke d s o 
many days , and where I  first saw you, mus t be just beyond tha t snow.. . . I t i s the 
same with peopl e that I  left i n England . 

When I  go about here in a gondola, I surprise myself looking into other gondolas 
as if I hoped t o see them. (469-70 ) 

Dorrit ha s revealed th e same feelin g amon g th e mountains : 

"But th e space," urge d th e greyhaired gentleman . "S o small, So—ha—ver y lmv 
ited." (441) 

A n d Littl e Dorrit , wi t h he r capacit y t o se e thing s a s the y reall y ar e 
beneath th e surface , pitie s him: 

I often fee l the old sad pity—I nee d no t write the word—for him . Change d a s he 
is, and inexpressibly bles t . . . the old feeling o f compassion come s upon me . (470 ) 

But sh e cannot fling  he r arms aroun d he r father , becaus e Fann y woul d b e 
angry at such a "show" and Mrs. General would conside r it an impropriety . 
The bes t underlyin g them e is thus tha t o f the falsificatio n o f the experienc e 
of the consciou s self , an d o f what w e kno w t o be tru e abou t it . 

Mr. Dorri t an d Mrs . General, a s devotee s o f the genteel , thu s becom e 
cruel i n thei r assumptio n tha t Am y ha s "n o forc e o f characte r an d self -
reliance." 

Fanny ha s these, but has "too much material"—tha t is , too many opin -
ions. Fann y i s not sufficiently submissive , a s a Victorian woma n ough t t o 
be. I n th e exchange s betwee n Dorri t an d Mrs. General, al l Dickens' s wi t 
returns: 

"I hav e pointe d ou t to her that th e celebrated Mrs . Eustace, the classical tourist , 
. . . compared the Rialto, greatly to its disadvantage, with Westminster an d Black' 
friars bridges.... " 
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"You wil l fin d i t serviceable, in the formation o f a demeanor, i f you sometime s 
say t o yoursel f i n company—o n enterin g a  roo m fo r instance—Papa , potatoes , 
poultry, prune s an d prison , prunes an d prism. " (475-76 ) 

T o th e "elegan t varnisher, " everythin g i s "demeanor" ; th e anguis h o f th e 
heart i s nothing , because sh e i s empty. Bu t we ar e deepl y distresse d b y th e 
way i n whic h th e objec t o f her faithfu l an d unflushin g lov e collude s wi t h 
the agent s o f hi s deferenc e t o th e "society " o f Mrs . Merdle' s bosom : 

"I sent fo r you, in order that I  might say—hum—impressively say , in the presenc e 
of Mrs. General, to whom we are all so much indebted fo r obligingly being present 
among us , on—ha—o n thi s o r an y othe r occasion, " Mrs . Genera l shu t he r eyes , 
"that I—h a hum—a m no t please d with you. " (477 ) 

Nothing disagreeabl e shoul d eve r b e looke d at , say s Mrs . General : A m y 
should no t stud y th e vagrants . Delivere d o f thi s sentiment , sh e retires , 
leaving Am y wi t h he r father . 

There i s represse d emotio n i n he r face , an d ha d i t bee n Georg e Elio t 
writing th e chapter , Dorri t migh t hav e receive d somethin g o f that kin d o f 
attempt t o brin g t rut h hom e t o a  corrupte d min d tha t lov e i s capabl e o f 
exerting. Bu t Littl e Dorri t mus t b e s o selfless : 

Not fo r herself . Sh e migh t fee l a  little wounded, bu t he r car e was no t fo r herself . 
Her thought s stil l turned , a s they ha d alway s turned , t o him. (477-78 ) 

Dickens unfortunatel y transfer s th e Victoria n idea l o f th e ever -
submissive an d self-unsparin g wif e t o th e daughter . Ye t wha t Littl e Dorri t 
is witnessing i s the sam e corruptio n i n he r fathe r a s she sa w whe n h e wa s 
suffering fro m th e jail-rot : 

She felt that, in what he had just now said to her, and in his whole bearing towards 
her, ther e wa s th e well-know n shado w o f th e Marshalse a wall . I t too k a  ne w 
shape, but i t was the ol d sad shadow. Sh e began with sorrowfu l unwillingnes s t o 
acknowledge t o herself , tha t sh e was no t stron g enoug h t o kee p of f th e fea r tha t 
no spac e i n th e lif e o f man coul d overcom e tha t quarte r o f a  century behin d th e 
prison bars . (478 ) 

This i s fine,  an d i s transmuted fro m Dickens' s experienc e of his own father , 
and th e shado w o f himself . Bu t th e shado w i s als o to o muc h allowe d t o 
inhibit Littl e Dorrit ' s respons e t o he r father' s cruelty . Fo r i t i s cruelty an d 
tyranny: 

"Amy" h e returned , turnin g shor t upo n her . "You—ha—habituall y hur t 
me." (478 ) 
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What thi s is is understood by every person of "delicacy and sensitiveness " 
except her . Sh e constantl y revive s a  certain "topic"—an d h e i s of f agai n 
in one of his orgies of self-pity. Amy says nothing, but touches him gently ; 
and give s him "nothin g bu t love. " 

This i s the only time he speaks to her of the old days. But what h e asks 
for i s utterl y impossible , an d nowher e els e i s Willia m Dorri t mor e lik e 
Lear. For he is demanding that Amy shall take the kind of "surface" offere d 
by Mrs. General, and attemp t by falsification t o sweep the old experience s 
off the fac e o f the eart h an d obliterat e them . 

Amy know s thi s canno t b e done , an d sh e canno t disguis e he r unhap -
piness i n th e ne w grandeur . W e recal l tha t sh e hope d tha t onc e h e wa s 
free, sh e would se e him a s he reall y was. Perhaps , indeed , thi s i s how h e 
really is ; but w e shal l never know , because Littl e Dorri t neve r challenge s 
him: she never suggests that, in response to her revelations o f her true sel f 
and true love , he might try to be true to her, and this is an artistic failure . 

How Littl e Dorri t migh t hav e responde d i s demonstrated b y Frederic k 
in th e sam e chapter , afte r Dorri t ha s decide d t o solv e the proble m o f th e 
Gowans o n the basis of learning that they are friends o f the grea t Merdle : 

"To the winds with th e family credit! " cried th e old man with grea t scorn and 
indignation. "Brother, I protest against pride. I protest against ingratitude. I protest 
against any one of us here who have known what we have known, and have seen 
what w e hav e seen , settin g u p an y pretensio n tha t put s Am y a t a  moment' s 
disadvantage, or to the cost of a moment's pain." (485) 

Dickens obviousl y fel t tha t someon e should sa y it—and i n the hullabalo o 
that follows , al l Dorrit ca n say is, "we will—ha—keep thi s to ourselves. " 
Fanny goes in for violent fits of embracing Amy, an d alternatel y give s her 
brooches an d wishe s hersel f dead . I t al l point s t o th e inadequac y o f th e 
family i n th e fac e o f thei r situatio n an d thei r relationships , bu t i n thi s 
confusion, t o offer a  merely submissive, all'pardoning love , however muc h 
based o n Christ' s dictum , is , i n th e ligh t o f ou r moder n insight s fro m 
psychotherapy, t o compoun d confusio n an d tyranny , an d i t i s a  seriou s 
weakness in Dickens that h e so admires this craven facult y i n his heroine. 

One feels no such objections, however, to Amy's role in the last terrible 
scenes of her father , i n chapter 1 9 in the second book. Despite one or tw o 
melodramatic touches, like Frederick's last outburst (" O Go d . . . thou seest 
this daughte r o f m y dea r dea d brother, " etc.) , th e chapte r i s remarkabl e 
for its breadth of perspective and comic-tragic power. In this chapter, since 
Dorrit has broken down and is dying, Amy's total devotion is appropriate. 
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The chapte r begins outside the walls of Rome, with Dorri t gallopin g in 
a carriage acros s the Campagn a an d building castles in the ai r about mar -
rying Mrs. General—embracing , w e migh t say , respectability a t last . Om -
inously, h e meet s a  funera l procession , an d a  grea t cros s born e befor e a 
priest: 

He was a n ugly priest by torchlight; o f a  lowering aspect , with a n overhangin g 
brow; an d a s hi s eye s me t thos e o f Mr . Dorrit , lookin g bareheaded ou t o f his 
carriage, hi s lips , movin g a s they chaunted , seeme d t o threate n tha t importan t 
traveller; likewise the action of his hand, which was in fact his manner of returning 
the traveller's salutation, seemed to come in aid of that menace. (638) 

This priest might have been death himself, and throughout Little Dorrit 
the best moment s ar e those when th e action s of the characters ar e seen i n 
relation t o the presenc e o f death, whethe r i n poverty o r luxury . 

Dorrit reache s hi s destinatio n an d goe s t o fin d Littl e Dorri t himself . 
What h e finds  i s a  Frederick wh o i s so cheerfu l tha t Am y i s telling hi m 
he mus t be growing younger ever y day ; and what Dorri t see s is a brother 
who i s respondin g t o Am y wit h th e kin d o f lov e an d affectio n tha t i s 
capable o f being awar e o f what i s happening i n th e other' s life . Dorri t i s 
jealous, bu t th e momentar y scen e bring s ou t th e deadnes s o f hi s ow n 
capacity fo r lov e an d sympathy . Comically , hi s jealousy prompt s hi m t o 
accuse Frederic k o f goin g downhill , o f becomin g tire d an d wandering — 
and h e order s hi m t o bed . 

For the firs t tim e since leaving the Marshalsea , Littl e Dorri t i s servin g 
Dorrit's mea l and pouring his wine, as she used to do in prison. And fro m 
time to tim e he seems to start , a s i f wondering whethe r perhap s the y ar e 
still there. He is anxious and tired, and by subtle touches Dickens conveys 
to u s a  grotesque sens e o f futility i n Dorrit' s intention s o f matrimony, a s 
he hides away the presents for Mrs. General he has bought in Paris. Dickens 
derives much comedy from wha t h e calls the pruney an d prismatic natur e 
of the famil y banquet . Dorri t tend s t o g o to sleep during the meal . 

His courtshi p o f Mrs . Genera l i s conducte d i n languag e o f th e mos t 
elaborate gentility . Referrin g t o "th e favorabl e opinio n Mr . Dorri t ha s 
formed o f m y services, " sh e goe s o n t o say , " I hav e found , i n tha t onl y 
too high opinion , m y consolation an d recompense. " 

"Opinion of your services, madam?" said Mr. Dorrit. 
"Of," Mrs. General repeated, in an elegantly impressive manner, "my services." 
"Of your services alone, dear madam?" said Mr. Dorrit. 
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"I presume," retorted Mrs . General in her former impressiv e manner, "o f my 
services alone. For to what else," said Mrs. General, with a  slightly interrogative 
action of her gloves, "could I impute—?" 

"To—ha—yourself, Mrs . General. Ha, hum. To yourself and your merits...." 
(645) 

This i s enoug h t o oblig e th e lad y t o fly  int o gentee l an d prope r embar -
rassment. I t i s high comedy : "o n th e retur n o f tha t lad y t o tea , sh e ha d 
touched herself up with a little powder and pomatum, and was not without 
moral enhancemen t likewise " (646) , lik e a  figure  i n a  Gilra y o r Hogart h 
cartoon (o r Pope ; "Betty , giv e thi s chee k a  littl e red") . However , Dorri t 
begins t o loo k lik e death : h e give s Mrs . Genera l a  "bon y kiss " an d nex t 
day presents himsel f "i n a  refulgent conditio n a s to hi s attire , but lookin g 
indefinably shrunke n an d old " (646) . 

Suddenly, a t th e dinner , h e goe s mad , an d imagine s himsel f bac k i n 
prison. I t i s a deeply moving moment because "society " itsel f appears a s a 
prison (and , though we do not know i t yet, is indeed condemne d t o deat h 
when Merdle' s empir e collapses) . The compan y h e addresse s become  the 
inmates o f the Marshalse a a s he addresse s them : 

"Ladies and gentleman , the duty—ha—devolves upo n me of—hum—welcomin g 
you to the Marshalsea— The space is—ha—limited—limited—the parad e might 
be wider; but you will find it apparently grow larger after a  time—a time, ladies 
and gentlemen—" (647 ) 

So, the Marshalsea i s both "society, " th e compan y o f the rich , an d th e 
world, o r life; and in consideration o f the brevity o f the time and space of 
our life, it would be better to attend to primary matters of love and meaning. 
"My daughter, " crie s Dorrit , "Bor n here!"—an d her e w e fee l tha t sinc e 
he i s a  broken man , i t i s all she can d o to clin g to him an d tr y t o ge t hi m 
away, for his own dear sake. Dorrit, in his old form, suggests "testimonials," 
and we recogniz e that thi s is only what tha t world does , in its dealings i n 
bourgeois society . Naturally , face d wit h thi s painfu l scene , th e Boso m i s 
exceedingly mortified, no t least because at the beginning of the dinner "th e 
bosom was i n admirabl e preservation , an d o n th e bes t term s with itself. " 

Dorrit sees the staircase of his Roman palace as the stairs of the prison , 
and Dorrit , lik e Little Dorrit , ca n onl y see the world no w i n terms o f the 
old times. He does not now know Mrs. General, but a s for Amy, "he loved 
her i n hi s ol d way. " 
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They were in the jail again, and she tended him, and he had constant need of her, 
and could not turn without her . (649) 

Here, whe n Dicken s say s sh e woul d hav e lai d dow n he r lif e t o restor e 
him, i t make s sense , becaus e Dorri t i s no w dying ; hi s castle s vanish , 
the reflecte d mark s o f th e priso n vanish , an d sh e see s hi m a t las t a s h e 
really is: 

Quietly, quietly, the face subsided into a far younger likeness of her own than she 
had ever seen under the grey hair, and sank to rest. (650) 

It is a marvelously tragic chapter: and a t the end the two brothers lie dead, 
"far beyon d th e twiligh t judgement s o f thi s world ; hig h abov e it s mist s 
and obscurities. " And, a s with Dicken s a t hi s best, i t urge s o n u s consid " 
eration o f what, i n th e fac e o f mortality , th e poin t o f life migh t be . 

In this study I am trying to examine Dickens's attitude to woman in general, 
not leas t a t th e unconsciou s level . Bu t i t i s als o necessar y t o tak e int o 
account hi s ow n anguis h ove r hi s relationship s wit h rea l women. A t th e 
height o f his success , his relationshi p wit h hi s wife prove d deepl y unsat ' 
isfactory, t o sa y the least . The often-quote d relevan t passag e i s that fro m 
his lette r t o Forste r o f 5 September 1857 : 

Poor Catherine and I  are not made for each other, and there is no help for it . I t 
is not only that she makes me uneasy and unhappy, but that I make her so too .. . 
we are strangely ill-assorted for the bond there is between us. (Mackenzie, 292) 

Dickens admitted hi s own par t in the problem: "I claim no immunity fro m 
blame." Hi s tours , hi s theatricals , an d hi s reading s see m t o hav e bee n a 
form o f escap e fro m th e problem s o f hi s marriage . O n 1 1 October 1857 , 
he wrot e t o Ann e Cornelius , thei r servant , givin g he r instruction s t o 
convert his dressing room at Tavistock House into a bedroom, and to close 
up th e doo r leadin g t o Catherine' s bedroom. * And Dicken s wa s no w i n 
the stat e o f being fascinate d b y Ellen Ternan . 

The whol e famil y wa s awar e o f this sa d stat e o f affairs , an d a t time s 
Dickens was in a  state of distraction. H e assumed there was no possibility 

*Mackenz;ie, 294. 
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of an escap e from th e marriage , an d h e longe d fo r som e magica l solution , 
as the image of the young and lively Ellen intensified i n his consciousness . 

I am weary of rest and have no satisfaction but fatigue. Realities and idealities are 
always appearing before me , and I  don't lik e the Realities except when they are 
unattainable—then, I  like them of all things. I wish I  had been born in the days 
of ogres an d dragon-guarde d Castles . I  wish a n Ogr e with seve n head s .. . had 
taken the Princess whom I adore—you have no idea how intensely I love her!— 
to his stronghold....Nothing would suit me half so well this day, as climbing after 
her, sword in hand, and either winning her or being killed. (MacKenzie, 295) 

The reading s an d th e dram a see m to have offered a  better relie f from thi s 
intolerable situation than writing novels, and in this we may also, I believe, 
find som e indicatio n o f th e fascinatio n Dicken s ha d fo r melodrama , an d 
the satisfactio n i t gav e him. H e himsel f sai d a t thi s time , i n a  talk t o th e 
Royal Genera l Theatrica l Fund , "Ever y write r o f fiction  write s i n effec t 
for th e stage. " (MacKenzie , 296). Dickens began t o giv e professional per -
formances on the platform i n April, and of course (as the MacKenzies say), 
many o f these were attempt s t o evok e the famil y virtues . Yet a t the sam e 
time h e indulge d othe r fancie s i n th e theatrica l way : a t a  Mancheste r 
performance o f The Frozen  Deep  he had appeare d with Elle n Ternan i n a 
farce calle d Uncle  John i n which h e took th e par t o f an elderl y ma n wh o 
falls i n love with a  young ward an d make s her lavis h presents o f jewelry. 
A bracele t he had bought for Ellen was mistakenly delivered to Catherine ; 
Dickens responde d t o he r expression s o f outrage b y pointin g ou t tha t h e 
had sen t suc h token s t o othe r ladie s wh o ha d take n par t i n theatrical s 
(Mackenzie, 298) . But now , i t seemed , som e more radica l separatio n wa s 
imperative. 

Dickens wrot e t o Angela Coutt s (Ma y 9) , " I believ e m y marriage ha s 
been fo r years and years a s miserable a  one as ever was made.. . . I believ e 
that no two people were ever created with such an impossibility of interest, 
sympathy, confidence, sentiment , tender union o f any kind between them , 
as there is between my wife an d me.. . .Nature ha s put an insurmountabl e 
barrier betwee n us , whic h neve r i n thi s worl d ca n b e throw n down " 
(MacKenzjie, 298) . He eve n accuse d Catherin e o f mental unbalance . 

Rumors wer e circulating , an d Dicken s too k resor t t o lawyer s t o insis t 
upon disavowal s fro m Mrs . Hogarth , an d late r Dicken s publishe d a  disa -
vowal i n Household  Words tha t (sa y the Mackensies ) sounde d lik e some-
thing fro m a  sensationa l novel . H e als o wrote a  lette r t o th e manage r o f 
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his public readings , saying o f his wife tha t i t would b e "bette r fo r he r t o 
go away an d liv e apart " an d speakin g o f her "menta l disorder. " H e als o 
declared Elle n Ternan "virtuou s an d spotless" : this appeared i n the news-
paper. Kat e Dickens said , 

My father was like a madman when my mother left home. This affair brought out 
all that wa s worst, al l that was weakest i n him. He did no t car e a  damn wha t 
happened to any of us. Nothing could surpass the misery and unhappiness of our 
home. (Mackenzie, 305) 

Ellen Ternan lef t the stage. Catherine Dickens seems to have wished, later , 
to b e abl e t o sho w th e worl d tha t onc e Dicken s ha d love d her , a s wa s 
clear from hi s letters . 

The Mackenzie s sugges t tha t th e very emotion s o f childhood tha t ha d 
brilliantly serve d Dickens' s ar t wer e wholl y inadequat e fo r th e demand s 
of marriage . Hi s problem s see m t o hav e stemme d fro m a  profoun d an d 
never-appeased antagonis m t o hi s mother , an d h e carried thi s resentmen t 
over into his marriage. Kate described her mother as a "sweet, kind, peac e 
loving woman, a  lady," but other s sa w her a s a commonplace bu t no t ill -
disposed woman . A t an y rate , she seems to hav e been quit e incapabl e o f 
coping with Dickens' s success and elevation to fame: his fame severed him 
from her . Sh e had five  miscarriage s an d te n children , bu t neve r seem s t o 
have enjoye d motherhood . The Macready household sa w her a s a "whin -
ey woman " whos e negativ e stat e o f min d ha d don e muc h t o brea k th e 
marriage. 

On Dickens' s part, he was able to bring solutions to bear on his fantas y 
situations, bu t hi s creativ e effort s brough t littl e relie f t o th e problem s o f 
his life , an d ther e hi s conflict s le d t o restles s anxiet y an d despair . 

Forster describes him as kindly, generous, helpful an d well-meaning. H e 
genuinely believed that only such New Testament virtues as love, charity, 
and forgivenes s coul d chang e th e heart s an d mind s o f men, an d h e trie d 
to practic e wha t h e preached . Bu t th e worl d o f fanc y an d th e worl d o f 
reality remained apart. In life he would "rush at existence without counting 
the cost" : h e 

had not in himself the resources that such a man, judging from the surface, might 
be expecte d t o hav e had....Ther e wa s fo r hi m n o "cit y o f the mind " agains t 
outward ills, for inner consolation and shelter. (MacKensie , 306) 

He lost his temper, bullied his family, suffered fro m smoldering resentments, 
and fel t tha t hi s home migh t have collapse d were i t no t tha t h e shored i t 
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up by his self-sacrificing efforts : in many ways, that is , he was like William 
Dorrit. 

The relationshi p betwee n Dicken s an d Elle n Ternan , an d hi s (Uncl e 
John) fantasy o f that relationship obviously , then, lie behind tha t betwee n 
Esther and John Jarndyce—and behind Arthur Clennam and Little Dorrit . 
W e ca n rea d Arthur' s reflection s i n thi s light : 

He had com e to attac h t o Little Dorri t a n interest s o peculiar—an interes t tha t 
removed her from, while it grew out of, the common and coarse things surrounding 
her—that h e found i t disappointing , disagreeable , almos t painful, t o suppose her 
in love with young Mr. Chivery in the backyard, or any such person. On the other 
hand, he reasoned with himself that she was just as good and just as true, in love 
with him, as not in love with him; and that to make a kind of domesticated fair y 
of her, on the penalty of isolation of heart from the only people she knew, would 
be but a  weakness of his own fancy, an d not a  kind one . Still, her youthful an d 
ethereal appearance, her timid manner, the charm of her sensitive voice and eyes, 
the very many respects in which she had interested him out of her individuality, 
and the strong difference between herself and those about her, were not in unison, 
and were determined no t to be in unison, with this newly presented idea. (259) 

The slightl y tortuou s pros e here seem s to indicat e somethin g written ou t 
of Dickens' s ow n experience : we , I  believe , hav e t o ask , well , wha t o f 
Dickens's "fancy " an d Littl e Dorri t a s a  "domesticated fairy" ? And wha t 
of Arthur's patronizin g remark , " I hav e a n interes t i n th e littl e creature " 
(271). The proble m i s that w e find  i t ver y difficul t t o sympathiz e wit h a 
hero who ha s a n attitud e lik e that t o th e heroine : i t i s no t propitiou s fo r 
an equal , adul t relationship , despit e th e respec t fo r "suc h tria l an d devo " 
tion—such quie t goodness. " 

Quoting Forster , th e Mackenzies , a t th e en d o f their chapte r o n Dick -
ens's failed marriage , say he "found i t a s hard a s an eager and clever child 
to bea r . . . frustration." I n Little  Dorrit  ther e i s a  kin d o f yearning fo r a 
child relationship . Littl e Dorri t earl y o n relinquishe s an d renounce s he r 
love for Clennam, and tells a masochistic fairy tale about a  princess pining 
away, having only the shadow of a passerby in her life. Clennam i s on th e 
verge of being attracted to Pet (with her "wonderful eyes") , but he throws 
away the rose s o f his libidina l attractio n t o her , an d the y see m "pal e an d 
unreal." H e assume s th e par t o f " a ver y muc h olde r ma n tha t ha d don e 
with tha t par t o f life " (334) . Pe t speak s o f her difficultie s i n leavin g he r 
father, an d hope s tha t he r parent s wil l com e t o term s wit h he r marriag e 
to Gowan , an d Dicken s exclaims , 
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When wer e suc h changes eve r made in men' s natura l relation s t o one another : 
when was such reconcilement of ingrain differences eve r effected! (336 ) 

—which i s an intelligent insight not from the melodramatist , but fro m th e 
suffering husband . I n Clenna m an d Littl e Dorri t h e yearn s fo r a  sexles s 
relationship tha t doe s no t presen t suc h anguish ; i n a  sense, also , in goin g 
back t o Littl e Dorri t Clenna m i s goin g back t o mother —a bette r mothe r 
than Dicken s himsel f had experienced . 

When w e hav e take n int o accoun t Dickens' s extraordinar y situation , 
in hi s marriag e an d hi s relationships with women, i t i s clearer why Littl e 
Dorrit has to be so submissive and all'forgiving a s a little mother. Dicken s 
(whatever h e migh t admit , a s i n th e abov e quotatio n questionin g ho w 
much men could be altered) wanted to believe the melodrama fantasy. Hi s 
ideal woma n woul d pardo n al l thos e meannesses , disloyalties , cruelties , 
and madnesse s o f which h e ha d show n himsel f capable , while Arthu r i s 
his ideal man , reduced t o sexless , conscientious car e (doubtfu l onl y of his 
mother's secret)—and ingenuou s to the exten t o f having to be told by her 
other lover , young Chivery, tha t Little Dorrit loves him. The social world 
in Little  Dorrit  i s marvelousl y done—Mrs . Merdl e an d he r parrot , Mrs . 
General, Fanny an d th e Sparkler , the Marshalsea . Bu t a t the hear t o f th e 
story i s an unrea l fantas y o f a  love relationship fro m whic h ar e exclude d 
all those realities of passion, weakness, and ambiguity from which Dicken s 
suffered—from which , indeed , i s excluded "life"—an d s o it i s astonishin g 
that F . R. Leavi s should fin d Little  Dorrit  suc h a  central masterpiec e tha t 
he use d he r imag e on th e cove r o f his book o n Dickens . 

The disadvantage s o f the mode s o f Victorian melodram a becom e clea r i f 
we compar e wit h the m th e qualit y o f Dickens' s dramati c writin g a t it s 
best. Thi s ca n b e bot h comi c an d movin g a t th e sam e time . I n th e mel ' 
odramatic scene s i n which Littl e Dorri t i s present somethin g spoil s the m 
from eve r becoming realistic—the presence of a kind o f emotional loading , 
an expectatio n o f magical influences . Thi s ha s to d o with th e presence o f 
fantasies o f wish fulfillment . 

Nothing lik e this spoil s the super b scen e between Willia m Dorri t an d 
young John Chivery , i n chapte r 1 8 of book 2 . Young John ha s calle d o n 
Dorrit, intendin g t o giv e him a  bundle o f cigars . Dorri t ask s him up , an d 
he is smiling and muc h gratified . Bu t when th e attendant s withdraw an d 
they ar e alone , Dorrit turn s o n him : 
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"Now, sir," said Mr. Dorrit , turning round upon him and seizing him by the 
collar when they were safely alone. "What d o you mean by this?" 

The amazement and horror depicted in the unfortunate John's face—for he had 
rather expected to be embraced next—were of that powerfully expressiv e nature, 
that Mr. Dorrit withdrew his hand and merely glared at him. 

"How dare you do this?" said Mr. Dorrit. "How do you presume to come here? 
How dare you insult me?" 

"I insult you, Sir!" cried Young John. "Oh!" (631-32 ) 

It i s a  typical William Dorri t scene : he canno t bea r t o be reminded o f 
the humiliation s o f the Marshalsea , an d anyon e wh o remind s him , eve n 
affectionately, o f those times , he accuse s o f insulting him . H e als o know s 
young John ha s bee n fon d o f Amy, an d whil e h e wa s anxiou s t o expos e 
her t o hi s unwelcom e attention s whe n h e wa s a  prisoner , h e mus t no w 
regard it as unthinkable that John should be an appropriate suitor. He may 
at some level feel shame that he ever assisted John in his advances to Amy. 
On hi s part , youn g John i s no doub t awar e o f Dorrit's feeling s abou t hi s 
interest i n th e daughte r no w tha t Dorri t i s a  ric h man . So , the scen e i s 
full o f complex feeling s betwee n thes e men . 

But o f cours e youn g John i s not , lik e Amy, a n idealize d character . I n 
such a  situatio n sh e woul d onl y respon d i n term s o f th e mos t mute d 
vulnerability, and would endure her father's cruelt y with infinite lov e and 
forgiveness. Youn g Joh n i s hurt : h e i s stunned , an d protest s i n a  quit e 
normal way—so, th e scen e ha s a  realistic robustnes s tha t th e melodram a 
scenes do no t have . 

In consequence , Dorri t himsel f reacts , an d become s awar e o f the diffi -
culties o f the matter : 

John Chivery backed to the door. 
"Stop, sir!" cried Mr. Dorrit. "Stop! Sit down. Confound you , sit down!" 
John Chivery dropped into the chair nearest the door, and Mr. Dorrit walked 

up and down the room; rapidly at first; then, more slowly. Once, he went to the 
window, and stood there with his forehead agains t the glass. All of a sudden, he 
turned and said: 

"What els e did you come for, sir?" 
"Nothing else in the world, sir. Oh dear me! Only to say, sir, that I hoped you 

was well, and only to ask if Miss Amy was well?" 
"What's that to you, sir?" retorted Mr. Dorrit. (632) 

Mr. Dorri t become s ashamed , an d i s seen late r t o b e wiping hi s eyes , 
looking tired an d ill . 
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"Young John, I  am very sorry to have been hasty with you, but—ha—some re ' 
membrances are not happy remembrances, and—hum—you shouldn't have come." 

"I feel that now, sir," returned John Chivery; "but I didn't before, and Heaven 
knows I meant no harm, sir." 

"No. No," said Mr. Dorrit. "I am—hum—sure of that. Ha—Give me your hand, 
young John, give me your hand." 

Young John gave it; but Mr. Dorrit had driven his heart out of it, and nothing 
could change his face now, from its white, shocked look. (633) 

We hav e th e sens e o f a  conflic t betwee n rea l people , an d withi n rea l 
people, a s we d o no t whe n Dorri t i s with Littl e Dorri t i n suc h a  scene . 
W e ca n "hear " th e voice s an d follo w th e inne r experience s o f the char ' 
acters. Nothing can relieve the physical shock that young John has received, 
while Dorri t i s really tormented b y remorse because John's respons e i s so 
real an d natural . We ca n see , by comparison wit h thi s scene , how i n th e 
scenes wit h Amy , Dorri t i s no t i n dialogu e wit h a  rea l woma n bu t a 
phantom, a  fairy projection . An d thi s i s important, fo r Dickens' s purpos e 
here i s t o sho w ho w imprisonmen t o n th e on e han d an d riche s o n th e 
other ca n falsif y bein g an d relationships . I f this i s to be enacted convin c 
ingly, then there must be painful inne r changes and conflicts insid e people, 
while their act s must be shown to have real consequences. There mus t be 
moral development—and i t is just this that is missing in the scenes between 
Little Dorri t an d he r father , becaus e her response is too "pure, " too ideal ' 
ized an d unreal , whil e hi s i s i n consequenc e to o bland—safeguarded to o 
much fro m th e consequence s o f his own cruelt y an d self-deceit . 

Here Dorri t an d young John break through t o reminiscences o f the ol d 
days tha t the y have share d i n thei r commo n humanity : 

"Oh, indeed!" said Mr. Dorrit. 
"Do you—ha hum—go upon the—ha—" 
"Lock, sir? Yes, sir." 
"Much to do, John?" 
"Yes, sir; we're pretty heavy at present. I don't know how it is, but we generally 

are pretty heavy." (633) 

Yet, despite the recaptured bonhomie, "nothing while John was there could 
change John's fac e t o it s natura l colou r an d expressio n o r restor e John' s 
natural manner " (634) . 

In the light of a distinction between realisti c drama and the melodram a 
that falsifies , th e culmination o f the relationship between Little Dorrit an d 
Arthur Clenna m mus t surel y be seen a s belonging to the false ? 
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It seem s t o me , by contrast , quit e awful . O f course , I  take th e genera l 
point tha t th e discovery of the true self and it s destiny and the fulfillmen t 
of good relationships are essentially apart from al l considerations of money 
or worldly role . Dickens doe s hi s bes t t o mak e th e lov e between Arthu r 
and Am y a  fulfillment , wit h th e imag e o f the pos y o f flowers  i n chapte r 
19 and th e descriptio n o f the countrysid e i n autum n a t th e beginnin g o f 
the las t chapter . Bu t th e relationshi p neve r grow s beyon d a  somewha t 
monochromatic wish'fulfillmen t fantasy—Littl e Dorri t poo r again , i n he r 
wretched ol d dress , nursin g Arthu r a s sh e onc e nurse d he r father , a s a 
prisoner i n th e Marshalsea . 

Everything i s imprisoned i n the dream concep t o f the perfectly submis ' 
sive an d dutiful  Victoria n woman . Ther e i s i n th e presentatio n o f Littl e 
Dorrit none of the capacity to cast a critical eye on such concepts as emerges 
in Dickens' s portraya l o f Mrs. Genera l (" a sor t o f ghoule in gloves") . 

The absence of all irony goes with a  total absence of self-awareness an d 
self-criticism. Th e priso n atmosphere , a s we hav e seen , was ver y muc h a 
part o f Dickens' s ow n atmospher e i n life : h e wa s fascinate d b y prisons , 
Newgate, punishment, crime, and wickedness—much o f his creative effor t 
feels a s if it were devote d t o some kind o f expiation o f this elemen t in hi s 
own life . Perhaps , from hi s early experiences , he fel t i t migh t a t an y tim e 
ruin him ? 

How coul d he overcome this possible threat? The answer , I  believe, in 
unconscious fantasy , wa s by being "good"—makin g reparation , makin g i t 
appear t o other s tha t h e was "good " ("Wha t a  good ma n you mus t hav e 
been t o hav e writte n that! " a s someon e wrot e hi m abou t th e deat h o f 
Little Nell.) This reparative impulse was in considerable conflict with ho w 
he actuall y behave d i n life . T o sav e himsel f fro m thi s predicament , h e 
invented Arthu r Clenna m an d Littl e Dorri t a s dramatizations o f his ow n 
inward life . Bot h hav e bee n severel y deprive d i n thei r earl y life . Arthu r 
has a  dee p sens e o f deprivatio n i n consequence ; h e think s o f himsel f a s 
lacking i n feelin g an d no w ol d an d pas t hop e o f tender experience . Littl e 
Dorrit was actuall y born in prison, and has been cheated ou t of her legacy 
of one thousand guinea s by Arthur's suppose d mother . Bot h ar e ignoran t 
of the real extent of their deprivation, but when i t all comes out, of course, 
they forgive , an d the y jointl y destro y th e evidenc e o f Littl e Dorrit' s en -
titlement, presumabl y s o tha t n o opprobriu m shoul d b e cas t o n Arthur' s 
"mother," who is now dead. (The significance o f this act is not quite clear , 
since Arthur's mother was not his mother, is dead, and so cannot be pained 
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by th e recover y o f the codicil , while th e question s aris e a s to wher e th e 
money was, where i t i s now, an d who wil l benefit? ) 

There i s a  sense in whic h al l character s i n novel s ar e projections fro m 
the dynamic s o f th e inne r lif e o f a n author . Bu t artisti c succes s ofte n 
depends upon how much the characters are realized "out there," as people 
in the world . Where a n autho r identifie s to o closel y with a  character, h e 
may lose this capacity to make him or her seem real. Dickens's own situation 
at this time in his life was so painful tha t he tends, with Arthur an d Amy, 
to idealize them beyond belief. Not onl y are they fairy tale fantasy figures ; 
they seem to be spun fro m som e desperate devotiona l belief—tha t i f onl y 
one follows Christ' s pat h o f love, selflessness, an d tota l devotio n t o duty , 
one must triumph. And i n this, Little Dorrit, the embodiment o f a certain 
image of idealized woman, become s virtually th e ange l who i s to lead th e 
deprived victi m o f life, Arthur, t o heavenl y bliss . 

The languag e become s religios e i n th e extreme , an d extravagan t i n it s 
graveyard fulsomeness : surpris e yield s 

to the feeling s which th e empt y room awakened i n Clennam's wounded breast , 
and to the crowding associations with the one good and gentle creature who had 
sanctified it . He r absence in his altered fortune s mad e it, an d him in it , so very 
desolate an d s o much i n nee d o f such a  face o f love and truth , tha t h e turne d 
against the wall to weep, sobbing out , a s his heart relieve d itself , " O m y Little 
Dorrit!" (719) 

Dickens i s here indulging in self-pity , i n his identification wit h Arthur , i n 
his wish-fulfilling fantas y of how a pure and holy woman (a daughter figur e 
of infinit e patience ) coul d com e t o hi m an d sav e hi m fro m deprivation . 
But th e fantas y belong s t o childhood , eve n a s Clennam her e weeps lik e a 
child fo r hi s mother : i t i s only the overal l menac e o f the Marshalse a tha t 
persuades us to accept this breakdown int o infantile mode s of emotion (a s 
it persuade s u s a t th e beginnin g t o accep t th e unacceptabilit y o f Amy' s 
scenes with he r father) . 

The Marshalse a represent s th e inhuma n syste m o f "society, " an d i t 
is the counterpar t t o th e Merdl e structure . Neither , however , ca n reall y 
be taken t o represen t th e essenc e o f an industrial'commercia l societ y an d 
its essentia l inhumanity . It s inhumanit y lie s i n it s optimisti c indifferenc e 
to the primary needs of being and to the need for meaning, in the "utilitarian 
calculus." But this is not the whole story. For one thing, the very prosperity 
of Victorian industrialis m wa s creatin g riche s that , amon g othe r things , 



At the  Heart  of  the Marshalsea  11 5 

had mad e Dickens an d hi s readership possible . I t was als o producing tha t 
prosperity of which women were demanding their share—an impuls e tha t 
has led, despite the agonies and anguish of the struggle, to woman's achieve" 
ment o f her independenc e an d freedom , t o a  grea t extent . Th e purchase r 
of Gad' s Hill , an d th e performe r wh o brough t bac k a  fortun e o f twent y 
thousand pound s from hi s American tour , was not unacquainted with th e 
benefits tha t industrialisatio n ca n bring to ma n an d society . 

The Marshalse a mus t b e see n t o be a  symbol o f anothe r kind : lik e th e 
dead bab y i n Blea\  House,  a  symbo l o f element s i n th e unconscious . I t 
stands fo r a  psychic inheritanc e o f a  negative kin d tha t impede s an d rot s 
fulfillment, jus t a s Merdl e an d "th e bosom " stan d fo r a n attachmen t t o 
property, t o thing s an d "success, " whic h ca n d o nothin g fo r existentia l 
needs. Dicken s himsel f wa s betwee n th e devi l an d th e dee p blu e sea : i n 
his emotional lif e he must have felt he suffered fro m th e deficiencies o f his 
own inheritanc e fro m hi s parents , no t leas t hi s mother' s shortcomings , 
which he had projected onto his wife so disastrously. All his success, though 
it had , a s i t were , counteracte d hi s ow n father' s fecklessness , onl y mad e 
his emotional life more disastrous. So, the ups and downs of future i n Little 
Dorrit ar e shown t o be irrelevan t t o the lif e o f being in th e protagonists . 

In Littl e Dorri t I  believe we hav e somethin g lik e Shakespeare' s ques t 
for a renewed sense of being, through the symbolism of the daughter figures 
in his lat e plays, Miranda, Marina , Perdita . I t i s significant tha t thes e ar e 
daughters becaus e th e proble m i s t o find  generosit y towar d th e creativ e 
feminine principl e o f futur e generations : creativ e gratitude . An d thi s i s 
bound u p wit h th e achievemen t o f a n inne r fait h i n one' s ow n being , a s 
manifest i n one' s feminin e element . 

But wit h Littl e Dorrit , thi s goe s wrong , becaus e th e feminin e idea l 
becomes encapsulated too much in the Victorian concept of ideal woman— 
innocent an d submissive*—and is , moreover, falsified b y the religious con ' 
notations—falsified becaus e the y ar e no t reall y believed in . I  have raise d 
earlier the questio n o f how muc h the Victorians believed i n the angel s o f 
dead babies. How muc h did Dickens believe in the religious precepts (an d 
the domesti c virtues tha t wen t wit h them) , and ho w muc h di d he simpl y 
reserve them fo r publi c presentation ? 

*Shakespeare's young women in the later plays appear in the context of an experienced iron y 
("O brav e new world"): Marina virtually takes on the world o f the brothel single-handedly , 
and wins , but wo e betide the reade r who doubt s thi s t o be possible . 
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The appearance of Little Dorrit to Arthur afte r his illness is like a sickly 
Victorian oleograph : he sees a quiet figure with a  black mantle that seem s 
to dro p thi s an d become Littl e Dorri t i n he r old , worn dress . 

It seemed to tremble, and to clasp its hands, and to smile, and to burst into tears 
... her tears dropping on to him a s the rai n from Heave n had droppe d upo n 

the flowers — 
So faithful, tende r an d unspoile d b y Fortune . I n th e soun d o f her voice , in 

the ligh t o f her eyes , in th e touc h o f her hands , so Angelically comfortin g an d 
true! (756) 

She draws he r ar m aroun d hi s neck , an d 

nursed hi m a s lovingly, an d GO D know s a s innocently, a s she had nurse d he r 
father in that room when she had been but a baby, needing all the care from others 
that she took of them. (756) 

The Euphrasi a them e i s transferre d t o Arthu r Clennam . Th e phras e 
"GOD knows as innocently" is interesting: in what way could her nursing 
not b e innocent ? Presumabl y b y havin g som e kin d o f sexua l qualit y o r 
intention? But the emphasis here is on Arthur being nursed lik e a baby by 
a mother,  an d ye t hersel f bein g a  child , trembling , timid , an d abov e al l 
innocent: a  child-wife . 

So intensely i s she an idealize d objec t that , lik e Estella, she is a  star i n 
his life , an d eve n offer s hi m al l her money . 

There was one bright star shining in the sky. She looked up at it while she spoke, 
as if it were the fervent purpose of her own heart shining above her. (759) 

It ma y seem somewhat startlin g fo r Littl e Dorri t t o offer hi m her fortune , 
but i n the ligh t o f what I  have recorde d abov e abou t Victorian marriage , 
it wa s onl y wha t ever y Victoria n woma n offere d whe n sh e accepte d a n 
offer o f marriage. The symbolism of the star becomes quite unreal in Dick" 
ens's fervor : 

"The sta r had shon e on her face unti l now , when he r face sank upon hi s hand 
and her own" (759). 

In wha t possibl e sens e doe s a  sta r shin e o n anything ? I t woul d b e 
impossible t o detect , wit h th e mos t sensitiv e instrument , th e ligh t fro m 
the brightest sta r ever shining on a  face. The image is taken from religiou s 
paintings, i n whic h ligh t fro m th e star s i s shown t o shin e o n significan t 
personages, and i t belongs to the utte r unrealit y o f Dickens's idealization . 
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What d o we see when we are told a  star might be a woman's heart shining 
in th e sky ? 

Arthur declare s he mus t neve r touch he r fortune , never ; he would se e 
anything lik e that a s disgraceful : 

"I am disgraced enough, my Little Dorrit. I must not descend so low as that, and 
carry you—so dear, so generous, so good—down with me." (760) 

Again, i t is  totall y unreal , since , again , t o tak e ove r a  woman' s fortun e 
was a  normal course of events i n marriage , and no t disgracefu l a t all . Bu t 
Arthur, speakin g o f his humiliation , no w take s he r i n hi s arms , "as if  she 
had been his daughter" (760) . 

"You mus t se e me only a s I  am," declare s Arthur. Bu t we hav e t o sa y 
that ther e i s something strang e abou t him . Besid e William Dorrit , youn g 
John, and the other men in the novel, he is a cipher. He is grey and gloomy, 
conscientious an d grave , bu t als o seem s a t time s dull , stupid , an d unn v 
telligent. Who could be so obtuse as Arthur Clennam, who does not realize 
(or hope) tha t Littl e Dorri t wa s i n lov e with him ? The length s t o whic h 
poor Joh n Chiver y ha s t o g o t o mak e hi m awar e o f i t ar e absurd . Bu t 
absurd, too, is the way he allows himself to be made ridiculous by opening 
the wa y fo r Flora' s intimacie s (thoug h perhap s i n thi s Dicken s wa s cas -
tigating himsel f fo r makin g the sam e mistake ove r Maria Beadnell) . Ove r 
business matter s wit h Doyce , Clenna m i s s o ordinar y an d s o lackin g i n 
good sens e tha t h e i s exasperating . H e manifest s nothin g o f Pip' s self -
criticism and development toward maturity, or even Esther's growing good 
sense. He seems really to represent the dulles t an d leas t ebullient dynami c 
in Dickens—perhaps th e most wretched image s within his self that he fel t 
he had to drag along with him . Dickens seems to lack affection fo r Arthu r 
Clennam, an d he arid Amy ar e a  dreary pair , he weeping agains t th e wal l 
and sh e trembling . N o ma n coul d b e mor e sexles s tha n Arthu r an d n o 
woman more sexless than Amy. Between them they represent a relationship 
devoted to love, fidelity, and care, come what may , but one that is troubled 
by none o f the ric h emotiona l perplexitie s o f passion—because the y don' t 
have any. They can therefore offe r u s no insights into the realities of man-
woman relationships . 

There i s a hint a t on e point, fro m Meagles , as to the primary principl e 
behind thi s relationshi p i n Dickens' s mind . H e i s extolling Littl e Dorrit' s 
quality to her, in a  really rather admonitory way (Tattycora m having had 
a serious struggle to com e home to face th e music) . Meagles's ton e make s 
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one feel there was a good deal in Tattycoram's rebelliousness: "Tattycoram, 
come to m e a  moment, m y good girl. " The sermo n i s on selflessness : 

"If she had constantly thought of herself, and settled with herself that everybody 
visited thi s place upon her , turned i t agains t her , an d cas t i t a t her , she would 
have led an irritable and probably a useless existence. Yet I have heard tell , Tat' 
tycoram, that her young life has been one of active resignation, goodness, and noble 
service. Shall I tell you what I consider those eyes of hers that were here just now, 
to have always looked at, to get that expression?" 

"Yes, if you please, sir." 
"Duty, Tattycoram. Begin it early , and do it well; and there is no antecedent 

to it, in any origin or station, that will tell against us with the Almighty, or with 
ourselves." (812-13) 

I must say I find this nauseating. I t i s evidently addresse d to the reade r 
over Tattycoram' s head , an d i s moralizing a t th e leve l o f an Isaa c Watt s 
hymn. I t is clear (from biographical accounts of his behavior) that Dicken s 
did no t obe y the precept , eve n if , a s in his tyrannical procedure s a t home, 
he treate d hi s famil y t o a  rigamarole o f the kin d Tattycoram i s receiving . 
But i t i s not onl y hypocritical ; i t canno t b e the basi s fo r th e discover y o f 
being i n th e fac e o f society' s inhuma n system , whic h Dicken s offers , fo r 
that system  itsel f depende d upo n enforcin g obedienc e unde r th e nam e o f 
"Duty." And as for woman—since Little Dorrit  is about love and woman— 
the Victoria n worl d perpetrate d monstrou s crueltie s an d form s o f unfair " 
ness under the banner o f "Duty" an d the supposition tha t i t was a  tribute 
to th e Almighty t o spen d one' s lif e i n servitude . 

Little Dorrit' s ministration s t o he r fathe r represen t a  misconception o f 
duty: acceptance of responsibilities t o one's relatives does not require sub" 
mission to their cruel and insensitive impulses to falsify one' s own lif e an d 
being—does no t requir e the taci t acceptanc e o f misrepresentation, treach " 
ery, an d meanness . When he r sens e of duty i s transferred t o Arthur, on e 
has to insis t tha t t o transfer carin g affection fo r a  father i s not necessaril y 
the bes t formul a fo r establishin g goo d relation s i n marriage . 

A ma n doe s not want a  trembling angel , willing to mak e any sacrifice , 
innocent an d weak . I t bode s il l fo r th e futur e i f he envisage s a  wife a s a 
kind of nurse, offering ministrations suitable for geriatric care. A man wants 
a woman , no t a  child , an d a  goo d marriag e grow s ou t o f mutua l jo y a s 
well a s the experienc e o f misery, humiliation , an d disgrace . 

The en d o f Little Dorrit  seem s to m e artistically ver y unsatisfactory — 
the clumsy attempt to introduce comedy with a  substantial chunk of Flora; 
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the religiosity ("they were married, with the sun shining on them throug h 
the painted figure of Our Saviour on the window" [825]) ; and the heavily 
symbolic burning o f the documen t a t th e cente r o f the lumberin g plot . 

Lastly, w e may  not e tha t Littl e Dorri t hersel f virtuall y propose s t o 
Arthur: 

"I have nothing in the world. I am as poor as when I lived here....O m y dearest 
and best, are you quite sure you will not share my future with me now?" 

Locked i n hi s arms , hel d t o hi s heart , wit h hi s manl y tear s upo n he r ow n 
cheek . . . , 

"Never to part, my dearest Arthur; never any more until the last." (817) 

It is , really, almos t unreadable , deserving some scathing comment suc h a s 
Huckleberry Finn' s o n th e Victoria n pictures . And , a s usual , Arthu r i s 
pouring out his "manly tears," on whose profusion w e might yearn for th e 
comments o f a  Sam Weller . 

The Leavises see Little Dorrit  a s "one of the master's major performances. " 
It i s "one o f the very greates t o f novels," an d it s omissio n fro m an y brie f 
list o f the grea t Europea n novel s woul d b e "criticall y indefensible, " bu t 
this i s "not a  commonplace" (1970 , 213). 

It exhibits , says Leavis, "a unifying an d controlling life such as only the 
greatest kind of creative writer can command" (1970,213). In Little Dorrit, 
he declares , "th e thin g i s done" (1970 , 215). 

These claim s are , I  believe , excessive ; an d the y appea r s o i f w e ask , 
what i s the gis t o f the artisti c "life " tha t th e boo k embodies ? O f course , 
we ma y agre e tha t Dicken s hate d th e Calvinisti c commercialis m o f th e 
early and middl e Victorian age : "the repressivenes s toward s children , th e 
hard righteousness , the fea r o f love, the arme d vigour in the face o f life— 
he sums up no w it s hatred o f art. " 

Against Gowan's , we ma y agre e tha t hi s concep t o f ar t i s "essentiall y 
Blake's" (1970 , 228). We ma y eve n agre e tha t th e "etho s figured  b y th e 
Clennam House was the offence agains t life, the spontaneous, the real, the 
creative" an d tha t "h e represent s th e creativ e spiri t o f life by art. " 

But where the case sticks lies in the question, must we then take Arthur 
and Littl e Dorri t a s "life , th e spontaneous , th e real , the creative, " whe n 
she i s so patently unreal,  being a  figure in a  religious oleograp h o r a  fair y 
in a  melodrama, while Arthur display s anything but a  perceptive perspec-
tive on realit y (no t i n thi s respec t a t al l like Pip), and bot h ar e so dreary , 
weepy, an d grey ? They lac k the dynami c o f the libidinal . 
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Clennam (as Leavis says) may ask the questions, "what shall I do? What 
can I  do ? What ar e th e possibilitie s o f lif e fo r me. . . .Wha t i s lif e for? " 
But the answers to these questions do not develop along a substantial pat h 
of existential unfolding—again , a s Pip's do. It is absurd, as Leavis does, to 
make an analogy between Clennam' s ques t and T. S . Eliot's in Four Quar-
tets: Clennam simply never rises to the subtlety of that kind of soul search-
ing, and in the end aspires only to accept, weeping, a  child-mother woma n 
as nurse . Fro m beginnin g t o en d i t i s jus t "thinkin g intelligence " tha t 
Clennam doe s no t exert : an d i n man y o f the dealing s wit h Littl e Dorri t 
"thought" i s suspended i n favo r o f devotio n t o th e Victorian platitudes : 
"Duty." 

Leavis call s hi m a n "earnest , intelligent , an d preeminentl y civilize d 
man": "w e respec t hi m a s we respec t ourselves " (1970 , 219) . H e differ s 
from Pi p i n no t being the "I " in the novel . Bu t I  believe Leavis i s misled 
into this overvaluation of Clennam by his sympathy with Clennam's doubts 
on the values of Victorian civilisation. While Clennam does indeed deserve 
our respec t fo r that , h e i s als o singularly unsympatheti c i n hi s blank an d 
negative respons e t o positiv e possibilitie s o f joy an d fulfillment , o r eve n 
creative effor t i n existenc e (Pip , by contrast , make s som e stirrin g resolu -
tions). Leavi s admire d controllabl e women ; bu t hi s idea l ma n i s control -
lable, too, the characteristic submissive disciple—and thi s is the false wa y 
in which h e takes the drear y Arthur . 

"The creativ e forc e o f lif e i n hi m ha s n o confiden t authority, " say s 
Leavis (1970 , 220) . Tha t i s just m y objection . But , Leavi s goe s on , thi s 
shows that Dickens has transmuted hi s own experience into someone who 
doesn't hav e his own spontaneity , an d thi s shows tha t hi s social criticis m 
"has th e disinterestednes s o f spontaneou s life , undetermine d an d undi -
rected an d uncontrolle d b y idea , wil l an d self-insisten t ego " (1970 , 221). 
One ha s a  disma l sens e tha t Leavi s ha s becom e th e victi m o f hi s ow n 
theories: of course, Dickens does a t best dea l in whole experience an d no t 
ideas, but "will" surely shows itself in his deference to Victorian platitude s 
and concepts of idealised woman. What we complain of is Dickens's failure, 
in the scenes between Amy and her father an d those between Arthur an d 
Amy (on e ca n hardl y cal l the m "love " scene s whe n Arthu r i s weepin g 
like Mr. Jellyby with hi s hea d agains t th e wall) , th e suspensio n o f intel-
ligence and the side-stepping of the reality of passion (as Jane Austen neve r 
side-steps it) . 

Leavis claim s tha t Littl e Dorri t i s "utterl y unlik e Littl e Nell " (1970 , 
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225). This i s not t o "sh y awa y fro m goodnes s a s Little Dorri t evoke s it. " 
I d o no t bal k a t wha t Leavi s call s "feminin e goodness " (!) , bu t I  a m 
questioning whethe r i t i s "good " t o be , i n s o man y relationships , suc h a 
doormat. "He r geniu s is to be always beyond questio n genuine—real . Sh e 
is indefectibly real , and the test of reality for the others" (1970, 226). Ca n 
we reall y find  thi s woma n real , with he r continua l tremblin g meekness ? 
She i s quite clearl y a n idealized mother : 

Clennam, listening to the voice as it read to him, heard in it all that great Nature 
was doing , heard i n i t al l the soothing songs she sings to men . At n o Mother' s 
knee but hers , had h e eve r dwel t i n hi s youth o n hopefu l promises , on playfu l 
fancies, o n the harvests o f tenderness an d humilit y tha t li e hidden i n th e earl y 
fostered seeds of the imagination; on the oaks of retreat from blighting words, that 
have their strong roots in nursery acorns. But, in the tones of the voice that read 
to him, there were memories of an old feeling of such things, and echoes of every 
merciful an d loving whisper that had ever stolen to him in his life. (815) 

It i s true tha t Littl e Dorri t i s meant t o stand fo r realis m in the sense of 
the "vital core of sincerity" and "the courage of moral'percipience" agains t 
"the fantastic play of snobberies, pretences and self-deception" o f the Mar-
shalsea an d th e worl d o f society . Bu t t o deriv e fro m a n idealisatio n o f 
motherhood a  creatur e wh o i s s o "good " a s t o giv e totall y self-denyin g 
devotion an d ministratio n t o others , with a  motherlik e tota l capacit y t o 
absolve an d no t t o b e hur t b y thei r faults , i s t o fal l fo r Dickens' s ow n 
falsification o f woman. 

Little Dorrit does not have a "normative bearing," and (as with so many 
of the things Leavis endorsed) i t would be disastrous to live by the "norm " 
she represents . I t i s significan t tha t Leavi s doe s no t demonstrat e Littl e 
Dorrit's "reality, " bu t take s refug e i n hi s ow n theorie s abou t Blak e an d 
"self-hood" ("Th e self-hoo d encloses ; i t insulates ; th e closur e agains t th e 
creative flow from below is at the same time a closure against surroundin g 
lives an d life " [1970 , 230]) . I t may  b e tru e tha t i n Gowa n an d Mrs . 
Clennam ther e i s enclosur e i n egotism . Bu t b y contras t on e canno t se e 
Little Dorri t an d Clenna m a s representative s o f "th e creativ e flo w fro m 
below": the y are , come to thin k o f it , product s o f the will—not s o muc h 
of intellectual ideas , but o f platitudinous concepts , of "Duty." I t can' t b e 
said tha t Littl e Dorri t represent s th e "disinterestednes s o f life " i n bein g 
"not ego-boun d an d no t slav e to a  mechanism": sh e is simply not forcefu l 
enough t o challeng e th e attempt s mad e t o impos e o n her , a s Pi p is . I t i s 
not true , a s Leavis claims , that "sh e ca n brin g he r fathe r t o th e poin t o f 
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glimpsing from tim e to time the reality of what h e is and in doing so make 
him fo r u s something o f a  tragic figure"  (1970 , 246). 

If we compar e the scen e with youn g John discusse d above , we ca n se e 
that thi s i s just wha t sh e doe s not  do , because sh e i s too muc h enclose d 
in concepts from the Victorian melodrama, and Dickens's idealization. He r 
selflessness i s gutless , and thi s seem s no alternativ e t o egoism . 

Only a t on e momen t doe s Leavis not e he r libidina l deficiency : 

Disinterestedness in her is goodness and love; she differs fro m Sissy in that, while 
manifested i n scene s o f thi s kin d a s a  decisiv e presence , sh e can' t b e calle d a 
challenging one—ther e ar e no dark hai r an d eye s and lustrou s gleam s (thes e in 
Little Dorrit belong to Tatty coram). Yet her decisiveness, with its peculiar quality, 
leaves us in no doubt, it is brought so potently home to us. (1970, 247) 

Yes—Little Dorri t i s sexless ; an d i t i s Tattycoram t o who m a  sermo n 
is delivered on duty. The lesbian episode with Miss Wade is superbly done, 
but that , too , suggests tha t passio n i s perverted, an d tha t suc h a  claim t o 
passion i s neglectful o f duty. Little Dorrit , i n her passion-killing old frock , 
is as far from sexua l passion a s you can get—and s o is a split-off, th e idea l 
woman separate d disastrousl y fro m th e libidinal . 

Leavis reveals some slight disquie t late r on in his essay: surely, i f Little 
Dorrit i s so potent a s a  symbol o f spontaneous "life, " w e shouldn' t hav e 
these doubts ? Littl e Dorri t (h e admits ) doesn' t represen t th e whol e o f 
Dickens's answer to Henry Gowan (wh o would have thought her intended 
for that) , 

and further .. . her marriage with Arthur Clennam , though (solvin g the personal 
problems o f each ) i t ma y be righ t an d happy , i s neithe r a  romantically exalte d 
"happy ending," nor a triumphant upshot of the enquiry, the complex intensity of 
questioning, that the book so largely is. (1970, 246) 

But i n what, i f not i n her devotion t o Clennam , he r lov e for him , ar e he r 
"life" an d "creativity " manifest ? And a s we have seen, it i s a relationship 
conceived i n term s o f the angelic  innocenc e o f a  child-mother figure  t o a 
man who need s nursin g a s from a  nursing mother : Euphrasia . If  the "an -
swer" i s no t i n this , where i s it ? And isn' t i t a  wrong answer ? Dickens , 
says Leavis , 

is neither a  romantic optimist nor a pessimist....And i t isn't that Little Dorrit is 
being criticized when we are moved to wish she weren't so docile to Mrs. General. 
... Dickens doesn' t simplif y .. . he insists that th e qualities an d energies not rep-
resented by Little Dorrit are indispensable too. (1970, 246) 
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No, alas , Littl e Dorri t i s no t sufficientl y subjec t t o critica l examination . 
Dickens's insigh t an d intelligenc e ar e to o easil y suspende d whe n sh e i s 
around—and sh e i s to o docil e no t onl y t o Mrs . Genera l bu t als o t o he r 
father, th e uppit y Fanny , he r slothfu l brother , an d Arthur . Sh e doesn' t 
have enoug h life  to dea l with thes e people a s they nee d t o be deal t with , 
if she is supposed t o love them. And whe n i s an autho r to be commende d 
for not including indispensable elements in his embodiment of "life" (etc.) , 
so as "no t t o simplify" ? 

"She is at its centre," says Leavis of the novel . And s o bewitched i s he 
by thi s embodimen t o f "feminin e goodness " tha t h e ca n sa y o f th e ver y 
mixed scen e fro m Victoria n melodrama , wit h Dorrit' s outburst s o f self -
pity, tha t ther e i s "nothin g infelicitousl y theatrica l abou t it"—a n aston -
ishing lapse of judgment. 

It makes what migh t otherwise have seemed too challengingly exaggerated i n its 
absurdity, too stagey (for William Dorrit is essentially an actor here, playing a role 
he has cast himself in the play, the histrionic unreality he has made of life in the 
Marshalsea), wholly acceptable. (1970, 250) 

Acceptable on that side—up to a  point—but what o f Little Dorrit's docil e 
role i n it ? And he r stage y gestures , her e an d elsewhere ? Leavi s declare s 
that "ou r response as to a painful disturbin g actuality of life retains its ful l 
power" (1970 , 250)—bu t I  ca n neve r fee l this , wheneve r Littl e Dorri t 
appears i n thi s kin d o f scene : she i s a  tinse l angel , an d th e realit y o f th e 
scene declines i n it s presence . 

Leavis i s excellent , o f course , o n th e Merdl e world , an d o n Dickens' s 
passionate defense o f humanness agains t falsification an d the effects o f the 
"forms" an d varnishing . But , onc e again , when i t come s to the "upshot " 
of the book, Leavis becomes the victim of his own amateurish philosophica l 
anthropology. We have glanced at his invocation of Blake and "self-hood" : 
he eve n speak s o f Mrs Clennam' s "Urizeni c domination" ! 

So we come to Amy Dorrit as disinterestedness—placed by the "creative 
nisus" a t th e hear t o f th e novel—an d t o th e principl e o f "no t belongin g 
to oneself. " Danie l Doyc e i s apparentl y als o a  manifestatio n o f thi s rec -
ognition. Thi s i s Leavis' s on e religiou s principl e (an d ha s it s tex t i n The 
Rainbow i n To m Brangwen' s sens e tha t "h e kne w h e di d no t belon g t o 
himself"). 

Discussing a  reference t o St . Paul' s Cathedral , Leavi s says , 
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It invokes institutional religion, of course, but not in the spirit of satiric irony. The 
institutional i s invoked a s representing somethin g more than institution ; a s rep' 
resenting a reality of the spirit, a testimony, a reality of experience that, although 
it is a reality of the individual experience or not one at all, is more than the merely 
personal. (1970, 270) 

But wha t di d Leavi s believe ? H e seem s t o hav e believe d tha t religiou s 
reality live d i n the culture , i n the languag e ("th e inherite d totalit y o f the 
values"). Bu t whe n h e come s int o conflic t wit h T . S . Elio t ove r Four 
Quartets i n The  Living  Principle,  h e seem s t o den y th e possibilit y o f th e 
existence o f a  religiou s reality , a s Elio t conceive d it . Bu t doe s h e her e 
endorse Dickens' s emphasi s on the teaching s o f the New Testament , o r is 
he bending i t t o sui t hi s ow n strang e philosophica l an d mora l system ? 

Leavis asks "how Dickens would have replied to theologically Christian 
questioning" an d answers , "wh o ca n say? " "Th e valu e o f Dickens's vin -
dication o f the spiri t lie s in it s being a  great artist's—a s Blake' s is " (270) . 
Yes, but. We hav e seen that Dickens recognised the dangers to humannes s 
of the primitive attitudes of the Old Testament—yet seems strangely equi v 
ocal of them aroun d Mrs . Clennam. And wher e doe s the stern concep t o f 
"Duty" com e from? We hav e seen that h e gives tribute to Chris t an d th e 
Christian virtues , but ar e the principle s tha t a  little child shal l lea d the m 
and tha t on e shoul d alway s tur n th e othe r chee k reall y s o applicabl e t o 
adult problem s a s they ar e seen t o be in Little  Dorrit? 

Dickens's paraphernali a o f angels, stars, lights, and th e res t ar e used t o 
give potency to his ideal object: yet, as I believe I have shown, the spiritual 
qualities Littl e Dorri t display s sprin g mor e fro m hi s ow n desperat e nee d 
to fantasize a  healing kind of "feminine goodness " that involved a  massive 
denial o f the tru e natur e o f woman. 

Leavis would ask , where d o we lear n th e tru e natur e o f woman from , 
if not from the great novelists? But then the question arises , what happen s 
when th e grea t novelist s ar e wrong ? The n th e answe r i s t o loo k wher e 
Leavis would no t look—t o th e discipline s o f philosophical anthropology . 
There one discovers more adequate answers to the problems of being than 
the institutionalise d religion , o r the languag e ar t t o which Leavi s defers . 

Leavis i s overinsistent abou t language , as if it were i n itsel f a  source of 
understanding o f "life. " O f cours e Dickens' s comman d o f language i s su ' 
perb, an d i t i s a t it s mos t super b where it s "life " i s the vehicle o f insigh t 
and understanding . Bu t th e underlyin g proble m i s tha t o f consciousnes s 
and meaning. We ma y admit Dickens's engagement with the tragic themes 
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of death an d meaning , an d hi s upholdin g o f existentia l need s agains t th e 
failings o f his time an d it s inabilit y t o provide fo r th e needs o f being. Bu t 
even the "vindicato r o f the spirit" has his own consciousnes s to deal wit h 
(and it s limitations) an d his own "psychi c tissue." It is true that "Dicken s 
communicates a t time s a  profound insigh t int o human nature , the huma n 
situation, an d huma n need. " We hav e no right , says Leavis, to "as k an y 
thing els e of a  great artist. " 

All the same, some of the insights will be wrong. Where love, marriage, 
and sexualit y wer e concerned , Dickens' s insight s wer e seriousl y limited , 
by his own inheritanc e fro m hi s mother an d by the predominant concept s 
and attitude s o f his time. On th e whole he did littl e to criticize or refres h 
these concepts an d attitudes . In his concern fo r life and being he does not , 
in Little  Dorrit,  giv e us muc h sens e o f potentialities i n ma n an d woman , 
in term s o f th e "being " h e sough t t o uphold . Essentially , h e believe s i n 
docility fo r women , believe s the y shoul d b e "little, " childlike , helpless , 
devoted, innocent , an d "good"—an d i t i s highl y significan t tha t Leavi s 
should fin d nothin g wron g wit h this . I t i s muc h th e sam e with Leavis' s 
attitudes t o thos e novelist s lik e T . F . Powy s an d D . H . Lawrenc e wh o 
display a  stron g unconsciou s inclinatio n t o endors e th e feelin g tha t lov e 
should be under control , and urg e that woman mus t submit—because sh e 
is so dangerous . 

Leavis's judgment of Little Dorrit  is very disappointing, not least because 
he seems to be working no t fro m th e tex t but fro m hi s own all-embracin g 
philosophy o r psycholog y o f no t bein g "enclose d i n th e ego"—whil e ye t 
refusing t o hav e th e basi s o f thi s philosophica l anthropolog y examined . 
W e have to say that, looked at in the light of psychotherapy and its findings, 
Little Dorrit,  despit e it s excellence , seem s a  muc h les s successfu l work , 
since i t fail s i n th e en d t o uphol d lif e an d bein g in th e mai n protagonist s 
and give s u s instea d a  regressio n t o th e unrea l child-mothe r ideogra m o f 
Victorian religiosity , i n it s drea d o f maturit y i n equalit y an d freedo m 
between me n an d women . 



C H A P T E R F I V E 

Great Expectations:  A  Radica l 
Ambiguity abou t What On e Ma y Expec t 

I foun d mysel f startled , whe n I  cam e t o wor k o n thi s book , t o discove r 
Great Expectations comin g so late in the Dickens canon. I suppose because 
of its similarity in some respects to David Copperfield,  I  had assume d i t t o 
be a n earlie r work . Dicken s himsel f rea d David  Copperfieid  befor e em " 
barking on Great  Expectations,  t o avoi d "unconsciou s repetition, " an d h e 
reported t o Forste r tha t h e wa s affecte d b y i t "t o a  degre e yo u woul d 
hardly believe. " Bu t o n reflection , Great  Expectations  seem s a  wor k o f 
maturity, an d i t is , as Mrs. Q . D . Leavis saw , a  very grea t novel . 

The en d i s significant , whethe r on e take s th e sa d o r th e ameliorate d 
conclusion t o th e book. I n trying to explore Dickens' s attitud e t o woma n 
in the present work, I have myself become increasingly sad about Dickens's 
own predicament : i n Great  Expectations,  a s the Mackensie s say , i t seem s 
that "h e ha d com e to accep t tha t h e would neve r kno w th e fulfilmen t o f 
a true-hearted love " (1979, 331). In the first version of Great Expectations 
Pip i s lef t a  wiser ma n amon g the complet e rui n o f his hopes : "Hi s fals e 
friends ar e los t t o him , h e i s poor , h e ha s love d a  coldl y condescendin g 
beauty—the essenc e o f idealize d an d unawakene d womanhood—an d h e 
has com e to find  the onl y anodyn e fo r hi s sorrows i n work" (1979 , 331) . 
In 186 1 Bulwer'Lytton suggeste d tha t th e reader s would dislik e this end . 

126 
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Dickens rewrote i t to make Pip seem likely to find comfort with Estell a in 
middle age, after a  passage of years, and Dickens thought that on the whole 
this was better . 

Great Expectations  bega n t o be published i n 1860 . It was i n 186 5 tha t 
Dickens was involve d i n a  terrible trai n acciden t with Elle n Ternan an d 
her mother . I n 186 7 h e record s man y weeken d visit s t o "N " a t "SI" — 
Nelly Terna n wa s livin g a t Elizabet h Cottag e i n th e Hig h Stree t a t 
Slough, fo r which Dicken s pai d th e rate s unde r th e pseudony m "Charle s 
Tringham." H e spen t fifty-three  night s a t Sloug h betwee n Januar y an d 
July 1867 - Although in a footnote i n his book on Dickens E. W. F . Tomlin 
says tha t th e relationshi p betwee n Dicken s an d Elle n Terna n ha s neve r 
been proved, the evidence in his pocket book of his visits to Slough seems 
conclusive. Som e believe tha t h e an d Elle n Ternan ha d a  child tha t die d 
in infanc y (th e Mackenzie s not e th e unexplaine d wor d "Arrival " i n hi s 
diary fo r 1 3 April, an d reference s t o Elle n bein g unwel l afte r tha t date) . 
But i t seem s tha t Dicken s maintaine d a  kin d o f "fair y tale " relationshi p 
with Ellen , apar t fro m th e stresse s o f normal life . 

I mention these biographical details merely to suggest that Dickens had , 
at the time of writing Great Expectations  an d Our  Mutual Friend,  a secret 
romantic sexual relationship, and, inevitably in Victorian society, this must 
have provoke d i n hi m muc h anxiet y an d guil t (h e was fo r instanc e ver y 
anxious about Ellen's loss of some jewelry in the railway accident , because 
this migh t hav e been brough t ou t i n publi c i n an y investigation) . 

Though Pi p progresse s towar d ever-increasin g self-awarenes s an d crit -
ical "placing" o f himself, a s Q. D. Leavis points out , the book is pervaded 
by unconscious preoccupation s wit h woma n an d murder , an d with othe r 
dark shadows . There i s the blighte d Mis s Havisha m (wh o coul d eve n b e 
taken t o symboliz e Dickens' s ow n estrange d wife) , th e emotionall y blea k 
but beautiful Estella , the strange murderess woman whom Jaggers has saved 
from th e gallows , and th e phanto m shado w o f the hange d woman whos e 
image recurs in the book. Estella is of course the daughter of the murderes s 
by Magwitch , abou t whos e crime s w e kno w nothing . Ther e ar e othe r 
nightmarish features , such as the sensual boorishness of Bentley Drummle, 
whom Estell a ye t choose s t o marry—an d wh o beat s her . Ther e i s th e 
hideous cruelty of Orlick, who makes a murderous attack on Mrs. Gargery, 
who i s struck dum b b y hi s blow , an d wh o trie s t o kil l Pip . There i s th e 
furious antagonis m between Compeyson an d Magwitch and a general feel-
ing o f doo m an d dread—fro m th e convic t hulk s t o th e ol d brewer y an d 
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the fata l Rive r Thames. (I t is followed, we may  note, by two othe r novel s 
about murder and attempted murder, both centering around woman: Lizzie 
Hexam is brought up amid corpses on the River Thames; and the passion s 
of Bradley Headstone , Neville , an d Jasper ar e murderou s du e t o jealous y 
over woman. ) 

What firs t attracte d m e to the question of Dickens's attitude to woman 
was this undercurrent o f murderousness. It seemed to me to fi t in with th e 
problem I  had explore d i n the fantasie s o f George MacDonald. Wh y i s i t 
that whe n i n thes e works th e protagonis t find s th e los t phantom woma n 
he i s seeking , sh e turn s malevolent ? Wh y s o ofte n i s th e ques t fo r th e 
feminine menace d by death? ( I have noted that man y women in Victorian 
literature ar e waiting, imprisoned , fo r death. ) 

Another strikin g element in Great  Expectations  i s the growth o f a deep 
intensity o f feelin g i n Pi p fo r Magwitch , eve n thoug h th e convic t ha s 
threatened hi m wit h inauthenticity , wit h a  fals e "inheritance" : i n thi s I 
believe the Mackenzies are right to detect deep unconscious feelings abou t 
the father  i n Dickens . Bu t ho w shal l w e interpre t th e imag e o f woman ? 
Surely we must relate these to the mother—the abandoned bride, the cold-
hearted Estella , th e hauntin g shado w o f the murderess ? Al l thes e figure s 
may b e see n i n term s o f symbol s o r externalisation s o f dynamic s withi n 
Dickens himself, in his unconscious world, around the image of woman i n 
relation t o death—i n term s o f phantom s tha t h e sough t energeticall y t o 
exorcise i n orde r t o fin d hi s ow n individuatio n (t o us e a  Jungian word ) 
through hi s art . Hi s dangerou s obsessio n wit h th e deat h o f Nanc y i s a 
primary clue . 

We ma y begin from a  passage at the beginning of the book, an exampl e 
of th e marvelou s pros e o f th e ar t o f whic h thi s nove l i s suc h a  super b 
example: 

At the same time, he hugged his shuddering body in both his arms—clasping himself, 
as if to hold himsel f together—and limpe d towards the low church wall . As I  saw 
him go , picking hi s way amon g th e nettles , an d amon g th e bramble s tha t boun d 
the gree n mounds , he looked i n m y young eyes as if he were eludin g the hands o f 
the dea d people , stretching u p cautiousl y ou t o f their graves , to ge t a  twist upo n 
his ankl e an d pul l him in . 

When h e cam e to th e lo w churc h wall , h e go t ove r it , lik e a  man whose leg s 
were numbe d an d stiff , an d the n turne d roun d t o loo k fo r me . When I  saw hi m 
turning, I set my face towards home, and made the best use of my legs. But presently 
I looke d ove r m y shoulder , an d sa w hi m goin g o n agai n toward s th e river , stil l 
hugging himsel f i n bot h arms , an d pickin g hi s way wit h hi s sor e fee t amon g th e 



Great Expectations  12 9 

great stones dropped into the marshes here and there, for stepping'places when the 
rains were heavy, or the tide was in. 

The marshes were just a  long black horizontal line then, a s I stopped to look 
after him; and the river was just another horizontal line , not nearly so broad nor 
yet so black; and the sky was just a  row of angry red lines and dense black lines 
intermixed. On the edge of the river I could faintly mak e out the only two black 
things in all the prospect that seemed to be standing upright; one of these was the 
beacon by which the sailors steered—like an unhooped cask upon a pole—an ugly 
thing when you were near it; the other a  gibbet, with some chains hanging to it 
which had once held a  pirate. The man was limping on towards this latter, a s if 
he were the pirate come to life, and come down, and going back to hook himself 
up again . I t gav e me a terrible turn whe n I  thought so ; and a s I saw the cattl e 
lifting thei r heads to gaze after him , I  wondered whether they thought s o too. I 
looked al l round for the horrible young man, and could see no signs of him. But, 
now I was frightened again , and ran home without stopping . (4-5) 

The relationshi p betwee n th e desperat e escape d convic t an d th e chil d 
is powerfull y dramatic—an d don e imaginativel y i n suc h a  wa y tha t w e 
see things from th e child's level (a t the very beginning Pip sees everything 
upside dow n becaus e Magwitc h hold s hi m upsid e down) . Th e whol e o f 
Pip's lif e i s altere d becaus e o f thi s chanc e meetin g o n th e marshes—an d 
what h e meets is man reduced to a "poor bare fork'd animal, " in desperat e 
straits: "he hugged his shuddering body in both his arms—clasping himsel f 
as if to hold himsel f together." I t seems to Pip that the dead people in th e 
graves wer e "stretchin g u p cautiousl y ou t o f thei r graves , t o ge t a  twis t 
upon hi s ankle and to pul l him in. " Magwitch live s on the verge of death 
all throug h th e novel , an d s o presse s upo n u s th e proble m o f "th e poin t 
of life"—i n relatio n t o whic h questio n develop s th e massiv e falsificatio n 
of Pip by inauthentic patronage , i n rewar d fo r th e succo r he provides fo r 
the escape e under dures s an d threa t o f execution . 

The scen e a t th e en d o f this chapte r ha s a  powerful symbolism , whic h 
we may  examin e i n relatio n t o th e theme s o f the novel . Pi p "make s th e 
best use" of his legs—he is free—whereas th e man limps painfully becaus e 
he is cold and sore from being in irons—an outcast from the human world , 
and though "free " a s an escapee, hemmed i n with threat s to that freedom , 
the righ t t o which h e has sacrificed b y hi s crimina l acts . 

In the scene, there ar e two "blac k things" ; one is the beacon by whic h 
the sailors steered, a  cask upon a  pole that i s an "ugly thing"; the other is 
the gibbe t tha t onc e hel d a  corpse . Th e symbolis m seem s t o conve y th e 
impression tha t th e passage through lif e i s painful anyway—eve n th e sign 
that make s navigation possibl e i s ugly. The othe r landmar k i s uglier—th e 
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gallows tha t ha s held th e body o f an execute d criminal , which ha s rotte d 
away an d towar d whic h th e escape e no w seem s t o be moving , t o "hoo k 
himself up again." Seen as through the child's imagination, the scene seems 
an allegory of a painful existenc e tha t limp s between a n ugly "true" path , 
and doom . Magwitch' s "youn g man " i s not (yet ) Compeyso n (thoug h h e 
is on the marshes , too): that fantas y presenc e give s another touch o f mur-
derous menac e t o th e scene—an d later , o f course , Compeyso n turn s ou t 
to b e th e ma n wh o ha s blighte d Mis s Havisham' s life . Mortalit y an d 
corruption saturat e th e atmospher e o f this nove l fro m th e beginning . 

The starknes s o f the scen e thus ha s a n apocalypti c quality : 

The marshes were just a long black line then ... the river was just another horizontal 
line, not nearly so broad nor yet so black: and the sky was just a row of long angry 
red lines and dense black lines intermixed. (4) 

The angry red lines perhaps evoke a distant image of the weals of whipping 
and wounds , an d th e blac k i s the black o f death: land , river , an d sk y ar e 
reduced t o bleak elementa l forms , into which th e hunted ma n looms. The 
black horizonta l line s als o evok e th e them e o f freedom , fo r a s th e ma n 
limps toward them , he seems to move toward infinit e space , and yet to be 
barred o r confined b y the dar k horizonta l lines . We ge t something o f th e 
same effec t i n Emil y Dickinson's poem : 

I'll tell you how the Sun rose— 
A Ribbon at a time— 
The Steeples swam in Amethyst 

Till when they reached the other side 
A Dominie in Gray— 
Put gently up the evening bars— 
And led the flock away. 

That is,  the sunris e o r sunse t become s a  setting, ful l o f significance, fo r a 
human scen e in which lif e becomes a  drama . 

The drama , with it s symbols from th e dee p unconscious level , acts ou t 
deep question s o f being. I n explorin g problems o f expectations  an d choic e 
in life , such a s Pip engage s in,  we ar e involved i n question s o f existentia l 
freedom, and these are inseparable from problems of psychology and models 
of man. Existentia l freedom , i f it i s to be true freedom , canno t b e exerte d 
in a  superficia l way ; i t need s t o tak e accoun t o f th e comple x natur e o f 
humanity, each individual's psychic inheritance, each person's "condition " 
(in Sartre' s sense)—and , ultimately , eac h person' s biological existence , o n 

. . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . .. . . . .
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earth, in time. What i s the relation o f love to a  meaning in the whole life , 
to ma n (an d woman ) a s "beings-in-the-world" ? Ho w doe s what happen s 
between ma n an d man , an d betwee n ma n an d woman , relat e t o ou r lif e 
tasks, t o th e societ y i n which thes e may  be taken up , to ou r destin y an d 
the meanin g o f life ? 

As I  have implied in my note on reparation, one important insigh t her e 
is that our capacities to relate to others are bound up with the development 
of a  specia l capacity , whic h i s tha t o f concern.  Concern require s th e ex-
perience o f painful recognitio n o f the possibl e consequence s o f one's ow n 
hate—a kin d o f pain tha t ca n b e a  pain o f consciousness.  Love , true love , 
is only possible through the painful experienc e of the reality of the "other' s 
being." Here i s the vast philosophica l proble m o f "finding" th e other , an d 
from this the need for reparation emerges. The painful experience s in Great 
Expectations, lik e Pip' s sufferin g a t Estella' s hands , an d a t Mis s Havis -
ham's—culminating i n Pi p savin g he r fro m th e fire-see m evidentl y sym -
bolic of reparation. And the anguish between Pip and Magwitch, growin g 
into love , seems to belong to a  torment o f concern, too . 

The goa l of these ordeal s i s a  sense of wholeness, a  sense of being full y 
human. This is the theme of Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment: t o escape 
from hi s predicamen t o f no t knowin g whethe r h e i s a  ma n o r "vermin, " 
Raskolnikov ha s t o kil l th e ol d woman . Dostoevsk y himsel f ha d t o hav e 
this painful fantasy in order to try to escape from his own schizoid condition 
and find  love . Bu t th e consequen t process  o f experiencin g lov e bring s a 
deep anguis h becaus e the adult , hi s protagonis t wit h who m h e identifies , 
has t o g o through processe s tha t ar e normally complete d i n infancy—bu t 
because he is an adul t he is aware o f the risks as the infant i s not. I n ligh t 
of this i t i s possible to discus s a  novel lik e Great  Expectations  a s a  dram -
atization o f intrapsychic dynamics , which i s what ou r dreams ar e (tha t is , 
if w e ar e t o believ e W . R . D . Fairbair n an d others , wh o explai n thei r 
significance i n thi s way) . Ever y characte r ca n b e see n a s dynami c o f th e 
"I": th e ar t i s a  ques t t o brin g thes e disparat e energie s i n th e psych e t o 
meaningful reconciliation , an d th e centra l them e i s th e capacit y t o find 
others and to develop concern: that is , the theme is love, in relation to th e 
problem o f being. 

There ar e man y Dostoevskya n moment s i n Great Expectations;  fo r ex -
ample, th e horribl e attac k b y Orlic k o n Pip' s sister , whic h essentiall y 
dehumanizes her , i s paralle l t o Raskolnikov' s murde r o f the ol d woman . 
Dostoevskyan to o is Orlick's torture o f Pip himself and als o the ordeals of 
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Magwitch an d th e deat h o f Miss Havisham . I n these , I  believ e w e may 
say, Dickens himself, by violent fantasy, is endeavoring to find the capacity 
for reparation, an d then, a s I have hinted, to achieve "individuation"—t o 
make whole his divided being. In this process, I believe, the figure of woman 
is o f grea t significance : sh e represent s th e figure  o f woman i n th e inne r 
world o f the author—his anima , if you like . It i s highly significant tha t b y 
the end o f the novel the figure has become by degrees less menacing: Miss 
Havisham has become repentant, and she and Pip find one another's reality. 
Estella i s refine d b y sufferin g an d respond s sympatheticall y t o him . I t i s 
an aspec t o f the lov e between Pi p an d Magwitc h tha t h e can tel l him h e 
loves his daughter . 

The reputatio n an d th e ques t fo r integratio n ar e noticeabl y acte d ou t 
in an atmosphere pervaded with guilt—for guil t is a major harmonic theme 
in th e novel . Behin d thes e problems ar e those o f authenticity—Pip bein g 
engaged i n a  tormented proces s o f seeking t o b e tru e t o himself , throug h 
many diversions . 

These ar e the unconscious theme s behind Great  Expectations,  an d i t i s 
the richnes s o f th e symbolis m tha t make s thi s suc h a  poetic , an d suc h a 
great book. We hav e looked a t some of Dickens's relational problems , an d 
his difficultie s wit h reality . I n severa l o f hi s biographies , an d fro m hi s 
letters, we gathe r that man y felt tha t these difficulties aros e from th e very 
richness o f hi s imaginativ e life ; indeed , i n hi s comment s o n hi s wife , i t 
seems tha t h e recognise d thi s himself . Bu t perhap s w e may  turn th e per -
spective around an d say that Dickens, with his imaginative genius, created 
in his work a fantasy world in which he could live successfully, a s he could 
not i n th e rea l world . W e hav e see n tha t ther e wa s a  complet e contras t 
between th e wa y h e coul d dea l with an d organis e event s i n a  nove l an d 
the wa y i n whic h h e faile d t o dea l wit h event s i n life . H e kep t certai n 
aspects o f hi s lif e apart , a s when h e kep t "N " t o liv e with i n "SI, " an d 
when life became difficult h e turned more and more to his dramatic readings 
and t o th e respons e o f hi s audience , seekin g approva l an d reclam e ther e 
to compensat e fo r th e anguis h o f hi s difficultie s i n immediat e persona l 
relationships an d wit h hi s own temperament . 

In this conflict , th e symbolism of woman was important , an d especiall y 
the symbolism of woman in relationship to death and woman being abused, 
threatened, o r attacke d b y man . Why wer e suc h fantasie s o f such impor -
tance to Dickens? I believe my references t o Dostoevsky's Crime  and  Pun' 
ishment give s u s th e clue . The nee d t o fantas y suc h symboli c attack s o n 
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the imag e o f woman reveal s a  nee d t o reexperienc e th e earlies t o f infan t 
perplexities abou t sel f and not-self ; that is , it represent s a  need to go back 
to the schizoid stage, what Melanie Klein called the paranoid'schizoid stage, 
in orde r to explore the problem o f whether love  is dangerous an d i s liable 
to consume the othe r an d annihilat e her . I n Raskolnikov' s urgen t nee d t o 
find ou t whethe r h e i s vermin o r human, h e has to ac t ou t th e fantas y o f 
the schizoi d problem—or , w e ca n say , Dostoevsk y did . Dickens , i n hi s 
relational difficulties an d his problems with reality , had what I  believe we 
must cal l schizoi d problems . O f course , h e als o tackle s depressiv e prob -
lems—problems o f a  late r stag e relatin g t o th e danger s o f hat e an d th e 
need t o mak e reparatio n fo r th e possibl e consequence s o f hate . Bu t w e 
may take as indicative the recurring problem in Dickens of characters wh o 
cannot cope with mora l issues in life because of what the psychotherapist s 
call "diminutio n o f affect"—emotional deficiency . Louis e an d Tom Grad ' 
grind canno t find  th e capacit y fo r ethica l livin g because they hav e neve r 
had a  ric h imaginativ e experienc e o f play , i n love . Florenc e Dombe y i s 
threatened wit h seriou s emotiona l damag e when he r col d fathe r destroy s 
his imag e i n he r heart . Estell a reveal s a  schizoi d degre e o f emotiona l 
deficiency. 

In Great Expectations  I  believe Dickens digs down i n his fantasy t o th e 
earliest fear s o f loving an d t o deep , related schizoi d problem s o f identity . 
The boo k i s ful l o f images o f inner emptiness : Estell a warns Pi p tha t sh e 
has n o hear t (an d suc h emotiona l emptines s coul d not , i n reality , b e th e 
product of Miss Havisham's persuasions). Miss Havisham has been blighted 
emotionally just a t the momen t o f sexual flowering , an d he r bodily life i n 
an ancient bridal gown symbolizes psychic paralysis. The convicts who ar e 
central to the theme of authenticity in the book are outcasts, and have n o 
place i n society : Magwitc h i s desperat e t o hav e a  rea l identit y an d trie s 
to mak e Pi p int o hi s fals e imag e o f a  gentleman . Th e boo k i s als o ful l o f 
paranoid feelings , starting with the menacing opening that we have looked 
at: throughout there is a fear of lurking menace, from Compeyson or Orlick, 
from th e punitiv e authoritie s wh o ar e seeking the convicts , an d fro m th e 
strange murderes s lurkin g i n th e background , whil e i n th e phanto m o f a 
hanging woman tha t Pi p sees from tim e to tim e there seems to be a  more 
terrible threat fro m woman . The attac k on Pip's sister and Orlick' s attac k 
on hi m ar e horribl e paranoid'schizoi d fantasies , whil e Magwitch' s deat h 
is dreadful , bein g a  consequenc e o f hi s impuls e t o remak e a  "proper " 
identity throug h Pip . 
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We ma y link th e paranoid-schizoid elemen t wit h tha t o f inheritance , 
and wit h Dickens' s ow n predicament . A t thi s stag e i n hi s lif e h e mus t 
have felt that his massive imaginative efforts had not solved the existential 
problems t o whos e solutio n the y wer e directed . H e ha d mad e massiv e 
efforts a t reparation , ye t was stil l i n anguis h an d chao s i n hi s persona l 
emotional lif e an d family circumstances . 

At som e leve l i n his psyche h e "knew " tha t thi s ha d to d o with th e 
psychic inheritance , an d so in this work he explores i t again . And in thi s 
book the image of the father (a s the Mackenzies suggest ) i s as importan t 
as that o f the mother . There is not in this nove l the punitive woman who 
seeks to promote guil t an d to inflic t expiatio n o n an infant wh o thereb y 
inherits disgrace , like Mrs. Clennam an d Esther's aunt ; Miss Havisham is 
a pitiable figure whose lif e has been destroye d b y her being jilted. I n thi s 
book, th e fathe r figure  i s a t first  terrifying , animal , subhuman , ye t als o 
pitiable; the n h e becomes on e who has falsified Pi p in his own image of 
the respectability he does not have. But later he becomes like a father who 
is loved because of his suffering and is understood even for his false attempts 
to mak e "hi s boy" into the image of his own image of his goo d self . 

The greatest dangers lie in the meeting between male and female: Estella 
is the daughter o f the convict Magwitc h an d the murderess who lurks in 
the background o f Jaggers's house . Compeyson, who hates Magwitch and 
seeks his death, ha s destroyed Mis s Havisham , whos e teachin g ha s perv-
erted Estella . Bentley Drummle is a brutal and coarse husband fo r Estella. 
Orlick mutilate s an d dehumanizes Pip' s siste r ou t of jealousy. 

How i s it possible to triumph ove r these horrors an d the various way s 
in whic h the y threate n Pi p with inauthenticity ? Th e answe r i s for him 
not only to gain insight into himself, to mature, but also for him to become 
capable of love—and the interesting thing about Great Expectations i s that 
the lov e tha t i s gained ha s strong homosexua l elements . Further , thi s af -
fection betwee n ma n and man (as between Pi p and Magwitch, Pi p and 
Joe, and Pip and Herbert) ma y be seen a s symbolic of reconciliation wit h 
the dangerou s mal e element within th e self. Just a s the dangerous woma n 
is mollified , s o the dangerou s mal e figure  (wit h nameles s crime s i n the 
background) is symbolically embraced. Orlick and Bentley Drummle, Com-
peyson an d the early Magwitc h ar e frighteningly menacin g mal e figures. 
Later, Pip' s lov e fo r Magwitch goe s wit h th e process  o f coming t o lov e 
himself and of feeling secur e in his love for Estella . 

This progres s we may link with th e problem o f finding love to be safe. 
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The schizoid problem i s the fea r o f love, whose (oral ) voraciousness i s fel t 
to b e dangerous , liabl e t o ea t th e othe r up . I n th e primitiv e unconsciou s 
the wors t infan t fantas y i s that o f the prima l scene : sexual intercours e i s 
felt b y th e chil d t o b e a  for m o f voracious eating , i n whic h th e parent s 
may consume one another or, in combination, threaten to turn on the child. 
I have suggested tha t som e of the menacin g elements in Victorian fantas y 
and around woman in Dickens have their roots in such primitive fantasies . 
The wa y i n whic h suc h fear s ar e alleviate d i s by mutua l "finding"—b y 
finding th e realit y o f the other , an d by making good (reparative ) relation -
ships: by developin g love . 

In Great  Expectations  ther e d o see m t o b e recurrin g fantasie s o f th e 
primal scene , o f sex between fathe r an d mother , whic h i s ful l o f danger . 
(Estella's parent s wer e criminals , on e a  murderess. ) An d i n general , w e 
might suggest, the intense guil t that surrounde d libidina l sexuality in Vic-
torian Englan d wa s boun d u p with th e drea d o f the prima l scen e a s dan -
gerous: on e ofte n detect s a  threa t o f murde r behin d Victoria n sexuality , 
and murde r certainl y pervade s thi s nove l i n associatio n wit h sex—wit h 
Compeyson, the murderess, Miss Havisham, Orlick, and Bentley Drummle 
(it i s there , too , o f course , i n th e menac e o f Bradle y Headston e i n Our 
Mutual Friend,  as we shal l see) . 

Dickens's secre t sexua l relationshi p wit h Elle n Terna n an d hi s fea r o f 
exposure, as well as his guilt over how he had treated hi s wife an d family , 
no doubt exacerbated thes e unconscious fears . His own sexual experience s 
must have been ful l o f guilt an d dread . Bu t we ar e dealing also with ver y 
deep unconscious fear s abou t gende r an d sexuality , suc h a s we ofte n fin d 
in the Victorian consciousnes s (as , for instance , in the fantasies o f George 
MacDonald an d th e schizoi d flights  o f fanc y o f Lewi s Carroll) . And w e 
may examin e i t i n existentialis t term s a s the searc h fo r a  sense o f secur e 
being an d individuatio n i n relatio n t o sexua l perplexity . 

As I have suggested in discussing reparation, it is a problem of "concern," 
of findin g th e othe r withou t eatin g he r u p o r bein g eaten , o f finding a 
confidence i n encounte r i n which th e othe r ca n be allowed t o freely exis t 
in her own right. Pip is seeking the capacity successfully to make reparation 
in th e fac e o f th e fea r o f wha t lov e migh t do , an d hi s proble m may  b e 
associated wit h unconsciou s drea d o f the consequence s o f loving . I  hop e 
such a n approac h wil l no t b e fel t t o b e reductive . I t i s b y n o mean s t o 
reduce Dicken's creative symbolism to say that the murder of Nancy is the 
"primal scene," any more than I  was trying to reduce Mahler when I  said 
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that the anguish he suffers fro m episod e to episode in the J^inth Symphony 
has t o d o with th e drea d h e ha d a s a  child o f parenta l sexuality , whic h 
seemed to threaten violence and annihilation—even th e loss of all meaning 
to lif e (se e my Gustav Mahler  and  the  Courage  to Be, 1975) . The answe r 
to suc h terribl e fear s i s t o fin d an d establis h thos e form s o f lov e an d 
authenticity tha t ca n creat e meaning . In Great  Expectations  Pi p grow s t o 
find a  lov e tha t transcends , i n hi s affectio n fo r Joe Garger y an d hi s lov e 
for Bidd y and i n hi s late r affectio n fo r Magwitch, bu t i n both o f these h e 
allows himsel f a t time s t o b e falsified . H e hope s desperatel y t o find  lov e 
with Estella , bu t sh e i s falsified: sh e becomes victim o f the sensua l fathe r 
figure (Drummle) who destroy s potentia i n her a s her crue l husband—ye t 
she i s mollified b y thi s terribl e experience . 

At on e point Drumml e i s said t o resemble Orlick , s o there i s a paralle l 
between Orlick' s attac k o n Mrs . Garger y an d Bentle y Drummle' s o n Es -
tella, which we may  examine in the ligh t o f Bill Sikes's murder o f Nancy. 
All ar e i n a  sens e reference s t o th e prima l scene , an d w e ma y sa y tha t 
Dickens i s finding  i t difficul t t o accep t th e combinatio n o f aggression an d 
devotion manifes t i n parental coitio n (an d s o in adul t sexuality) . Se x per -
haps remained i n his unconscious min d a  kind o f dangerous eating, a s it i s 
to the child , an d thi s i s symbolized both by the wedding cak e full o f mice 
and spider s an d th e burnin g brida l vei l tha t kill s Miss Havisham. * Wit h 
her, se x i s death, a s it i s in othe r sphere s o f the symbolis m o f the novel . 

The infantile suspicion that annihilatio n lurks in sexual love lies behind 
the recurrent image s in Great  Expectations  o f the hanging woman an d th e 
accompanying shadow of death—which ar e associated with Magwitch bu t 
also with Estella' s mother , Mis s Havisham , an d Estell a herself: 

It wa s i n thi s place , and a t thi s moment , tha t a  strange thin g happene d t o my 
fancy. I  thought i t a  stranger thin g lon g afterwards . I  turned m y eyes—a littl e 
dimmed by looking up at the frosty light—towards a great wooden beam, in a low 
nook of the building near me on my right hand, and I  saw a figure al l in yellow 
white, with but one shoe to the feet, and it hung so, that I could see that the faded 
trimmings o f the dres s were like earthy paper, and that th e face was Miss Ha v 
isham's, with a movement going over the whole countenance as if she were trying 
to call to me. In the terror of being certain that i t had not been there a  moment 

*He and Wilkie Collin s calle d women o f pleasure "periwinkles"—no t onl y flowers but als o 
little thing s on e coul d eat . 
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before, I  ran a t firs t fro m it , an d the n ra n toward s it . And m y terror was greates t 
of al l when I  found n o figure there. (59 ) 

This i s just th e kin d o f nightmar e fantas y on e migh t expec t a  sensitiv e 
and imaginativ e chil d lik e Pi p t o have . Bu t i t als o belong s t o th e overal l 
symbolism o f th e dramati c poem—an d i n thi s i t i s th e imag e o f "femal e 
element being " gon e dead : emotion s gon e dead , sexualit y gon e dead , an d 
creativity gon e dead . So , i t i s a n imag e characteristi c o f th e Victoria n 
predicament. Th e hangin g figure  Pi p see s i s the deat h o f potentia—in Mis s 
Havisham, i n himself , an d i n Dicken s himself . I t i s th e specte r o f creativ e 
being gon e dea d i n a  worl d i n whic h pragmatism , th e literal , an d th e 
material have triumphed . Sexuality , i n the libidina l (Biddy ) sens e has died ; 
also, i n th e dimensio n o f whole affectionat e friendshi p (a s between men — 
Joe an d Provis) , i t ha s die d (an d ha s t o b e resurrected) . Significantly , th e 
death image s occur in the old decayed brewery , itsel f symbolizing the deca y 
of goo d husbandry , an d th e ol d ("organic" ) wa y o f life : s o wha t ha s die d 
is love-in-community . (Dicken s himsel f ha s allowe d hi s marriag e t o die , 
while hi s sexualit y i s i n a  fair y tal e cottag e remot e fro m hi s rea l life. ) Bu t 
this specte r i s also a  symbol o f the damag e tha t th e chil d fear s ma y be don e 
by love , an d i s a  paranoid'schizoi d image , th e onl y mean s o f exorcisin g 
which i s b y th e achievemen t o f th e capacit y fo r reparatio n throug h love . 
A n d Pip , of course, does such a  reparative ac t when h e smothers the flames 
on Miss Havisham's body, and when h e works in the end to save Magwitch . 

Significantly, th e nex t tim e Pi p see s thi s ghos t i s durin g a  discussio n o f 
Estella's ow n heart : 

"You mus t know, " sai d Estella , condescendin g t o m e a s a  brilliant an d beautifu l 
woman might, "that I  have no heart—if that has anything to do with my memory." 

I got through som e jargon to the effec t tha t I  took the liberty of doubting that . 
That I  knew better . Tha t ther e coul d b e no such beauty without it . 

"Oh! I  hav e a  hear t t o b e stabbe d o r sho t in , I  hav e n o doubt, " sai d Estella , 
"and, o f course , i f i t cease d t o bea t I  shoul d ceas e t o be . Bu t yo u kno w wha t I 
mean. I  have n o softness there , no—sympathy , sentiment , nonsense. " 

What was  it tha t was borne in upon m y mind when sh e stood stil l an d looke d 
attentively a t me ? Anything tha t I  ha d see n i n Mis s Havisham ? N o . . . I looke d 
again, an d thoug h sh e was stil l lookin g a t me , the suggestio n wa s gone . 

What was  it? 
"I a m serious, " sai d Estella , no t s o muc h wit h a  frow n (fo r he r bro w wa s 

smooth) a s with a  darkening o f her face ; "i f we ar e to be thrown muc h together , 
you ha d bette r believ e i t a t once . No!" imperiousl y stoppin g m e a s I  opene d m y 
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lips. " I have not bestowed m y tenderness anywhere . I  have never had an y such 
thing." 

In another moment we were in the brewery so long disused, and she pointed 
to the high gallery where I had seen her going out on that same first day, and she 
told m e she remembered t o hav e been u p there , an d t o have see n m e standing 
scared below. As my eyes followed he r white hand, again the dim suggestion that 
I could not possibly grasp, crossed me. My involuntary start occasioned her to lay 
her hand upon my arm. Instantly the ghost passed once more and was gone. 

What was  it? (224-25) 

The associatio n between Estell a and the ghos t is ambiguous. In one sense, 
Pip i s sensin g he r origins : he r mothe r wa s th e unknow n murderes s wh o 
wished to kill her own child. In the background too is her father Magwitch , 
the criminal , who believes hi s child t o be dead . The shado w i s of murde r 
by th e woma n murdere r an d o f th e chil d b y bein g abandone d (b y th e 
rejecting mothe r an d father) . 

But ther e i s also a  sense in which thi s ghos t stands fo r somethin g tha t 
fascinates Dickens , whic h lead s som e peopl e t o hav e th e feelin g Estell a 
describes, of having a living heart and body but no emotions or tenderness— 
of being alive but no t aliv e a t the same time. This i s the schizoid  proble m 
with whic h Dicken s ofte n deals , the failur e o f affect , o f appropriate emo ' 
tions, whose origins are in the failure o f "loving communion."* In Pip this 
failure i s represented b y th e fac t tha t hi s mothe r an d fathe r ar e dead ; i n 
Estella, b y th e fac t tha t he r mothe r i s unknown , a  woma n wit h stron g 
muscles concealed unde r petitenes s an d a  woman capabl e o f great cruelt y 
and perhaps murder . Sh e is the female annihilatin g figure Freud calle d th e 
castrating mother; but Estella is handed over to another such and is brought 
up b y a  woma n wh o ha s deliberatel y perverte d he r emotions , devotin g 
herself t o thi s on e grea t viciou s intentio n a s a n ac t o f vengeance fo r th e 
destruction o f he r ow n emotiona l life . A t th e hear t o f Dickens' s fantas y 
is thi s preoccupatio n wit h th e destructio n o f th e creativ e powe r o f th e 
imagination, o f emotion , an d s o o f meaning , b y th e influenc e o f circum -
stances an d especiall y b y inheritanc e an d upbringing . Thi s aspec t o f hi s 
own psychologica l conditio n h e turne d int o a  fundamenta l (an d valid ) 
criticism o f nineteenth-century industria l society , an d utilitarianism . 

*This emotiona l failur e i s there i n Gradgrind , Dombey , Murdstone , an d Lad y Dedlock , th e 
names being often indicativ e o f a petrified stat e o f heart: Gradgrin d a  grindstone, Dombey a 
tomb of dead emotions, Murdstone "inner contents" turned to stone, Lady Dedlock's emotions 
in rigo r mortis . 
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Pip, brought u p by Mrs. Gargery , who is  also cruel an d cold , has bee n 
brought up, we might say, by the experience of "pseudo-male doing": rather 
like Sartre and Genet , he has had to "make himself." Yet in his experienc e 
of Joe's kindnes s ("Wha t larks!") , there i s enough lov e to give Pip poten -
tialities fro m whic h a  vital sel f can grow , while i n Mis s Havisham' s car e 
for Estella , howeve r evi l i n intention , ther e i s jus t enoug h affectio n t o 
make it possible for Estella, at the end, to be redeemed for love by suffering . 
Bitterly, Pi p an d Estell a struggl e throug h t o th e capacit y fo r reparation , 
but th e ambiguou s en d reveal s a n uncertaint y a s t o whethe r lov e an d 
meaning are really achieved. The ambivalence surely reflects Dicken's ow n 
unhappy situatio n i n love ? 

Dickens's insight s int o th e schizoi d proble m ar e confirme d b y recen t 
psychoanalytical thought , excep t tha t w e hav e toda y trace d a  closer con -
nection betwee n ver y earl y processes an d schizoi d disabilities . Miss Hav -
isham coul d no t reall y hav e generate d suc h dir e heartlessnes s i n Estella . 
But i t i s likely tha t suc h a  tragic infanc y a s Estella's coul d wel l hav e lef t 
her a  schizoid person—and then , certainly , a  woman lik e Miss Havisham , 
impelled b y suc h bitternes s an d envy , coul d exploi t th e potentialitie s i n 
her. Certainl y Pip , in hi s heartles s disregar d o f his relationshi p wit h Joe , 
shows schizoid tendencies—bu t again , hi s growing recognitio n o f his fail -
ings here, and his pain, show that hi s schizoid proclivities are the common 
ones with whic h we hav e to struggle in orde r to find  our humanness an d 
warm-hearted responsibilities . Dickens , lik e Dostoevsky , wa s schizoid 
enough himsel f t o b e awar e o f suc h terribl e possibilitie s o f th e deat h o f 
the potentialitie s o f one' s being : fo r th e ghos t tha t haunt s Great  Expec-
tations i s th e ghos t o f th e schizoid  atroph y o f th e sel f du e t o emotiona l 
and creativ e ignorance . B y "ignorance " her e I  mea n th e failur e t o expe -
rience thos e form s o f car e b y whic h alon e w e ca n mak e ou r wa y t o th e 
"significant other " an d thu s t o a  world ful l o f meanin g an d a  sens e o f a 
meaningful self . Sinc e (a s Winnicott an d Masu d Kha n hav e argued ) th e 
act o f realizatio n o f th e sel f i s a n imaginativ e on e betwee n mothe r an d 
infant, itself a dynamic of "female element being," this self-fulfillment coul d 
be particularly inhibited by a utilitarian, mechanical age—so Dickens turns 
the schizoi d proble m an d th e discover y o f concern an d lov e int o a  philo-
sophical an d politica l attitude , embodie d i n hi s art . Bein g mus t b e re -
deemed from extinctio n by love. It i s because of this need fo r imaginative , 
loving, meanin g redemptio n tha t h e i s s o dedicate d t o Christ' s exampl e 
and teaching . 
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Love i s calle d ou t b y on e perso n fro m another , a s the mothe r call s i t 
out in her infant ( a process hallowed in the image of the Virgin and Child). 
Estella says that Pi p ca n cal l ou t nothin g i n her : 

"It seems," said Estella, very calmly, "that there are sentiments, fancies—I don' t 
know how to call them—which I am not able to comprehend. When you say you 
love me, I know what you mean, as a form of words; but nothing more. You address 
nothing in my breast, you touch nothing there. I don't car e for what you say at 
all." (343) 

W e recal l Louisa , th e produc t o f Mr. Gradgrind' s upbringin g an d educa -
tion, talking thus to her father i n Hard Times.  Dickens is making a radical 
criticism o f a society that breeds such alienation . Louisa cannot dea l wit h 
the worl d becaus e failur e o f imaginative experienc e ha s lef t he r ignoran t 
of the truths o f the heart : she has no moral capacity because she has been 
starved o f those sources o f sympathy, play , an d poetry . 

Compeyson, wh o i s a  swindler , confidenc e trickster , an d crook , i s a 
characteristic produc t o f a  materialistic , acquisitiv e society , a s is also th e 
less fortunate Magwitc h (les s fortunate becaus e les s cunningly intelligen t 
and "charming, " a  mor e feeling, bodylif e person) . I t i s Compeyso n wh o 
has ruine d Mis s Havisha m emotionally , an d Estella , whos e lif e bega n 
among those whom societ y reduce s t o it s dregs , was lef t affectles s b y th e 
emotional deart h o f her infancy an d disturbed upbringing . She , too, is the 
victim o f Compeyson's coldness , of the "ic y water" o f his "egoistica l cal ' 
culation" (t o borrow phrase s fro m Kar l Marx) . 

Yet, wit h hi s characteristi c an d marvelou s belie f i n huma n creativit y 
and vision , Dicken s make s Estell a a n inspiratio n fo r Pip . Althoug h sh e 
cannot ye t understand , an d seem s untouche d by , th e reparativ e impuls e 
(the carin g impulse , which, throug h it s suffering , ca n cur e schizoid alien -
ation), sh e give s Pip' s worl d meaning . Sh e come s alon g the passage s lik e 
a star : sh e i s th e Stella  maris.  Th e passag e i n whic h h e speak s o f thi s 
reminds u s o f th e passag e i n Wuthering  Heights  i n whic h Cath y cries , 
"Nelly—I am  Heathcliffl " 

"You will get me out of your thoughts in a week." 
"Out o f my thoughts! You are part of my existence, part of myself. You have 

been in every line I have ever read, since I first came here, the rough common boy 
whose poor heart you wounded even then. You have been in every prospect I have 
ever seen since—o n th e river , o n the sail s o f the ships , on the marshes , i n th e 
clouds, in the light, in the darkness, in the wind, in the woods, in the sea, in the 
streets. You have been the embodiment of every graceful fancy that my mind had 



Great Expectations  14 1 

ever become acquainted with. The stone of which the strongest London buildings 
are made, are not mor e real , or more impossible to be displaced b y your hands, 
than your presence and influence have been to me, there and everywhere, and will 
be. Estella , t o th e las t hou r o f m y life , yo u canno t choos e bu t remai n par t o f 
my character, par t o f the littl e goo d in me , part o f the evil . But, in this separa-
tion I  associat e yo u onl y with th e goo d an d I  wil l faithfull y hol d yo u t o tha t 
always." (345) 

"The rhapsody, " say s Pip , "welle d u p withi n me , lik e blood fro m a n 
inward wound, an d gushed out. " This is a strong metaphor and obviousl y 
springs fro m th e unconsciou s depth s o f the fantasy . Th e image s o f blood 
and a n inwar d woun d belon g t o fantasie s o f "concern " an d reparation , 
and ther e i s a  sens e i n whic h th e outburs t refer s t o feeling s abou t th e 
mother, such a s we experienc e in infantile fantas y an d body-feeling. Dick -
ens i s writing abou t feeling s towar d th e mother , an d while Estell a i s in a 
sense his Madonna, i n the "Hol y Mary Complex, " she is by degrees , an d 
by suffering , repaire d a s a  femal e imag e i n th e fantasy , b y Pip' s love : a t 
the end of the novel we feel a t least a  potential rea l and equal relationshi p 
between them . 

In th e symbolis m o f th e novel , Estell a represent s th e capacit y i n th e 
"object" to inspire us. As Goethe said, "Woman lifts us up." It is a principle 
of object-relations psychoanalytica l theory and of the "new" existentialis m 
that ou r perception o f the world an d our capacities to deal creatively with 
it are bound up with our experience of loving encounter, between ourselves 
and th e mother , an d ourselve s an d th e "significan t other. " I t i s this tha t 
Pip realise s i n hi s lov e fo r Estella . Hi s lon g pat h throug h al l manne r o f 
suffering an d self-doub t lead s Pip to find th e true sel f and true love , so he 
can ask , wha t i s authenticity ? Wha t i s mos t valuabl e i n life ? Wha t i s 
freedom? Wha t i s fulfille d being ? Moreover , Pi p embodie s imaginativ e 
transcendence. Al l thes e qualitie s i n th e work com e from th e vision tha t 
Estella, a s a star, call s out i n him. Of course , we mus t say , it was Dicken s 
who ha d th e vision! But he identifies s o closely with hi s protagonists tha t 
we ca n say that throug h Pi p he experiences the power o f the imaginatio n 
to enabl e a  man t o fin d hi s true path , unde r th e inspiratio n o f love, bot h 
for woman an d man . Pip' s redemptio n come s by act s o f imagination—b y 
gradually coming, for example , to be able to imagine what Joe is suffering : 
and the n b y being confronte d wit h th e realit y o f Joe a s he come s ou t o f 
his illnes s i n a  stat e o f delirium : thi s i s itsel f a  crisi s o f th e imaginatio n 
freeing itsel f to perceive a shocking truth. When Pi p speaks of the marshes 
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in the passage quoted below , he speaks a s much o f the marshes , the dark -
ness, an d evil , a s h e doe s o f gracefu l fanc y an d light . H e speaks , too , o f 
how lov e is more real than th e stones of London, an d in this we see those 
Blakean impulses in Dickens to assert that human love and vision are more 
significant than any material reality, or a comfortable career as a gentleman. 

The ques t fo r meanin g i n Great  Expectations  make s i t a  book o f mor e 
than mer e "social " o r "political " relevance : Great  Expectations  i s a  work 
of art very much concerned with freedom a s an inward conditio n o f spirit, 
in the pursui t o f authenticity . O f course , "society" i n Great  Expectations 
is a  societ y o f injustice , an d thi s i s physicall y manifes t i n th e recurren t 
symbolism of being manacled—while som e of the characters like Magwitch 
and Estella' s mothe r bea r th e scar s an d mannerism s o f th e convic t al l 
through their lives. The hulks, out beyond the marshes, symbolize the way 
in which society puts beyond its bounds the creatures i t has brought dow n 
by it s ow n darknes s an d mora l miasma . Thes e character s hav e forfeite d 
their freedom , o r hav e ha d i t destroye d (whic h i s why Magwitc h want s 
to enshrin e freedo m i n Pip but get s i t wrong) . 

Throughout th e book Pip fear s th e los s of freedom an d authenticit y a s 
a death ; i t i s the deat h tha t thi s societ y threaten s on e with, th e deat h o f 
one's potentia.  Estell a says , " I mus t b e take n as  I have  been  made,"  an d 
this relate s t o th e centra l them e o f the "natura l heart. " Th e hear t migh t 
be said t o be a  beacon, an d th e alternativ e a  gallows: throughout Pi p ha s 
a recurren t imag e o f a  suspended  death  suc h a s i s symbolize d i n thos e 
opening passages o f poetic prose tha t w e hav e examined . 

Pip i s threatene d throughou t th e boo k wit h contaminatio n fro m thi s 
world o f the criminal , whic h i s the menac e (a s I  would pu t it ) o f "fals e 
solutions"—the fals e solution s o f hate , violence , an d murde r bu t als o o f 
money and "manner s makyth man" in the wrong and superficial sense . Of 
course, Pip i s not likel y to fal l int o crime , but h e suffer s fro m th e defect s 
of those who  ruin  other  people's lives  as a  consequence o f their ow n fals e 
solutions. 

At th e en d o f chapte r 2 2 Pi p feel s thi s contamination , a s Wemmic k 
shows hi m Newgate : 

I consume d th e whol e tim e i n thinkin g ho w strang e i t wa s tha t I  shoul d b e 
encompassed b y al l thi s tain t o f priso n an d crime ; tha t i n m y childhoo d o n ou r 
lonely marshe s o n a  winte r evenin g I  shoul d hav e first  encountere d it ; that , i t 
should have reappeared o n two occasions , standing out lik e a stain that was fade d 
and not gone; that, it should in this new way pervade my fortune and advancement . 
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While my mind was thus engaged, I thought of the beautiful young Estella, proud 
and refined , comin g towards m e and I  thought wit h absolut e abhorrence o f the 
contrast between the jail and her. I wished that... I might not have had Newgate 
in my breath and on my clothes. I beat the prison dust off my feet a s I sauntered 
to and fro and I shook it out of my dress, and I exhaled its air from my lungs. So 
contaminated did I feel... that... I was not yet free from the soiling consciousness 
... when I  saw her face 

What was  the nameless shadow which again in that one instance had passed? 
(249-50) 

Of cours e Pi p ha s th e shado w o f Newgate o n him , an d Estell a i s th e 
daughter o f a  criminal woma n an d Pip' s crimina l patron . Bu t a t anothe r 
level revealed by the psychoanalytica l analysi s o f symbolism, I  believe w e 
can say that ther e i s a sense in which th e "shadow " i s the shadow i n Pi p 
of hi s ow n mal e libidinousness , hi s sexua l assertiveness , whic h h e als o 
recognizes t o be potentially ther e i n Estell a (an d which sh e fulfill s i n he r 
sadomasochistic marriag e t o Bentle y Drummle) . I n hi s ques t fo r meanin g 
Dickens involves the search for sexual wholeness, libidinal and ideal united, 
and while in life he failed to find this fulfillment, h e comes near to realizing 
a lov e o f equality an d mutua l respec t i n Pi p an d Estella . 

There ar e tw o aspect s o f th e libidina l tha t ar e especiall y explore d i n 
this book . On e i s the natura l (sexual ) hear t represente d b y Biddy , whos e 
name surely means "the libidinal." Of course, Freud devised the term long 
after Dicken s wrote , but th e word "biddy " fo r a  libidinal gir l i s found i n 
Twelfth l^ght  ("Ay , Biddy , com e wit h me, " "biddy " her e meanin g a 
chicken, wit h a  sense o f "poule") . When Pi p decide s t o g o an d propos e 
to Biddy, despite the inauthenticity of such a choice (for he has not courted 
her an d merel y assumes—arrogantly—tha t sh e i s "available") , thi s i s a 
stage in his acceptance o f his libidinal dynamics , and als o in his becoming 
able to distinguis h betwee n tru e "being " lov e an d "willed " love . 

The othe r aspec t o f the libidina l i s the proble m o f homosexuality—or , 
to pu t i t i n a  more meaningful way , Pip' s acceptanc e o f the mal e elemen t 
as well a s the female , i n it s tender proclivities . The relationshi p betwee n 
Pip an d Joe Garger y i s homosexua l i n thi s sense : "Wha t larks! " exlaim s 
Joe, whos e deligh t i n Pi p seem s t o belon g almos t t o th e stag e o f pla y 
between adolescent s o f th e sam e sex , whic h everyon e goe s throug h i n 
normal development . Ther e ar e als o strong homosexua l element s i n Pip' s 
relationship with Magwitch—"homosexual" i n that they are like the deep 
feelings betwee n fathe r an d son—an d th e las t tendernes s o f Pip t o Mag -
witch as he is dying is that of homosexual love, in this sense. In the pattern 

....
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of intrapsychi c dynamics , w e may  spea k o f Dicken s learnin g t o lov e hi s 
maleness, whic h on e migh t sa y (a s wit h Mahler ) i s lovin g th e fathe r 
in onesel f a s a  stag e i n th e developmen t towar d sexua l an d emotiona l 
wholeness. 

Between Joe an d Pip , an d Magwitc h an d Pip—eve n betwee n Jaggers, 
Wemmick an d Herbert , an d Pip—this homosexual element is positive and 
enriching. With Orlic k an d Bentle y Drummle there is a false "manliness " 
that impels them toward sadistic cruelty. It often seems that Dickens's fea r 
of th e libidina l aspect s o f woma n wa s associate d wit h a  fea r o f mal e 
proclivities tha t h e was equall y afrai d o f in himself , an d i n thi s boo k h e 
seeks to com e to term s with the m all,  to fin d unity . 

These sexua l element s ma y b e linke d wit h th e essentia l them e o f th e 
book, which is that of existential freedom and self-realization. The "upshot " 
seems t o b e this : i t i s possibl e fo r th e natura l hear t t o b e influence d b y 
both male and female , by both mother and father , i n such ways as to resis t 
the imposition o f inauthenticity upo n onesel f by society or by people with 
false ideas , in order to find the true self. One needs , like Pip, to find  one' s 
manhood. Bu t i n realizin g "tru e self-being, " th e exploratio n o f the imag e 
of woman i s crucial: her capacity to inspire, her libidinal potentialities, the 
dark sid e o f her nature , an d he r capacit y fo r care . 

The engagemen t with th e figure  of woman i n Great  Expectations  i s as 
intense as that "gush of blood" in Pip's speech above. Consider the intensity 
of feeling i n the visions o f Joe's sister , o f Miss Havisham , o f Biddy in he r 
honesty and sympathetic devotion, an d in the entrancing image of Estella, 
the murderess , an d he r hangin g shadow . I n thes e Dicken s show s himsel f 
intensely engage d i n a n imaginativ e engagemen t wit h th e anima—wit h 
the woman o f infantile an d unconsciou s fantasy . An d thes e exploration s 
of th e natur e o f bein g mal e an d bein g femal e ar e hel d togethe r b y th e 
central figure  o f Pip , wh o tell s th e stor y a s th e "I " wh o pursue s th e 
existential ques t i n a  great novel . 

I haven't perhap s i n the space available been abl e to dra w th e reader' s 
attention t o th e richnes s o f Dicken' s language , i n th e wa y i t serve s hi s 
symbolic purpose . I f I  wer e t o tr y t o exemplif y this , I  migh t tak e thi s 
passage: 

Next day the clothes I had ordered all came home, and he put them on. Whatever 
he put on , became him less (i t dismally seemed to me) than what h e had worn 
before. To my thinking there was something in him that made it hopeless to attempt 
to disguise him. The more I dressed him, and the better I  dressed him, the more 
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he looke d lik e th e slouchin g fugitiv e o n th e marshes . Thi s effec t o n m y anxiou s 
fancy wa s partl y referable , n o doubt , t o hi s ol d fac e an d manne r growin g mor e 
familiar t o me ; but I  believed to o tha t h e dragge d on e of his legs a s if there wer e 
still a  weight o f iron o n it , an d tha t fro m hea d t o foo t ther e wa s Convic t i n th e 
very grai n o f the man . 

The influence s o f his solitar y hut'lif e wer e upo n hi m besides , an d gav e him a 
savage ai r tha t n o dres s coul d tame ; adde d t o thes e wer e th e influence s o f hi s 
subsequent brande d lif e amon g men , an d crownin g all , hi s consciousnes s tha t h e 
was dodgin g an d hidin g now . I n al l hi s ways o f sitting an d standing , an d eatin g 
and drinking—o f broodin g about , i n a  high'shouldered reluctan t style—o f takin g 
out hi s grea t honvhandle d jack-knif e an d wipin g i t o n hi s leg s an d cuttin g hi s 
food—of lifting light glasses and cups to his lips, as if they were clumsy pannikins— 
of choppin g a  wedge of f hi s bread , an d soakin g u p wit h i t th e las t fragment s o f 
gravy round an d round hi s plate, as if to make the mos t of an allowance , and the n 
drying hi s fingers  o n it , an d the n swallowin g it—i n thos e way s an d a  thousan d 
other small nameless instances arising every minute in the day, there was Prisoner , 
Felon, Bondsman , plai n a s plain coul d be . 

It ha d bee n hi s ow n ide a t o wea r tha t touc h o f powder , an d I  concede d th e 
powder afte r overcomin g the shorts . But I  can compar e the effec t o f it , when on , 
to nothing but the probable effect o f rouge upon the dead; so awful was the manner 
in which everythin g i n hi m tha t i t was mos t desirabl e t o repress , started throug h 
that thi n laye r o f pretence , an d seeme d t o com e blading ou t a t th e crow n o f hi s 
head. I t wa s abandone d a s soon a s tried, an d h e wore hi s grizzle d hai r cu t short . 
(318-19) 

Every vivi d elemen t i n th e descriptio n enhance s th e awfu l sens e o f falsit y 
that Pi p perceive s i n Magwitc h an d Magwitch' s ide a o f a  "gentleman" — 
the imag e int o whic h th e convic t ha s trie d t o mol d him . 

T h e passag e i s a  marvelou s exampl e o f Dickens' s awarenes s o f w h a t 
today w e woul d cal l "bod y language. " Th e hars h lif e t o whic h Magwitc h 
has been expose d i s now integra l wi th hi s whole bearing: the way h e treat s 
his knif e an d hi s plate , soakin g u p wi t h hi s brea d th e las t fragment s o f 
gravy a s i f " t o mak e th e mos t o f a n allowance, " speak s o f hi s existence . 
The "touc h o f powder " speak s o f hi s yearnin g t o b e a  gentleman , o r a t 
least o f hi s concep t o f gentility , an d i t exacerbate s th e deathlines s o f hi s 
predicament—because i f he i s taken a s a  returned felo n h e wil l b e hanged . 
The descriptio n i s no t merel y t o giv e u s th e vivi d presenc e o f Magwitch , 
however, bu t t o symbolis e th e mora l horro r Pi p feel s because h e i s trappe d 
into hidin g thi s man , whos e concep t o f a  gentlema n ha s bee n force d upo n 
Pip b y deceit , s o tha t h e feel s hi s ow n lif e t o b e corrupted , existentially , 
by a  fals e idea—itsel f base d o n crime s o f whic h h e doe s no t kno w th e 
nature. Ye t a t th e sam e time , clearly , fro m th e descriptio n itself , h e syn v 
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pathizes deepl y with th e harshness t o which th e felon ha s been subjecte d 
by a  punitiv e society . Th e mora l complexitie s o f suc h a  scen e ca n b e 
recognised a s standing behind (say ) Joseph Conrad' s powe r o f portrayin g 
moral isolation , a s in Under  Western Eyes,  and one could trace in Conra d 
both Dickens's existentia l themes and the realization that the way he uses 
language make s possible . 



C H A P T E R S I X 

Finding On e Another' s Reality : 
Lizzie Hexam an d He r Lov e Stor y i n 

Our Mutual  Friend 

It wa s a  remark o f Merryn Williams' s tha t sen t m e back t o Our  Mutual 
Friend, to appreciat e th e grea t strengt h o f Dickens' s portraya l o f Lizzi e 
Hexam: "Lizzi e Hexa m an d Helen a Landles s ar e both strong , responsibl e 
women . . . with no charm or playfulness" (87) . I had always been fascinated 
by th e portraya l o f Bradle y Headstone , th e compulsivel y jealous idolize r 
of Lizzie , a s a n acut e psychologica l study . Bu t I  hav e alway s foun d th e 
James Harmon/Rokesmit h plo t daunting , th e transformation s o f Boffi n 
incredible, and the Wegg business unreadable. More recently, I  found Ia n 
Robinson's comment s o n th e meanin g o f Eugen e Wrayburn' s violatio n 
fascinating from a  phenomenological point of view; it is as if Dickens could 
only allo w a  fulfillment betwee n lover s when th e ma n ha s been virtuall y 
castrated, i n th e psychoanalytica l sens e of being annihilated . 

But a further reading of the novel, after this book was virtually complete, 
seemed t o m e to pu t a  new ligh t o n the relationship . Merryn William s i s 
quite right: Lizzie is a very strong woman—the obverse , one might say, of 
the "fallen" woman. Lizzie is not going to be fallen, and Eugene Wrayburn, 
although h e is to a  degree the Steerfort h type , is to be redeemed fro m th e 
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carnal and unthinking involvement o f the playboy. Steerforth occasionall y 
voices regret s i n the presenc e o f David; with Wrayburn , fro m th e first , a 
real apprehensio n o f th e realit y o f th e woma n begin s t o operat e o n hi s 
effete an d dehumanize d attitud e to life , to generate in him a  new sense of 
authentic existence . Lizzie' s formidabl e strengt h i s a n importan t contri -
bution t o thi s redemptio n o f the man . 

Lizzie i s brough t u p b y a  fathe r wh o salvage s dea d bodie s fro m th e 
Thames, an d wh o i s accused  b y Rogu e Riderhoo d o f murder . Riderhoo d 
himself is possibly guilty of murder, or at least connivance in manslaughter , 
and Lizzie' s greates t distres s center s o n he r desir e t o clea r he r father' s 
name. She is no stranger to death, and she is fostered on the money salvaged 
from th e pocket s o f drowned corpses . O n th e on e hand , a s "society " ob -
serves a t the end o f the nove l afte r he r marriage to Wrayburn, n o woman 
could hav e bee n raise d i n les s propitious circumstances : n o on e coul d b e 
more tainte d b y associatio n wit h a  dreadfu l trade . Wit h Lizzi e w e se e 
Dicken's mos t genuin e concer n t o follo w th e teaching s o f Jesus an d fin d 
the mos t positiv e stirring s o f the huma n spiri t i n th e lowliest . Fo r Lizzi e 
from th e beginnin g i s torn betwee n lov e fo r he r fathe r an d distres s ove r 
his trade . Fro m th e firs t pag e ther e i s a  loo k wit h a  "touc h o f drea d o r 
horror" i n he r fac e a s she watches hi s face earnestly . Sh e cannot si t nea r 
the corps e the y "catch, " bu t whe n he r fathe r remind s he r tha t th e ver y 
basket that sh e slept in as an infant was washed u p ashore , while the very 
rockers her father mad e to put i t upon to make a cradle of it were cut fro m 
a piec e o f driftwood , sh e kisse s he r han d "an d fo r a  momen t hel d i t ou t 
lovingly toward s him. " Whe n a  notic e i s pu t u p sayin g tha t th e corps e 
had nothin g significan t i n it s pockets, Lizzie knows he r fathe r ha s robbe d 
the corps e an d ha s lie d t o concea l this , an d so , fearing tha t doubt s abou t 
this wil l b e see n i n he r fac e b y Lightfoo t o r Wrayburn, sh e goe s out ; a s 
she explain s t o he r brother , " I wa s afrai d h e migh t kno w wha t m y fac e 
meant." 

But, phenomenologicall y speaking , Lizzie' s acquaintanc e wit h th e 
corpses of suicides, drunks, fallen women, and other derelicts, in the myth-
ical rive r o f Dickens's London , i s also an acquaintanc e wit h th e ultimat e 
questions of existence: the river here bears a symbolic resemblance to Lear's 
heath an d the storm. I t is also an acquaintance with the unconscious, an d 
the darke r aspect s o f being o f which th e rive r i s a  symbol . Just a s Mar k 
Twain dre w a n existentia l strengt h fro m th e Mississipp i Rive r an d s o a 
strong mora l powe r (th e pilo t wh o wa s no t committe d an d responsibl e 
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would perish) , and Conra d dre w hi s existentia l vision fro m th e merchan t 
navy an d th e exigencie s o f sea navigation , s o Dickens draws his strength , 
as a  questione r o f being, fro m th e sombe r presenc e o f the Thame s i n hi s 
grim London . So , Lizzie's skil l an d strength , i n rescuin g the unconscious , 
battered bod y o f Eugen e fro m th e rive r a t th e en d i s a  manifestatio n o f 
her mora l strength—whic h i s th e strengt h o f love . So , the symbolis m o f 
murder an d deat h turn s t o a  them e tha t "lov e i s a s stron g a s death" : i n 
lifting Wrayburn int o the boat and taking him to the surgeons, Lizzie finds 
superhuman strengt h in , a t last , total commitmen t t o her future wit h thi s 
man, eve n thoug h h e seems a t th e tim e unlikely t o survive . 

In it s powe r th e momen t i s a s redolen t o f comple x tragi c meanin g a s 
(say) Heyst's las t moments in Victory,  fo r what we draw fro m i t is  a sense 
of the strengt h o f love : eve n i n th e fac e o f oblivion , eve n i n th e toil s o f 
fate, mer e death seems insignificant, a s it does to Lear and Cordeli a when , 
as birds i n th e cage , they become "God' s spies. " 

The conversation s tha t lea d u p t o thi s triumphan t conclusio n hav e a 
strength an d maturity , i n the realization o f character tha t ris e to the leve l 
of George Eliot's greatest moments. And i n these it is the strength of being 
in Lizzi e Hexam tha t i s made rea l t o us . 

The dram a o f the relationshi p betwee n Wraybur n an d Lizzi e is in th e 
depth o f he r appea l t o him . H e i s a  shallow , driftin g ma n fro m th e ric h 
classes, lik e Steerforth , liabl e t o fal l int o troubl e fro m shee r aimlessnes s 
and boredom . H e coul d easil y have wandered int o th e seductio n o f a gir l 
of les s mettl e tha n Lizzie , an d cause d ruin . Bu t fro m th e beginnin g hi s 
fascination fo r Lizzi e has a  real qualit y tha t i s almos t to o stron g fo r suc h 
a vague personalit y t o dea l with . 

Eugene i s wit h Lightwoo d whe n th e latte r question s Lizzie' s father , 
during which interrogation she goes out to hide her face, while Wraybur n 
is looking hard a t her . The roo m i s seen with particula r intensity : 

The low building had the look of once being a mill. There was a rotten wart of 
wood upon its forehead tha t seemed to indicate where the sails had been, but the 
whole was very indistinctly seen in the obscurity of the night. The boy lifted th e 
latch of the door, and they passed at once into a low circular room, where a man 
stood before a red fire, looking down into it, and a girl sat engaged in needlework. 
The fire was in a rusty brazier, not fitted to the hearth; and a common lamp, shaped 
like a hyacinth-root, smoked and flared i n the neck of a stone bottle on the table 
... roof, and walls, and floor , alik e abounding in old smears of flour, red-lea d (o r 
some such stains which it had probably acquired in warehousing), and damp, alike 
had a look of decomposition. (21) 
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There could be no less prepossessing setting for the discovery of a heroine. 
Lizzie i s barely literate , thoug h sh e ca n rea d picture s i n tha t re d fir e an d 
clearly ha s a n imaginativ e spirit . He r brothe r say s o f her , "i f sh e know s 
her letter s it' s the mos t she does—and the m I  learned her. " I t i s of course 
one of the major problems of class division that we find it difficult t o grasp: 
a girl , however beautiful , wa s impossibl e to think o f as a companion fo r a 
man ou t o f her class , because sh e was uneducated . Eve n Dic k Swivelle r 
in The  Old  Curiosity  Shop  ha s to ge t the Marchioness educate d before  h e 
can marr y her—even thoug h sh e saves hi s lif e by he r devotion . 

The ga p i s huge an d seemingl y unbridgeabl e betwee n indolen t lawye r 
Wrayburn an d the daughter of a scavenger. In the normal everyday world 
of Victoria n England , th e likel y relationshi p woul d b e a  seduction , lik e 
one of "Walter's," followed b y the woman's ruin , a  disastrous pregnancy , 
after whic h sh e would b e on the street s t o survive . I f the interes t Eugen e 
feels i n Lizzie was no t t o resul t i n such a  disaster, what els e could ensue ? 
He could perhaps aspir e to make her his mistress, but thi s might well rui n 
his reputatio n i n "society, " a s well a s hers : later , o f course , hi s marriag e 
to he r ruin s hi m fo r "society, " bu t h e defie s the m an d doesn' t care . 

This i s why h e regard s hi s ow n fascinatio n wit h foreboding : 

"that lovel y gir l with th e dar k hai r run s i n m y head. I t was littl e mor e than a 
glimpse we had of her that las t time and yet I  almost see her waiting by the fire 
tonight. Do you feel like a dark combination o f traitor and pickpocket when you 
think of that girl?" 

"Rather," returned Lightwood. "Do you?" 
"Very much so." (162) 

Wrayburn i s already compelle d t o see k her : 

He could see the light o f the fire shining through the window. Perhaps i t dre w 
him on to look in. Perhaps he had come out with the express intention... (163) 

He climb s a  bank t o loo k in throug h th e window : 

She had no other light than the light of the fire. The unkindled lamp stood on the 
table. She sat on the ground, looking at the brazier, with her face leaning on her 
hand. There was a kind of film or flicker on her face, which at first he took to be 
the fitful firelight; but, on a second look, he saw that she was weeping. A sad and 
solitary spectacle, as shown by the rising and falling of the fire. (163) 

He see s the bill s posted u p aroun d th e roo m respectin g drowne d people : 
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But he glanced slightly at them, though he looked long and steadily at her. A deep 
rich piece of colour, with the brown flush o f her cheek and the shining lustre of 
her hair, though sad and solitary, weeping by the rising and the falling of the fire. 
(164) 

Lightwood and Wrayburn are , of course, involved in an investigation, an d 
are pursuin g th e questio n o f Hexa m bein g accuse d o f murder . Bu t thei r 
investigations ar e brough t t o a  hal t b y Hexam' s death , cause d b y a n a c 
cident with hi s ow n line s i n attemptin g t o recove r anothe r corpse . 

Wrayburn ha s see n Lizzi e star t u p an d cal l fo r he r father . Whe n the y 
find the bod y o f Hexam "soakin g int o thi s filthy  ground, " an d whil e th e 
inspector is demonstrating how he died, Eugene slips away to fetch Abbe y 
Potterson t o conve y th e new s t o Lizzi e tha t he r fathe r i s dead . H e i s 
motivated by compassion fo r the lonely girl and realize s that sh e will nee d 
a woman t o counse l her , i n he r grief . We lear n thi s late r fro m Charley . 

"He brought the news home to my sister early in the morning, and brought Miss 
Abbey Potterson, a neighbour, to help break it to her. He was mooning about the 
house when I was fetched home in the afternoon—they didn' t know where to find 
me till m y sister could be brought roun d sufficientl y t o tel l them—and the n h e 
mooned away." (230) 

"Mooning" i s a  goo d descriptio n o f Wrayburn's manner , fo r h e behave s 
in such circumstances somewha t lik e a sleepwalker: he doesn' t kno w wh y 
he allows himself to be involved, and he hides his concern from Lightwood , 
saying only , " I als o fel t I  ha d committe d ever y crim e i n th e Newgat e 
Calendar. So , fo r mingle d consideration s o f friendship an d felony , I  too k 
a walk." (177) 

It gradually emerges that Wrayburn continue s t o visit Lizzie . She finds 
a temporar y lodging , soo n afte r he r father' s death , workin g a s a  needle ' 
woman an d keepin g th e stockroo m o f a  seaman' s outfitter . Sh e share s a 
lodging wit h th e Doll' s Dressmake r (" a child— a dwarf— a something") , 
who i s a cripple: "The quee r little figure, and the quee r but no t ugl y face , 
with it s bright gre y eyes, were so sharp, that th e sharpness o f the manne r 
seemed unavoidable " (222) . Thi s creatio n o f Dickens' s i s on e o f hi s 
triumphs—like Mis s Mowche r i n David  Copperfield.  Jenny Wren , wit h 
her alcoholi c father , he r industriou s application , an d he r capacit y fo r de-
votion and love, even in her state of severe handicap, but with her beautifu l 
hair, is completely convincing (as little Nell is not). Her real name is Fanny 
Cleaver; th e appellatio n Jenn y Wre n wa s on e sh e bestowe d o n herself . 
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She has shrewdness , intelligence , an d (lik e Miss Mowcher , wh o i s badly 
hurt capturin g Littimer ) a  profound mora l sense combined wit h wit . Sh e 
is one of those representatives o f the world o f serious play, like the peopl e 
of Sleary's circus, who embody a kind of warm-hearted fol k wisdom. Wit h 
great delicac y an d tac t Dicken s hint s a t th e en d tha t sh e ma y for m a 
relationship with th e boy Sloppy—h e take s i t n o further , bein g evidentl y 
aware tha t eve n t o hin t o f a sexual relationshi p with thi s deforme d chil d 
would b e tasteless . Bu t Jenny i s the embodimen t o f the feminin e virtue s 
of sympatheti c response , an d o f carin g fo r th e need s o f being—divorce d 
from th e libidina l problem . Lik e Lizzi e sh e love s a  fathe r who , lik e littl e 
Nell's, deceive s an d betrays her : anothe r version o f the Euphrasi a theme . 
But th e portraya l o f he r dealing s wit h thi s drunkar d ar e devoi d o f th e 
exaggerations o f melodrama an d ar e totally unsentimental . 

Jenny Wre n become s a  necessar y companio n t o Lizzie , an d later , o f 
course, a  nurse for Wrayburn. Sh e embodies a  woman's understanding o f 
the need s o f thos e i n difficulty . Fro m th e beginning , fo r instance , sh e 
recognizes that Lizzi e has a  need fo r privacy, when visite d by Wrayburn : 

"And sh e alway s ha s the us e of this roo m fo r visitors, " said th e person o f the 
house, screwing u p on e o f her littl e bon y fists , lik e an opera-glass , an d lookin g 
through it , with he r eyes and her chin in quaint accordance . "Always this room 
for visitors; haven't you, Lizzie dear?" (226) 

Bradley Headston e notice s " a ver y sligh t actio n o f Lizzie Hexam's hand , 
as though i t checked th e doll' s dressmaker"—for Lizzi e does not wish he r 
brother o r th e schoolmaste r t o kno w sh e receive s visit s fro m Eugen e 
Wrayburn. 

Lizzie's concern, of course, is to preserve her good name. So, Wrayburn's 
visits ar e made in the presence o f Jenny Wren. Eugene' s mai n concer n a t 
the beginnin g i s to offe r Lizzi e education ; i n thi s h e i s showing , perhap s 
in spite of himself, an intention to try to bring her within the circumferenc e 
of a  woman wh o migh t be though t o f as rea l t o him . O n he r part , sh e i s 
doubtful becaus e to accep t would pu t he r unde r a n obligatio n t o him . 

Lizzie sat so still, that on e could no t hav e said wherein th e fac t o f her manne r 
being troubled was expressed; and yet one could not have doubted it. Eugene was 
as easy as ever; but perhaps as she sat with her eyes cast down, it might have been 
rather more perceptible that hi s attention was concentrated upo n her for certain 
moments tha n it s concentratio n upo n an y subjec t fo r an y shor t tim e eve r was, 
elsewhere. (235) 
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Lizzie is turning Eugene, despite himself, into a serious person. He is trying 
with Lightwoo d t o clea r Hexam' s name . Bu t h e confesse s t o Jenny h e i s 
an "idl e dog " becaus e "ther e i s nobod y wh o make s i t wort h while " fo r 
him to reform . 

W e hav e a  ma n here , lik e Fre d Vincy , wh o need s a  goo d woma n t o 
make a  ma n o f him. Hi s impuls e t o educat e Lizzie  i s the firs t gestur e h e 
has eve r mad e t o goin g outwar d fro m hi s ow n listles s egois m towar d 
another: 

"The thing is worth nothin g in itself. The thing is worth nothin g to me. What 
can it be worth to me? You know the most I make of it. I propose to be of some 
use to somebody—whic h I  neve r was i n thi s world , an d shal l neve r be on any 
other occasion—....I f I  proposed t o be the teacher , o r to atten d th e lessons— 
obviously incongruous—but a s to that I  might as well be on the other side of the 
globe or not on the globe at all." (235-36) 

His fina l touc h i s to imply that he r refusa l doe s wrong to he r dead fathe r 
(who was hostil e to "learning") : 

"By perpetuating the consequences of his ignorant and blind obstinacy. By resolving 
not t o se t righ t th e wrong h e did you . B y determining tha t th e deprivatio n t o 
which he condemned you, and which he forced upon you, shall always rest upon 
his head." (236) 

"It chance d t o be a  subtle string to sound," say s Dickens: and i t is.  Lizzie 
perceives "th e passin g appearanc e o f earnestness , complet e conviction , 
injured resentmen t o f suspicion, generou s an d unselfis h interest. " 

All these qualities, in him usually so light and careless, she felt t o be inseparable 
from some touch of their opposites in her own breast. She thought, had she, so far 
below him an d so different, rejecte d thi s disinterestedness becaus e of some vain 
misgiving that he sought her out, or headed any personal attractions that he might 
descry in her? (236) 

Eugene i s genuinel y disappointed , an d hi s argument s continu e t o wor k 
with forc e upo n her . The y ar e conveye d i n writin g tha t i s a t time s s o 
subtle as to be difficult t o follow, and , to our satisfaction, w e fee l a s if we 
might be following human dialogue of the seriousness (say) of that between 
characters i n Jane Austen o r George Eliot ; as , say, between Elizabet h an d 
Darcy, o r between Dorothe a an d Wil l o r Grandcour t an d Mrs . Glasher . 
That is , we are following dialogue between a  real man in all his complexity 
and a  real woman. Ther e i s great depth i n the exchanges , because W r a y 
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burn i s taking Lizzi e seriously t o a  degree he doe s no t realize , which i s a 
new capacit y draw n ou t b y her : h e love s he r (w e perceive ) althoug h h e 
has a s ye t n o clea r inklin g o f th e fact . O n he r part , beneat h he r stron g 
commonsense resolutio n no t t o b e toye d wit h b y a  ma n fa r outsid e he r 
class an d circumstance , sh e i s draw n t o hi m b y th e ver y seriousnes s sh e 
perceives sh e i s capable o f arousing i n him . 

"It's not easy for me to talk to you," returned Lizzie, in some confusion, "fo r you 
see all the consequences of what I  say, as soon as I say it." 

"Take all the consequences," laughed Eugene, "and take away my disappoint' 
ment. Lizzie Hexam, as I am your friend an d a poor devil of a gentleman, I protest 
I don't even now understand why you hesitate." 

There was an appearance of openness, trustfulness, unsuspecting generosity, in 
his words and manner , that won the poor gir l over; and not only won her over, 
but agai n cause d he r t o fee l a s though sh e had been influenced b y the opposit e 
qualities, with vanity a t their head. (337-38 ) 

Wrayburn i s emerging not only as a serious person but als o a subtle one— 
as when h e i s shocked b y the possibilit y (afte r a  careless remark ) tha t h e 
might be thought t o be trifling with Jenny's infirmity . Bu t he i s as yet fa r 
from sensitiv e understanding , a s th e gul f betwee n himsel f an d Jenn y i s 
shown, by her fantasy of the children who made her "light." To this fantasy 
he refers , later , when h e i s thought t o be dying . 

One migh t surmise that i t i s the very realit y of Eugene Wrayburn an d 
Lizzie Hexa m tha t mean s the y ha d t o fac e th e gruelin g experienc e o f hi s 
near-murder. Th e underlyin g current s o f their relationshi p ar e extremel y 
powerful, an d th e intens e compulsion s o f Bradley Headston e revea l ho w 
destructive th e powe r o f passion ca n be . This real m o f the deepe r level s 
of human lov e was very disturbing, i t would seem , to the Victorian mind : 
in Lewi s Carrol l an d Ruski n w e fin d differen t form s o f drea d o f matur e 
sexual responsiveness . Th e intens e daughter'fathe r relationship , th e Eu -
phrasia syndrome , i s one way o f escaping the power o f mature love—an d 
this i s why th e Littl e Dorrit'Clenna m relationshi p i s so unsatisfactory: i t 
seems to perpetuate something of a father-daughter devotion , without phys' 
ical fulfillment : i t i s nonlibidinal . Th e WraybunvLizzi e relationshi p i s 
powerfully libidinal . 

Eugene an d Lizzi e face impossibl e barriers ; yet thei r mutua l attractio n 
generates a  profoun d respec t fo r on e another , an d the y interac t a s ma n 
and woman o n equal terms a s beings, making choices of integrity, in com" 
mitment. T o a  Victorian consciousnes s ther e seeme d somethin g terribl e 
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about this , and Wrayburn's near-destructio n seem s almos t a  baptism o r a 
rite o f passion, rathe r tha n a  castration . 

One elemen t i n thi s matte r i s surely th e difficult y a  writer mus t hav e 
in allowing his characters to reach a fulfillment h e has never known himself. 
An obvious case here is Thomas Hardy: Tess can only find sexual fulfillmen t 
with Ange l onc e sh e i s condemne d t o death . Bu t th e nove l durin g th e 
nineteenth centur y largel y becam e a  vehicl e o f nonfulfillment—a s i t i s 
often, fo r instance, in Henry James and Edith Wharton. In  Jane Eyre,  Jane 
can onl y marr y Rocheste r afte r hi s maimin g an d blinding . Murder , a s I 
have said, hovers in the background between Pi p and Estella , and the en d 
is equivocal . 

In Our  Mutual  Friend  th e contex t o f the lovers ' relationshi p i s deat h 
from beginning to end and so imbued with a certain solemn gravity. Around 
Lizzie Hexam the deepest fears o f the unconscious ar e explored: she grows 
up in the presence of death an d the daily destructiveness o f the fata l rive r 
(in whic h th e mysteriou s focu s o f th e myster y story , Joh n Harmon , i s 
supposed t o hav e perished) . Sh e i s nourished o n death , an d he r acquain -
tance with th e managemen t o f corpses o n the rive r equips her to save he r 
lover when h e is  virtually reduce d t o a  corpse i n th e river . 

The complemen t t o Wrayburn's strangel y unwilling involvemen t wit h 
Lizzie is Bradley Headstone's psychologica l involvemen t an d hi s fanatica l 
jealousy. He is increasingly the living embodiment o f envy, and we fee l i n 
the en d tha t hi s hat e i s directe d a t lov e itself . Th e reluctanc e o f th e 
nineteenth-century novelis t t o portray sexual fulfillment ma y have behin d 
it a  dread o f envy, perhaps a n unconscious fea r o f sex a s a form o f eating, 
in whic h (i n childhoo d fantasy ) th e mothe r an d fathe r migh t ea t on e 
another up , o r eve n tur n o n th e chil d (th e prima l scen e an d th e fantas y 
of the combine d parents) . The intensit y o f such fear s associate d wit h se x 
suggests some deep disturbance a t the leve l of infantile fantasy , associate d 
perhaps with experience s o f the breas t an d o f being weaned (experience s 
that certainl y li e behin d Georg e MacDonald' s fantasies) . Bradle y Head -
stone's murderous rages and fits are perhaps a  dramatic embodiment o f the 
threats fel t t o be laten t i n sexua l passion—an d s o Headstone end s i n th e 
river, too , killing himself an d Rogu e Riderhood , o n whom h e tried t o pi n 
his own murde r (whil e Riderhoo d i s possibly a  murderer, too) . 

What Eugen e Wraybur n undergoe s is , by contrast , a  deat h an d res-
urrection. H e has to suffer an d virtually di e to become fit to marry Lizzie. 
And o n he r par t sh e has to mak e an extrem e reparatio n t o become read y 
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to commi t hersel f t o thi s man . Fo r both , I  believe we may  say, phenome ' 
nologically, thes e experience s ar e necessary t o mak e them "safe " t o ente r 
the dangerous realms of sexual fulfillment, jus t as Tess has to be condemned 
to deat h befor e sh e can enjo y he r brief spel l o f sexual lov e with Angel . 

The river , a s I  hav e said , i s th e rive r o f th e unconsciou s an d prima l 
passion. I t i s in this dark river of the unconscious tha t on e encounters th e 
ultimate existentia l challenge—an d i t i s from immersio n i n thi s rive r tha t 
Lizzie fulfill s he r marvelou s mora l integrity an d Eugen e finds himself a s a 
real man . 

This i s to loo k a t th e matte r mor e positivel y tha n Ia n Robinson , wh o 
sees the hero a s having to be maimed before fulfillment . Th e developmen t 
of thei r lov e ca n flower  onl y whe n th e proximit y t o deat h ha s remove d 
completely the possibility of the marriage being consummated fo r the tim e 
being—for the y ar e marrie d whe n Wraybur n i s physically prostrat e an d 
only halfawar e i n consciousness . Thi s on e migh t interpre t a s a  kin d o f 
castration, but ther e is no suggestion tha t the marriage isn't consummate d 
later. What th e murderous theme makes possible is a concentration o n the 
deep underlyin g lov e tha t i s stronger tha n death , without an y possibilit y 
of physica l communion , bu t ye t a  lov e tha t ca n confron t an d transcen d 
mortality—in a  tragic way . 

They hav e t o suffe r t o com e throug h t o lov e an d meaning—an d the n 
passion ca n b e fulfilled . Bu t first  wha t mus t b e establishe d i s the kin d o f 
mutual respect—despite the daunting differences i n condition of life—tha t 
is a  qualit y o f tru e love , a s i t i s between , say , Darc y an d Elizabet h o r 
Emma and Mr. Knightley. It is perhaps worth remarking that there is never 
any problem with Jane Austen o f her heroes an d heroine s being libidinal , 
and ther e i s in he r novel s n o embarrassmen t abou t passio n an d it s conse -
quences: Colonel Brando n ha s a  natural daughter , Wickham ha s seduce d 
a woman, Harrie t i s a  natural daughter , an d Henr y Crawfor d i s an adul -
terer. The socia l and mora l consequences ar e severely examined, but ther e 
is n o coynes s o r drea d abou t sexua l experience , howeve r firmly  misde -
meanors ar e placed . 

Wrayburn's enigm a i s that h e respect s Lizzi e from th e start : 

"Don't mistake the situation. There is no better girl in all this London than Lizzie 
Hexam. Ther e i s n o bette r amon g m y people a t home ; n o bette r amon g you r 
people."(294) 
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But whe n Lightwoo d asks , "Wha t follows? " Wraybur n ha s n o answer , 
because i t i s stil l a  riddle to him , which h e has give n up . 

"Eugene, do you design to capture and desert this girl?" 
"My dear fellow, no." 
"Do you design to marry her?" 
"My dear fellow, no." 
"Do you design to pursue her?" 
"My dear fellow, I  don't design anything. I have no design whatever."(294) 

Mortimer, however , persists in asking, "Then what i s to come of it? What 
are you doing ? Where ar e you going? " 

Wrayburn's willingness to drift with the experience is in danger, clearly, 
of doin g grea t harm , a s Harol d Skimpole's  egoisti c irresponsibilit y does . 
But w e suspec t (becaus e o f hi s occasiona l outburst s o f seriousness ) tha t 
he is more in love than he realizes. Lizzie is  definitely i n love with Eugene , 
though sh e has a  strong realis m abou t th e impossibl e gul f between them . 
Jenny Wre n i s use d a s a  chori c interrogator , t o ge t s o muc h ou t o f her . 
The Doll' s Dressmake r invite s he r t o loo k int o th e fire  again , int o th e 
"hollow down by the flare,"  and dream of being a lady—what then would 
she think o f Eugene Wrayburn ? 

"She is glad, glad to be beautiful, tha t he may be proud of her. Her poor heart.. . 
is given him , with al l it s lov e an d truth . Sh e would joyfully di e with him , or , 
better than that, die for him. She knows he has failings, but she thinks they have 
grown up through his being like one cast away, for the want of something to trust 
in, and care for, and think well of. And she says, that lady rich and beautiful tha t 
I can never come near, 'only put me in that empty place, only try how little I mind 
myself, only prove what a  world o f things I will do and bear for you, and I hope 
that you might even come to be much better than you are , through me who am 
so much worse, and hardly worth the thinking of beside you'."(349) 

Jenny Wre n gaze s a t he r wit h "somethin g lik e alarm"—for , wit h he r 
sympathetic worldl y wisdom , sh e realize s tha t thi s girl , by being i n lov e 
with a  gentleman , i s exposed t o seriou s emotiona l damage , since sh e ca n 
never hop e to marr y him . 

The fact that she is in love with Wrayburn helps her to repulse Bradley 
Headstone, though she is also strongly aware that the man is a dangerous 
egoist. She protests to him when he declares himself; when repulsed, Head ' 
stone menaces  Wrayburn , an d sh e tell s hi m tha t Wraybur n ha s merel y 
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been most considerate, in connection with the death and with the memory 
of her poo r father . 

"He i s nothing to you, I  think," sai d Lizzie , with a n indignation sh e could no t 
repress. (399) 

Headstone abuse s Wrayburn a s a  rival , an d Lizzi e i s strong in he r reply . 

"Mr. Headstone," returned Lizzie , with a  burning face, "i t i s cowardly in you to 
speak to me in this way. But it makes me able to tell you that I  do not like you, 
and that I  never have liked you from th e first , an d that n o other living creature 
has anything to do with the effect you have produced upon me for yourself. "(399) 

The language , we ma y note , has al l the eleganc e o f the languag e use d b y 
Jane Austen' s characters , an d i t ha s th e sam e strength , showin g huma n 
beings dealin g courageousl y with hate . Yet she i s a t th e sam e time "com -
passionating th e bitte r struggl e h e coul d no t conceal , almos t a s muc h a s 
she was repelle d an d alarme d b y it. " 

A shor t scene follows this bitter trial, and it is done with grea t subtlety . 
Lissie i s bein g escorte d hom e b y Aaron , wh o refuse s t o leav e he r t o b e 
escorted b y Wrayburn. Wraybur n an d Aaron se e her hom e together , th e 
former baffled—learnin g tha t he r brothe r ha s bee n crue l an d th e school ' 
master menacing . Bu t while Lizzi e is distressed an d resolut e i n he r deter -
mination not to be left alone with him, even his light'heartedness entrance s 
her, contrasting as it does with the brooding selfish petulance of Headstone: 

so faithful t o her, as it seemed, when her own stock was faithless; what an immense 
advantage, what an overpowering influence were his that night!... his occasional 
tones of serious interest (setting off his carelessness, as if it were assumed to calm 
her),... his lightes t touch , hi s lightes t look , hi s very presenc e beside he r i n th e 
dark common street, were like glimpses of an enchanted world. (406) 

Wrayburn repeat s Lightwood' s question s an d declares , "w e shal l soon 
know now , Ah!" wit h a  heavy sigh . 

Lizzie hides away in isolation. Later she has an intimate exchange wit h 
Bella Wilfer, wh o suggest s she is trying to wear ou t he r weakness fo r th e 
gentleman wh o admire s her . Wouldn' t i t b e bette r t o lea d a  natura l lif e 
and not be shut out from "your natural and wholesome prospects . .. would 
that b e n o gain? " "Doe s a  woman's hear t that—tha t ha s tha t weaknes s 
. . . seek t o gai n anything? " (627) . Bell a i s chastened b y thi s reply , an d o f 
course it relates to the riches versus integrity theme of the rest of the novel. 
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Lizzie's lov e i s a  hopeles s an d gainles s one . W h a t woul d sh e lose , i f sh e 
came ou t o f hiding ? 

"I should lose some of the best recollections, best encouragements, and best objects , 
that I  carr y throug h m y dail y life . I  shoul d los e m y belie f tha t i f I  ha d bee n hi s 
equal, an d h e ha d love d me , I  shoul d hav e trie d wit h al l m y migh t t o mak e hi m 
happier and happier , a s he would hav e made me. I should los e almost al l the value 
that I  pu t upo n th e littl e learnin g I  have , which i s al l owin g t o him. . . . I shoul d 
lose a  kind o f picture o f h im. .. which I  somehow fee l I  could no t d o a  mean o r a 
wrong thin g before . I  should leav e of f prisin g the remembranc e tha t h e ha s don e 
me nothin g bu t goo d sinc e I  hav e know n him , an d tha t h e ha s mad e a  chang e 
within me , like—like th e chang e i n th e grai n o f these hands , which wer e coarse , 
and cracked , and hard , and brown when I  rowed o n the river with father , an d ar e 
softened an d mad e supple by this ne w wor k a s you se e them now. " 

They trembled , bu t wit h n o weakness, a s the showe d them . (527 ) 

She ha s neve r dreame d o f th e possibilit y o f bein g hi s wife . 

"And ye t I  lov e him . I  lov e hi m s o muc h an d s o dearly , tha t whe n I  sometime s 
think m y life ma y be but a  weary one , I  am proud o f it an d gla d o f it. I  am prou d 
and gla d t o suffe r somethin g fo r him , eve n thoug h i t i s of no servic e to him , an d 
he will neve r know o f it o r care fo r it. " (528 ) 

The exchang e i s there t o sho w Bell a what a n "unselfis h passion " i s like , 
but i n itsel f i t belong s t o a  powerfu l lov e story . 

Wrayburn i s no t ye t redeemed ; thoug h h e regard s Jenny' s fathe r wi t h 
some compassion , "h e wa s sorry , bu t hi s sympath y di d no t mov e hi s care -
lessness t o d o anythin g bu t fee l sorry. " W h e n challenge d b y Lightwood , 
he tentativel y admit s h e i s mor e seriou s abou t Lizzie  tha n h e i s take n t o 
be. 

"And yet , Eugene , you kno w you d o no t reall y car e fo r her. " 
. . . After a  prolonged pause , he replied: " I don' t kno w that . I  must as k you no t 

to say that , a s if we too k i t fo r granted. " (536 ) 

A n d yet , a s th e ol d question s arise , h e i s flippant,  an d say s icily , " W h a t 
do I  mea n now ? Bu t i t woul d b e prematur e i n thi s stage , an d it' s no t th e 
character o f m y mind. " Lizzie  i s bein g brough t graduall y fro m th e real m 
of a  remot e objec t o f fascination an d possibl e seduction , t o tha t o f the rea l 
woman. A n d he r realnes s i s powerfull y befor e us , i n th e marvelou s con -
versation b y th e rive r jus t befor e th e attempte d murder . 

He ha s a t las t foun d Lizzie,  an d the y mee t a s equa l ma n an d woman . 
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She i s solem n an d he r eye s ar e downcast : "H e pu t he r han d t o hi s lips , 
and sh e quietl y dre w i t away. " 

"Will you walk beside me , Mr. Wrayburn, an d no t touch me? " For, hi s arm wa s 
already stealin g round he r waist . (691 ) 

The gesture s ar e o f cours e intensifie d fo r us , becaus e the y ar e als o bein g 
watched b y Bradle y Headstone . 

She challenge s hi m a s t o whethe r h e foun d he r b y chanc e (a s h e ha s 
said) o r design . H e admit s design . H e challenge s he r t o admi t sh e lef t 
London t o ge t ri d o f him . 

"How coul d you be so cruel?" 
"Oh, Mr . Wrayburn, " sh e answered , suddenl y breakin g int o tears , "i s th e 

cruelty o n m y side ? Oh , Mr . Wrayburn , Mr . Wrayburn , i s ther e n o cruelt y i n 
your being here tonight? " 

"In th e nam e o f al l that' s good—an d tha t i s no t conjurin g yo u i n m y ow n 
name—for Heave n know s I  a m no t good"—sai d Eugene , "don' t b e dis -
tressed. "(692) 

Her distress , however , i s a  taci t admittanc e o f he r tormente d love . 

"What els e ca n I  be , when I  kno w th e distanc e an d th e differenc e betwee n us ? 
What els e can I  be, when t o tel l me why you cam e here, is to put m e to shame! " 
said Li^ie , coverin g her face . (692 ) 

By this, she reveals that hi s presence can only put before he r impossibilities , 
which ca n onl y humiliat e her . H e seem s t o b e move d i n a  ne w way . 

He looke d a t he r with a  rea l sentimen t o f remorseful tendernes s an d pity . I t wa s 
not strong enough to impel him to sacrifice himself to spare her, but it was a strong 
emotion. (692 ) 

He ha s a t las t "found " her . 

"Lizzie! I  neve r though t befor e tha t ther e was a  woman i n the worl d wh o coul d 
affect m e s o muc h b y sayin g s o little . Bu t don' t b e har d i n you r constructio n o f 
me. You don' t kno w what m y state of mind towards you is . You don' t kno w ho w 
you haunt m e and bewilder me. You don' t kno w how the cursed carelessnes s tha t 
is over-officious i n helpin g m e a t ever y othe r turnin g o f m y life , WON' T hel p m e 
here. You hav e struc k i t dead , I  think , an d I  sometimes wis h yo u ha d struc k m e 
dead alon g with it. " (692 ) 

T h e word s ar e ominous i n th e circumstances ; but a t las t sh e has mad e hi m 
a seriou s person . 
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She ha d no t bee n prepare d fo r suc h passionat e expressions , an d the y awakene d 
some natura l spark s o f feminin e prid e an d joy i n he r breast . T o consider , wron g 
as he was, that he could care so much for her, and that she had the power to move 
him so! (692-93 ) 

The conversatio n i s s o powerfu l becaus e th e tw o peopl e mov e close r t o 
each other' s reality . Sh e begs hi m t o thin k o f her , thoug h sh e i s a  workin g 
girl, as if she were a  lady, an d t o respec t he r rights . He i s genuinely anxiou s 
when h e asks , "Hav e I  injure d yo u much , Lizzie? " Sh e ask s hi m t o leav e 
her alone , an d no t driv e he r away . H e seek s t o forc e he r t o disclos e he r 
heart: 

"Lizzie!... Answer what I  ask you. I f I had no t been what yo u cal l removed fro m 
you an d cu t of f from you , would yo u have made this appea l to me to leave you?" 

"I don' t know , I  don' t know . Don' t as k me Mr. Wrayburn. . . . " 
"If I  had no t been what yo u mad e me out t o b e . . . would yo u stil l have hate d 

me?" 
"O Mr. Wrayburn," she replied appealingly, and weeping, "you know me better 

than t o think I  do." 
"If I  had no t bee n wha t yo u mak e m e ou t t o be , Lizzie , would yo u stil l hav e 

been indifferen t t o me? " 
"O Mr . Wrayburn, " sh e answere d a s before, "yo u kno w m e better tha n tha t 

too!" 
There was something in the attitude of her whole figure as he supported it , and 

she hung her head, which besought him to be merciful an d not force her to disclose 
her heart . H e was no t mercifu l wit h her , an d he made her d o it . (694-95 ) 

But sh e ca n onl y proclai m thei r situatio n "s o endless , s o hopeless " an d 
asks, "Spar e me. " Unti l tonight , sh e declares , sh e neve r suppose d h e 
"needed t o b e though t for" : 

"If yo u d o trul y fee l a t hear t tha t yo u hav e indee d bee n toward s m e what yo u 
have calle d yoursel f tonight , an d tha t ther e i s nothin g fo r u s i n thi s lif e bu t 
separation, the n Heave n hel p you, an d Heave n bles s you." (695 ) 

(He ha s calle d himsel f he r lover. ) 

The purit y with whic h i n thes e words sh e expresse d somethin g o f her ow n lov e 
and he r ow n suffering , mad e a  dee p impressio n o n hi m fo r th e passin g time . H e 
held her , almos t a s i f she were sanctifie d t o hi m b y death , an d kisse d her , once , 
almost a s he migh t hav e kissed th e dead . (695-96 ) 

A t last , h e ha s foun d he r reality , an d t o himself , a t th e leve l o f ego , h e 
is surprised: "Ca n I  eve n believ e i t myself? " H e eve n finds , "i n th e appea l 
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and in the confession o f weakness, a little fear" (696) . Dickens realizes the 
painfullness o f commitment, an d th e fea r o f dependence, while Wraybur n 
reflects wit h a  ne w realis m o n th e trut h o f thei r natures : "Sh e mus t g o 
through wit h he r nature , an d I  must g o through wit h mine. " 

"I should like to see the fellow.. .who would undertake to tell me that this was 
not a real sentiment on my part, won out of me by her beauty and her worth, in 
spite of myself, and that I  would not be true to her." (697) 

"The rippling of the river seemed to cause a corresponding stir in his uneasy 
reflections." Th e challeng e fro m th e dee p rive r reveal s "part s o f hi s 
thoughts" fo r thei r "wickedness. " 

"Out of the question to marry her," said Eugene, "and out of the question to leave 
her. The crisis!" (698) 

The crisi s i s solve d b y th e massiv e ac t o f reparatio n tha t follows , a s 
Lizzie hears hi s crie s a s he i s stricken, an d applie s herself , fro m he r earl y 
training, to rescuing this body from th e river . As she bends over to secur e 
a line , she recognises the victim, an d "th e rive r an d it s shores rang to th e 
terrible cry  she uttered. " 

She i s possesse d o f supernatura l spiri t an d strength , an d realize s tha t 
"if sh e los t distinctnes s o f intention , al l was los t an d gone. " Indeed , sh e 
has the strength o f a working girl—fo r non e of Jane Austen's heroines , o r 
any "lady," would hav e been likely to have performed he r life-saving task . 
Her strengt h i s th e realit y o f knowing wha t t o d o i n a  dir e catastrophe . 
She kisses the mutilate d face , 

and blessed and forgave him, "if she had anything to forgive." It was only in that 
instant that she thought of herself, and then she thought of her self only for him. 
(701) 

The murde r attemp t ha s brough t hom e th e ful l discover y o f their realit y 
to on e another , eve n o n th e brink o f death . 

The Wrayburn wh o drift s i n an d ou t o f consciousness i s a  Wraybur n 
of a  ne w gravity . I t i s a  maste r strok e o f Dickens's , t o ge t Lightwoo d t o 
fetch Jenn y Wren , t o nurs e Wrayburn , an d t o mak e he r pla y suc h a 
significant par t i n hi s recovery: i t i s she who suggest s the word "wife " a s 
the clu e to hi s recover y fro m brai n damage . 

The wedding ceremony, performed i n the presence of death, takes noth-
ing from melodram a o r tha t kin d o f morbidity. Deepl y moved , we follo w 
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the ceremony , "S o rarel y associate d wit h th e shado w o f death ; s o insep -
arable in the mind fro m a  flush o f life an d gaiet y and hope and health an d 
joy" (752)—bu t not , o f course, a t th e unconscious level . For unconsciou s 
reasons, the wedding ceremony is traditionally, in folklore, associated wit h 
menace—the bridesmaids being brides in disguise to deceive the evil spirits, 
for instance. But on the other side of the resurrection Wrayburn an d Lizzie 
are free to meet at the level of beings, untrammeled by social divisions an d 
the hauntin g fear s o f the dar k rive r o f the unconscious . 

"Ah, my beloved Lizsie!" he said faintly. "Ho w shall I ever pay all I owe you, if 
I recover— It would require a life, Lizzie, to pay all; more than a  life." (753) 

She on her part i s anxious never to discredi t him: he on his, hopes he may 
put hi s "trifling , wasted " yout h behin d hi m an d fear s h e ma y disappoin t 
her goo d opinio n i f h e doe s live . Bu t w e hav e n o suc h fears , becaus e o f 
the strengt h the y hav e foun d i n thei r discover y o f one another . 

The onl y limitation , perhaps , i s tha t th e wif e i s portrayed i n th e rol e 
of nurse; but ther e i s no indication tha t th e marriage is not to be fulfilled , 
even though at first Eugene is a "shattered graceles s fellow" and he bravely 
challenges "society " with thi s wife a t hi s side . 

But thi s marriag e i s n o father-daughte r situatio n no r a  man' s liaiso n 
with a  child-wife , no r wit h a n idealise d angel-Agne s figure—nor  i s th e 
wife a  devoted custodia n with he r littl e basket o f keys. Lizzie  Hexa m i s a 
strong an d capabl e woman, full y an d passionatel y loving , an d Wraybur n 
is a t dept h seriou s an d sensitive , despit e hi s origins . I t i s not to o fancifu l 
to compar e the m wit h Benedic t an d Beatric e o r Elizabet h an d Darcy , a s 
tangible lovers who discove r their possibilities for freedom an d equality i n 
their mutua l plight . 



C H A P T E R S E V E N 

Dickens's Ow n Relationship s wit h Wome n 

Toward th e en d o f his life , Dicken s was a  rich man : he lef t som e ninet y 
three thousan d pounds. * Hi s worldwid e reputatio n wa s secure . H e ha d 
difficulties wit h his children, and his marriage had been at an end for some 
time ("Tha t figure  i s ou t o f my life fo r evermor e [excep t t o darke n it]") . 
He had the clandestine relationship with Elle n Ternan, and seems to have 
kept this secret fro m hi s adoring public. Some people who kne w him wel l 
knew o f his worst offenses ; fo r instance , when on e of his sons died he did 
not eve n writ e t o hi s estrange d wife , an d a  frien d o f hers , Si r Willia m 
Hardman, wrote that this sank Dickens in his esteem to the lowest depths : 
"As a  writer I  admir e him; a s a  man, I  despise him." Bu t a s for Dickens , 
whatever distresse s he was in , the "persona l affection, " a s he called it , o f 
his public console d him , an d h e neede d thi s acclai m mor e an d more . 

In the end he virtually killed himself by his obsessional need to indulg e 
in public hi s fantasy o f the murde r o f Nancy by Bil l Sikes . Great artis t i n 
the nove l a s he was, Dickens suffered fro m tha t strang e an d corrup t mor -
bidity that afflicted th e Victorians: he was fascinated by public executions, 
and reflecte d a  grea t dea l o n th e shape s o f the corpse s o f the Mannings , 

*The equivalen t o f almost si x million dollar s today . 
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who wer e hange d fo r murder—th e man' s clothe s lookin g lik e somethin g 
on a  scarecrow, th e woman's for m remainin g clea r an d fine . H e spok e o f 
the "terribl e impression " o f 

"the two forms dangling on top of the entrance gateway—the man's, a limp, loose 
suit of clothes as if the man had gone out of them; the woman's a  fine shape, so 
elaborately corseted an d artfully dressed , that i t was quite unchanged i n its trim 
appearance as it slowly swung from side to side." (quoted in Mackenzie, 218) 

The fascinatio n wit h th e gallows , murder , prisons , an d instrument s o f 
torture migh t wel l hav e been see n a s part o f the novelist' s preoccupatio n 
with huma n realit y in al l its ranges. But the obsession with th e murder of 
Nancy seem s t o revea l somethin g more : " I hav e bee n trying , alon e b y 
myself, th e Oliver  Twist  murder , bu t hav e go t somethin g s o horrible ou t 
of it that I  am afraid t o try i t in public" (quoted i n Mackenzie, 373) . Five 
years late r h e worke d agai n o n thi s text : "I t i s ver y horribl e bu t ver y 
dramatic" (Mackenzie , 373) . 

He was, say the Mackenzies , mor e an d mor e attracte d t o th e ide a o f a 
new readin g that would satisf y hi s need fo r a  sensational climax . Of not e 
are his doubt s abou t usin g the murde r o f Nancy fo r thi s effect : 

I have n o doub t tha t I  could perfectl y petrif y a n audienc e by carrying ou t th e 
notion I  have of the way o f rendering it....But whethe r th e impression would 
not be so horrible a s to kee p them awa y anothe r time , is what I  cannot satisf y 
myself upon. What do you think? (Quoted in Mackenzie, 374) 

He admitte d tha t th e murder scene drove al l the breath ou t o f his body— 
and Dicken s a t thi s tim e was sufferin g fro m sleeplessnes s an d sickness . 

Yet h e mus t tr y th e readin g o n a n invite d audienc e wit h oyster s an d 
champagne afterwards : Yate s wrote , 

[As he] flung aside his book and acted the scene of the murder, shrieked the terrific 
pleadings of the girl , growled the brutal savagery of the murderer, brought looks, 
tones, gestures simultaneously int o pla y to illustrat e hi s meaning there was no t 
one .. . but was astonished a t the power and versatility of his genius. (Quoted in 
Mackenzie, 374) 

Dickens noticed that his listeners were "unmistakeably pale and had horror-
stricken faces. " On e physician presen t warned Dicken s agains t promotin g 
mass hysteri a (an d Dicken s ha d a n astonishin g electrifyin g effec t o n hi s 
audiences). The Shakespearean scholar William Harness wrote that " I had 
an almos t irresistibl e impuls e upon m e to scream,  and that , i f anyone ha d 
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cried out , I  a m certai n I  shoul d hav e followed " (Quote d i n Mackenzie , 
374). 

When h e invite d th e painte r W . P . Frit h t o th e firs t publi c reading , 
Dickens said , "I t i s horribly like , I  am afraid.... I hav e a  vague sensatio n 
of being 'wanted'  a s I  walk abou t th e streets " (Mackenzie , 375) . Yet h e 
now added the hunt for Sikes and his final death, being hanged by accident. 
He was now "trying it daily with the object o f rising from tha t blank stat e 
of horror int o a  fierce and passionat e rus h a t th e end " (Mackenzie , 375) . 

Sikes, sa y th e Mackenzies , wa s a  "diaboli c embodimen t o f hi s ow n 
darkest feelings, " whic h fel t a  murderous rage  agains t Nancy . Th e Duk e 
of Argyl l declare d tha t Dicken s ha d th e facult y tha t othe r grea t actor s 
have o f "getting ri d o f their ow n physica l identity , an d appearin g with a 
wholly different fac e and a wholly different voice. " This power in Dickens 
was astonishing . 

These reading tours were making Dickens seriously ill; yet when Dolb y 
urged him to choose "less stressful items, " Dickens became angry, smashing 
a plat e an d shoutin g a t hi s agen t fo r hi s "inferna l caution, " (Mackenzie , 
377), then relentin g an d embracin g him tearfully , admittin g "ther e was a 
little to o muc h 'murder ' i n ou r arrangement. " Yet , a s he went ahead , h e 
"looked desperately aged and worn; the lines in his cheeks were now dee p 
furrows; ther e was a  weariness in his gaze and a  general air of fatigue an d 
depression abou t him" : hi s "extraordinar y elasticit y o f spirits" seemed t o 
have lef t hi m (Mackenzie , 377) . 

All thi s i s strange; but i t especially illuminates Dickens' s problem wit h 
woman. There was within hi m some intense nee d t o repea t compulsivel y 
that intens e fantas y o f a n attac k o n th e libidina l woma n wh o ha s acte d 
out o f sympath y an d lov e fo r a  chil d bu t wh o ha s betraye d he r bruta l 
lover. H e wa s angr y wit h thos e wh o suggeste d tha t thi s obsessio n wit h 
acting out this fantasy migh t seriously damage his health. One might eve n 
say that hi s addiction t o this horrific, sadistic fantasy o f the assaul t on th e 
phantom woma n o f the unconsciou s kille d him . 

The compulsion surely also has sexual connotations. I t is clear from th e 
descriptions of the hanged corpses of the Mannings above, from the murder 
scene in Oliver  Twist,  an d from othe r images in Dickens that the shadow y 
fantasy i n which woma n i s associated wit h murde r i s the prima l scene : a 
haunted fantas y o f parenta l sexua l intercours e conceive d of , a s by a  dis -
turbed child , a s a  kind o f murder , o r a n activit y involvin g th e possibilit y 
of annihilation . Murde r lurk s behin d sexualit y i n th e late r novels , a s I 
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have shown . Sexualit y ca n onl y be exorcise d o f this threa t b y prodigiou s 
suffering an d reparation , beyond th e murderou s moment , a s with Eugen e 
Wrayburn an d Lizzie Hexam. Throughout there is an urge to mold woman 
into a  sexles s role , a s b y creatin g he r i n th e imag e o f a  daughter , o r a 
certain Euphrasi a rol e o f a  kin d o f childlik e sexlessness , a s wit h Littl e 
Dorrit (whos e partne r regard s himsel f a s beyon d "tha t tende r aspec t o f 
life," a s in Arthur Clennam) . 

The powe r Dickens had t o assume a  "different" fac e an d voice may be 
linked with th e "double " theme in his work by which a n individual ofte n 
turns ou t t o b e somebod y else—a s wit h Joh n Harmo n i n Our  Mutual 
Friend—or ther e i s a switch, a s with John Jarndyce's transformation fro m 
husband t o father . I n Edwin  Drood  Jasper i s evidentl y a  spli t character . 
These oddl y evasiv e manifestation s ma y b e associate d wit h schizoid  ele -
ments in Dickens , which occasionall y affec t hi s work. On e canno t escap e 
the persistent sense of dread that lurks behind his creative impulse to avoid 
certain realities , wit h a n urgen t nee d t o kee p certai n thing s apart—hi s 
characteristic attachment to compartmentalization. Biographers of Dickens 
speak o f a  "deep-seate d bu t inexplicabl e malaise, " an d o f hi s frequen t 
depressions. Dickens' s mod e o f driving himsel f furiousl y int o al l kind s o f 
public activitie s i s clearly manic ; but ther e lurk s somethin g mor e terribl e 
behind his life—what biographer s cal l "the darker side of Dickens." More-
over, i t mus t no t b e forgotte n ho w terribl e wa s hi s sens e o f failur e ove r 
his marriage : 

It i s all despairingly over . A disma l failure ha s to be borne....What a  blighted 
and wasted life my marriage has been. (Mackenzie, 299) 

And yet this marriage had gone through fifteen pregnancie s before its end— 
five miscarriage s an d te n childre n i n twenty-tw o years . Yet , lik e Georg e 
MacDonald, while he knew woman i n the flesh, he spent a  lifetime tryin g 
to "find " he r i n art . 

There ar e man y indication s o f th e strang e fantas y split s i n Dickens' s 
relationship t o woman i n lif e a s well a s in his art . Hi s wife seem s to hav e 
been i n youth plump , spoiled , an d self-indulgent , bu t h e foun d he r child -
ishness and passivity appealing. The Mackenzjies believe that she provided 
"the necessar y antithesi s t o hi s dominatin g vigour. " Bu t afte r th e en d o f 
his marriag e h e said o f her , "sh e neve r presente d hersel f before  (th e chil -
dren) i n th e aspec t o f a  mother.. . .I t i s he r miser y t o liv e i n som e fatal 
atmosphere which slay s everyon e t o whom sh e should b e dearest. " If , a s 



168 Dic\ens  's Own Relationships  with  Women 

some psychotherapists believe , in marriag e "psychopatholog y play s a  par t 
on bot h sides, " ther e wa s a  deadl y kin d o f compulsiv e incompatibilit y 
between them : this constantly pregnant wife neve r seems to have enjoye d 
motherhood, whil e sh e was jealous o f Dickens's creativ e work an d coul d 
not cop e with hi s fame . Hi s work i s ful l o f dark phrase s tha t hav e a  ring 
of sorro w abou t th e failur e t o fin d a  harmon y o f share d interest s an d a 
true mutuality . 

Dickens's attitud e t o woma n wa s compartmentalize d i n severa l ways , 
as I have suggested. The disillusioned view, formed around his own mother , 
was spli t of f fro m th e visio n o f th e "angel, " idea l woman . Durin g hi s 
courtship wit h hi s wife , Mar y Hogarth , wh o wa s the n fifteen , acte d a s 
chaperone, an d i n th e earl y years o f his marriag e sh e was worshipped b y 
him a s th e epitom e o f idea l womanhood . Throughou t hi s lif e h e seeme d 
to nee d t o idoliz e thi s kin d o f devote d siste r figur e lik e Agnes i n David 
Copperfield an d Ros e Mayli e i n Oliver  Twist —angelically beautiful , de -
voted, inspiring , an d th e objec t o f pure admiration . Astonishingly , whe n 
Mary died, Dickens bought a double plot in Kensal Green cemetery, hoping 
to b e burie d alongsid e he r when h e died ; h e said , " I hav e neve r ha d he r 
ring off m y finger." Littl e Nell was spun ou t o f memories o f Mary. Later , 
when a  brothe r died , h e sol d th e buria l plot , bu t ha d t o visi t i t whe n 
Mary's coffi n wa s uncovered ; inevitably , al l hi s feeling s fo r he r wer e re -
vived. I t i s difficul t t o imagin e wha t th e feeling s o f th e wif e mus t hav e 
been (thoug h i n th e earlie r years o f their marriag e Mary share d thei r lif e 
closely, to the pleasure o f all three). The deat h o f Little Nell i s the deat h 
of Mary Hogarth . 

Georgina Hogart h late r entere d th e Dicken s househol d i n muc h th e 
same way—a s a  self-sacrificin g siste r i n a  sexles s relationshi p wh o too k 
Dickens's par t i n the breakup o f his marriage and declared tha t " a ma n of 
genius ough t no t t o be judged wit h th e commo n herd. " He r dutiful , pur e 
devotion was perhap s th e inspiratio n fo r Littl e Dorrit , th e child-wif e an d 
daughter-slave. 

Dickens had othe r "inspirational" feelings fo r other women: Christian a 
Weller (a woman of "wonderful endowments" ) and Mrs. de la Rue, whom 
he sough t t o trea t b y mesmerism , finding  himsel f i n doin g s o i n comba t 
with som e dark masculin e ghos t i n her psyche . 

Finally, ther e wa s th e relationshi p wit h Elle n Ternan , wh o belonge d 
to his stage world an d with whom h e acted the scenes of an older man i n 
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relation to a girl, and whom he later kept in the fairy tale house in Slough , 
totally apar t fro m hi s rea l life . 

And the n ther e was th e humiliatin g experienc e whe n h e became sen -
timental over his memories of Maria Beadnell , and wrote to her: "You ask 
me to treasur e wha t yo u tel l me , in m y hear t o f hearts . . . .O see  what I 
have cherished there , through al l this time and al l these changes. " Whe n 
he met her, it was a terrible shock: she had become fat, giggling, and verbose, 
and her "intimate manner had become an embarrassing familiarity" (Mack -
enzie, 270-71) . I t was , indeed , exactl y lik e Arthu r Clenna m revisitin g 
Flora: painfully awful . 

The compartmentalizatio n tha t afflicte d Dicken s seem s t o belon g t o a 
general proble m o f the Victoria n male . The Mackensie s hav e a  mos t in -
sightful paragrap h on this. (Interestingly, this follows immediately after a n 
account of what a tyrant Dickens was in the house, inspecting the children's 
rooms ever y morning , keepin g everythin g unde r stric t control : daughte r 
Kate said , "M y poo r mothe r wa s afrai d o f m y fathe r . . . she wa s neve r 
allowed t o express  a n opinion—neve r allowe d t o say what sh e felt") : 

Georgina graduall y assume d al l th e function s o f a  wife, excep t thos e o f sexual 
partner, although the wife hersel f was still alive and well and living in her own 
home. The Victorian conventions made many men ambivalent about their sexuality; 
physical passion seemed a hidden and shaming thing, and in public they idealized 
womanhood an d extolled chastity . One means of coping with thi s contradictio n 
was the double standard, which made mistresses and prostitutes the price of do-
mestic virtue. Dickens apparently found a  different solution , which was echoed in 
one nove l afte r another , an d harke d bac k to th e triangula r relationship s o f the 
short-lived idyll in FurnivaPs Inn—and possibly even to complex childhood feelings 
towards his mother and his sister Fanny. During the first year of his marriage his 
powerful attachmen t t o Mary Hogarth enabled him to polarize his emotions. He 
was physically attracted t o Catherine whereas young Mary became the epitome 
of innocence. Her death not only shocked him, it also destroyed the balance of his 
emotional needs . He later declare d tha t hi s troubles with Catherin e began soon 
afterwards....After Georgin a joined the family ... the balance was to some extent 
restored. (245-46) 

The compartmentalization tha t the MacKenzies cal l "polarisation" was 
so intense that Dickens , who wore Mary's ring , wanted t o be buried wit h 
her. He did not want t o be buried with th e woman with whom he share d 
physical passion . That desir e to be buried ha s a n importan t symbolism : i t 
is surel y th e desir e t o b e merge d wit h another , i n tha t eterna l ultimat e 
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way th e infan t i s merged, o r desires to be merged, with th e mothe r in th e 
"oceanic feeling" o f baby-mother union ? Dickens' s idea l women therefor e 
tend t o be "littl e mothers, " but als o (becaus e sexless ) sisters.  As we hav e 
seen, there ar e many moment s i n Dickens' s novel s i n which th e intenses t 
man-woman relationship s ar e thos e betwee n brothe r an d sister , a s wit h 
Tom Pinc h an d hi s sister . 

As with th e problems o f Lewis Carrol l an d Ruskin , i t seems clear tha t 
it i s sexual maturit y i n the woman tha t i s dangerous. I t i s adult sexualit y 
that i s the menace , threatening murde r an d confusion , becaus e out o f this 
dark, unconsciou s real m aris e th e fantasie s o f infan t fear s o f dangerou s 
voracious appetite . 

This take s u s bac k t o th e Victoria n attitud e t o babies , an d especiall y 
dead babies , discussed a t th e beginning . The bab y was adore d becaus e o f 
its innocence : i f onl y i t wer e possibl e fo r i t no t t o b e th e produc t o f th e 
shameful physica l passio n o f its parents , thei r "wrath" ! 

Again, the Mackenzies , in their lif e o f Dickens, have a n insightfu l par -
agraph i n thei r discussio n o f the origina l titl e o f Little Dorrit:  "Nobody' s 
Fault." Dicken s fel t tha t "everyon e withi n th e syste m . . . is in som e wa y 
a prisoner." In Little Dorrit  the characters cannot escape their roles, except 
for Littl e Dorrit . An d thi s may  b e linke d wit h Dickens' s preoccupatio n 
with inheritance , an d hi s ow n feelin g tha t hi s earl y lif e ha d born e upo n 
him harshl y an d cripplingly : 

Childhood is the only phase of life on which the shades of the prison house have 
not closed and its innocence is embodied in her unsullied goodness . Unlike Little 
Nell sh e (Littl e Dorrit ) ha s survived int o adul t life , carin g for he r selfish fathe r 
like a child-wife. Disappointment had led Dickens to idealize women more strongly 
than ever; and for him innocence remained the clue to perfection. (Mackenzie , 278; 
my italics) 

So, we ma y lin k th e preoccupatio n wit h innocenc e an d th e idealize d 
sister-wife o r child-wif e relationshi p t o Dickens' s nostalgi a fo r childhood . 
His concer n fo r th e child , an d hi s defens e o f th e chil d agains t brutalit y 
and oppressio n was , o f course , on e o f hi s majo r creativ e themes—an d i t 
represents a  defense o f being agains t a  brutal world . I t i s one o f the grea t 
themes o f his art , an d F . R. Leavi s was righ t t o applau d an d endors e it . 

But in the realm of adult sexuality , and the quest for truth an d freedo m 
in the relationship between man and woman, it will not do to hanker afte r 
adult version s o f chil d relationships , base d o n a  concep t o f "childhoo d 
innocence." 
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It i s valuable to se e Oliver Twist a s the victim bot h o f a  harsh societ y 
and o f the new poo r laws inflicted b y utilitarian economics . I t i s valuable 
to see Louisa Gradgrin d a s lacking in mora l sense because the "childhoo d 
of the mind" ha s been deliberatel y neglecte d i n her upbringing, while sh e 
has been starved o f play, imagination, an d love . It is valuable in Dickens' s 
novels to follow Olive r Twist i n becoming a t las t a  child who come s int o 
his ow n inheritance ; t o follo w Pi p i n overcomin g a  falsifying inheritanc e 
that i s a legacy of chance in early childhood; t o follow Davi d Copperfiel d 
as h e progresse s t o manhoo d throug h tremendou s deprivation s i n child -
hood. It was valuable for Dickens's art that every now and then he recalled 
with drea d hi s own catastrophe s i n childhood—"I forge t tha t I  am a  man 
and wande r desolatel y bac k t o tha t tim e o f m y life " (Mackenzie , 213) — 
because i t thrus t upo n hi m th e nee d t o tackl e th e deepes t problem s o f 
authenticity an d fulfillment . A t times , o f course , hi s solution s t o thes e 
could b e themselve s to o muc h lik e childhoo d dreams—magica l solution s 
that depen d upo n fair y godmother s an d godfathers . A s th e Mackensie s 
say, hi s 

adult will to forgiveness was not sufficient to dispose of the deeply ingraved feelings 
of self'pity and injustice, nor the fantasies o f revenge that lay behind them....T o 
make human kindness prevail, when innocence was so weak and villainy so pow 
erful, h e had to resor t to such tricks a s changes of heart, quirk s of fate, an d the 
avuncular figures, uncorrupted despit e their wealth, who cast a glow of goodwill 
and gold over so many of his closing pages ... something like a transformation scene 
at the end of a pantomime was always needed to get the clowns and devils off the 
stage and to bring on the final tableau of familial bliss. 

Such a fantasy solution—the domestic paradise regained—was essentially Uto' 
pian, and like all Utopias it lay beyond the border of magic. (212) 

They g o on t o say , "Th e problem s o f adul t lif e canno t b e properly state d 
let alon e understood an d solved , eve n by the cleveres t child. " 

And eve n the cleverest adul t cannot cope with them, maturely, when his vision 
of the world is shaped by the perspectives of childhood and coloured by its enduring 
resentments. (212) 

It i s a  considerabl e critica l tas k t o tr y t o sa y whic h "solutions " i n 
Dickens's novel s ar e "beyon d magic " an d which ar e not . 

But th e sexua l solutions , an d th e problem s o f love , ar e thos e tha t ar e 
least successful, because they are shaped by the perspectives of childhood— 
and by a wishful desir e to return to the childhood state of innocence before 
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the developmen t o f adul t sexuality , becaus e adul t sexualit y (th e prima l 
scene) threaten s death. * 

I have tried t o pursue thi s study in the spiri t o f my assertion tha t Englis h 
is a  Humanitie s subject : i t belong s t o th e pursui t o f trut h suc h a s wa s 
initiated i n Gree k antiquit y an d the telos  of that movement . The value o f 
this pursuit of truth i s that i t may promote self-realization an d the achiev e 
ment o f a  sense of meaning . 

In those pursuits , questions o f gender and se x are obviously important : 
as Lawrence saw , th e proble m o f relationships betwee n ma n an d woma n 
is a t the hear t o f the searc h fo r "spontaneous-creativ e fullnes s o f being." 

As Leavi s saw , Dicken s wa s concerne d t o uphol d "being " agains t a 
society that threatened it , with it s attachment to money and industry, an d 
its utilitaria n philosophies . Bu t a s w e hav e seen , whe n i t cam e t o th e 
problems of man-woman relationship, he was seriously hampered, not only 
by th e attitude s o f hi s ag e bu t als o b y hi s ow n emotiona l makeu p an d 
psychic pattern . 

Dickens wa s obviousl y a  deepl y disturbe d man , whose restles s energ y 
and creative effort wa s devoted to holding his world together and warding 
off depression—and somethin g deeper , a  sense of dread an d fea r o f chaos, 
with schizoi d elements . He believed consciousl y i n love , charity, an d for -
giveness, but eve n here there was a  deep division between ar t an d life . I f 
he asked, like David Copperfield,  "whethe r I  shall turn ou t to be the her o 
of m y ow n life, " i t i s clea r tha t i n lif e h e ofte n behave d lik e on e o f hi s 
own villain s rathe r tha n a  hero . To sa y a s muc h doe s no t invalidat e hi s 
insights o r even hi s mora l didacticism. Bu t i t does mean tha t w e mus t b e 
careful whe n w e conside r hi s "solutions " to the proble m o f life, no t leas t 
when the y ar e sicklied o'e r with th e false ideal s and mora l precepts o f the 
audience he tried t o satisfy . 

Philosophical anthropolog y seem s to imply  that th e fundamenta l prob -
lem in ou r live s i s that o f authenticity—of seeking  to become tha t whic h 
we fee l we have it in ourselves to be. Only if we fulfil l tha t potentia l tru e 
self can we hop e t o find  meanin g i n ou r lives . This them e i s often struc k 
in Dickens , a s with Pip ; an d whe n Willia m Dorri t i s release d fro m th e 

*We have not escaped this problem: the obsession of our age with pornography is an obsession 
with th e prima l scen e an d death , too . 
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Marshalsea, Littl e Dorrit's joy is that no w she will see him as he really is, 
or was meant to be. But how do we extend thi s concept of fulfillment an d 
authenticity into man-woman relationships , into the realm of sexual love ? 

Here Dicken s ha d a n intens e persona l problem . Just a t th e ag e whe n 
the world began to unfold t o him and he was hoping for an education, hi s 
father mad e a  mess of the famil y budge t an d was imprisone d i n th e Mar -
shalsea. Dicken s wa s sen t t o wor k o n a  tediou s job , pastin g label s o n 
blacking bottles, and felt humiliated by the incarceration. Worse than that , 
when thing s improve d an d h e had escape d fo r a  while, h e found tha t hi s 
mother, fo r th e sak e o f a  fe w shillings , wante d t o sen d hi m back . Thi s 
seemed t o him , when h e contemplate d tha t awfu l time , a n attac k o n hi s 
authenticity an d self-realizatio n fro m th e on e perso n wh o wa s suppose d 
to be the fount o f life, the mother. At tha t time , he said, books "kept aliv e 
my fancy and my hope of something beyond that place and time," so books 
became for him the clue to the solution to the problem of life, to a  creative 
future. 

That th e mothe r coul d b e s o insensitive seem s to indicat e deepe r defi -
ciencies i n her , i n he r capacit y t o "b e for " he r child , which lef t Dicken s 
with a  deep feelin g o f threat t o hi s stat e o f being eve n fro m th e mother , 
and a  consequen t drea d o f woman tha t lurke d i n hi s unconsciou s mind . 
In his obsession with the murder of Nancy it could be that he was indulging 
in a  fantas y o f putting t o deat h th e witch-woma n wh o ha d blighte d hi s 
emotional life . Another possibl e way o f interpreting hi s compulsio n i s t o 
see Nanc y a s a  figure  i n fantas y likel y t o b e emergin g fro m he r rol e a s 
libidinal woman into the role of the mother, because of her maternal feelings 
for Oliver. The murder so frequently associate d with the phantom woma n 
could symboliz e th e drea d tha t libidina l woman , i f she get s ou t o f hand , 
could destro y tha t "purity " tha t belong s t o mother . Bu t th e intensit y o f 
the obsession suggests a deep fear of harm from woman. Again, as we have 
seen, a constant theme of his novels is the individual whose emotional lif e 
has bee n blighted—Estella , Louis a Gradgrind , Florenc e Dombey—an d 
there ar e i n genera l man y theme s havin g t o d o wit h disinheritanc e an d 
neglect. 

Money, a s we hav e als o seen, i s an importan t symbo l i n thes e themes : 
it is suddenly lost (as with Little Dorrit, David Copperfield) o r is a suddenly 
and magicall y restore d (a s t o Willia m Dorrit , Pip , Aun t Trotwood) ; i t 
consumes peopl e (lik e Richard Carson ) o r deaden s the m (Dombey , Lad y 
Dedlock, Merdle) , thoug h som e ca n bot h hav e mone y an d b e lovin g an d 
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generous (Mr . Jarndyce, th e Cheerybl e brothers) . The proble m o f mone y 
was agai n clearly central in Dickens's life : his mother's father ha d been a n 
embezzler stealing thousands from the post office; hi s father was a  Micaw-
ber who continue d t o scrounge on Dickens al l his life . The way i n whic h 
loss o f mone y blighte d hi s ow n lif e le d t o hi s studie s o f individual s wh o 
are caught u p i n the possession o r pursuit o f money, an d th e ruthlessnes s 
that wen t wit h it , whic h hardene d heart s an d destroye d lives . Me n es -
pecially seem in his novels to be affected b y attachments to money: Dorrit , 
Dombey, Merdle , Micawber , Magwitch—al l emerg e clearl y fro m hi s ex -
perience of his father an d his money problems. And wit h money , many of 
his solutions are manic, such as a child in distress might invent in a situation 
that h e know s abou t bu t feel s powerles s t o alter . Moreover , mone y a s a 
symbol mus t b e relate d t o "inne r contents." * When i t come s t o authen -
ticity, we may find in Mrs. Gaskell a much more realistic attitude to money: 
in her novels, there has to be much more effort mad e to rescue and redee m 
oneself. B y contrast , Dickens' s solution s ar e to o ofte n onl y magical , and , 
despite hi s valid criticis m o f a  materia l societ y (a s with Merdle) , depen d 
themselves o n a  sentimental vie w o f benevolent patronage . 

The sam e kind o f objection ma y be made to many of his "solutions" t o 
the problem o f relationships between ma n an d woman. There ar e women 
in Dicken s wh o ar e seeking  fulfillment , lik e Esther , Lizzi e Hexam , Bell a 
Wilfer, eve n Estell a a t th e end . Bu t ther e i s great reluctanc e t o celebrat e 
sexual fulfillment. Ther e is not one fully realized happy sexual relationshi p 
in th e whole o f Dickens, an d th e bes t h e ca n d o i s offer u s the equivoca l 
end o f Great  Expectations,  an d th e wounded—i f promising—marriag e o f 
the Wrayburns. After muc h suffering an d penitence , a s with Esther , Pip , 
David, an d Eugene , the upshot seem s to be that ther e is perhaps a  chance 
of sexual fulfillment . Bu t Littl e Dorrit , havin g been a  child-daughter-wif e 
to her father , become s a  child-daughter-wife t o Arthur Clenham , an d thi s 
couple—whom Leavi s sa w a s th e epitom e o f marrie d togetherness—fee l 
sexless. 

For unconsciou s reasons , the woman i n Dicken s ha d t o be kep t unde r 
severe control , becaus e sh e was s o dangerous . Th e drea d o f thi s danger -

*Here th e name s ar e indicative : Dorrit  echoe s d'or  (gold) , while Merdle  contain s th e wor d 
merde (Fr. faeces) . As Freud pointed out , gold is "inner contents." In Merdle an d Murdstone 
we hav e als o echoes o f the word murder:  this i s the mal e danger . 
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ousness prompt s hi s attentio n t o th e punishmen t tha t follow s an y unac -
ceptable indulgenc e o f the passionat e life : the n sh e has t o die , o r a t leas t 
(like Little Emily) g o abroad. I n his home for fallen wome n tha t h e set u p 
with Angela Coutts , the inmates had to accep t their charity in penitence : 
they mus t be reeducated an d then sen t to emigrate—which wa s a  kind o f 
death. I n hi s novels , woman—whethe r sinful , bor n i n sin , o r bor n i n 
prison—has t o mak e immens e reparation , lik e Lad y Dedlock , o r spen d a 
life in duty and toil, like Esther, who became "Dame Durden,"* and Littl e 
Dorrit, in order to gain our sympathetic respect. His world is heavily loaded 
against woman, an d i n par t thi s i s due to hi s ow n inclinations . 

While Dicken s a s an autho r was o n the side of the outcast , th e victi m 
of society, th e poo r an d deprived , h e was i n hi s private lif e somethin g o f 
a tryan t an d certainl y authoritarian , a s w e hav e seen . Thi s impuls e t o 
control other s extende d t o woman. Whe n a  gir l sauced hi m i n th e stree t 
and swor e a t him , h e insiste d tha t sh e be arrested , wen t hom e to ge t hi s 
legal manua l t o show why, an d mad e sure she was fined.  Whil e Dicken s 
is regarded by many as a radical, he was no t a  political radical . Of course , 
he was appalle d a t th e ide a o f revolution o r class warfare, a s Hard Times 
and A Tale  of Two Cities  show. But i f one compares him with nineteenth -
century women writers lik e Mrs. Gaskell an d Mrs . Humphrey Ward, on e 
sees tha t hi s attitude s t o wome n sho w n o glimme r o f leanin g towar d 
celebrating the possibilitie s o f social an d politica l equalit y o f the sexes . 

And a s for his morality, i t is clear from th e biographies that he was no t 
altogether respectfu l o f his marriag e vows, an d ofte n faile d t o respec t th e 
legal and moral obligations of his relations with publishers. Moreover, there 
is often a  feeling wit h Dicken s tha t th e purpos e o f his mora l fervo r i s t o 
gain that "personal affection" fro m his public, to boost his ego. As someone 
said o f the deat h o f Little Nell , "wha t a  goo d ma n yo u mus t b e t o hav e 
written that! " So , often , whe n on e i s readin g Dickens , on e finds  onesel f 
involved in fierce moral indignation against wickedness—and then (as with 
the deat h o f Nancy ) draw n int o strangel y fals e emotions , a s wit h th e 
thrashing of Squeers, or even the ducking of Mr. Stiggins. As in the murder 
scene of Nancy an d the death o f Sikes, there are moments in Dickens tha t 
must mak e u s uncomfortabl e fo r th e intensel y righteou s feeling s the y in -
duce, whic h ar e nearl y sadistic . Th e reade r i s to o ofte n involve d i n a 

*Dame Durden i s perhaps on e who accept s th e burden  o f Duty. 
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perverse enjoymen t o f a sense of outrage, in which on e i s al l too likely t o 
fail t o giv e th e victi m sympatheti c understanding , whil e gloatin g o n hi s 
punishment o r death (Quilp , Squeers , Fagin , Headstone , Sikes) . 

So when i t come s to th e proble m o f woman, I  believe we hav e t o as k 
about freedom. Th e rea l clu e t o solution s o f the proble m o f relationship s 
between ma n an d woma n i s that o f freedom: th e nee d fo r mutua l regar d 
and respect—the capacity to let one another go, in terms of the life solutions 
of each. Here, the deep unconscious fea r o f woman i s the enemy, not leas t 
when, a s fo r Dickens , a  dread o f sexuality i n woma n impel s th e nee d t o 
control woman , an d t o oblig e her t o see k "repentance, " t o mak e massiv e 
reparation an d be submissive. The idealization o f woman, requiring her t o 
be "pure, " "innocent, " an d submissive , were weapons i n this , a s was th e 
compartmentalization, whic h kep t idea l woma n apar t fro m th e libidina l 
and sexua l one . 

The theme s o f prison an d releas e i n Little  Dorrit  ar e clearl y mean t t o 
relate to themes o f freedom an d self-realization . Bu t Littl e Dorrit' s redu c 
tion t o a  pure , all'good , submissive , idea l child-wif e require s a  paralle l 
reduction i n th e her o t o sexless , past'the'tender'Stage'of'life, paternalisti c 
"caring": i n thi s imag e o f man-woma n relationship , Dicken s fall s a  lon g 
way shor t o f anything we ca n accep t a s a  definition o f love or even goo d 
relationships. Onl y perhap s wit h th e stron g characte r Lizzie  Hexa m di d 
he i n a  sens e mee t hi s match , fo r she , althoug h sh e i s very womanl y i n 
feeling an d devotion , an d consciou s o f he r lo w socia l status , ha s a n in -
dependence an d dignit y tha t enable s he r t o dea l with a  grea t man y trial s 
and temptations, while showing, as at the great crisis of her life, the murder 
attempt o n he r lover , th e capacit y t o ac t an d dea l wit h realit y o n equa l 
terms with an y man . 
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Adult sexuality : Dicken' s difficultie s 
with, 17 , 21, 136; menace of , 170 , 
172 

Affect, failur e of , 13 8 
Affluence, restoratio n of , 7 . See also 

Inheritance 
Alchemist (Jonson) , 81 n 
Ambivalence, 60 , 81, 88, 94; failure t o 

cherish, 77-7 8 
Angel, woman as , 3, 9, 14 , 17 , 25, 60 , 

62, 63 , 64, 66,  75 , 87, 114 , 123, 
163, 16 8 

Angels, 30 , 31, 124; belief in , 34 , 35, 
115; fantasized, 96 , 97 

Anima, 132 , 14 4 
Argyll, Duke of , 16 6 
Art o f Dickens, 119 ; driven b y his psy-

chic needs, 4, 109 , 113 , 114 ; indiv-
iduation through , 128 ; and life , 17 2 

Artistic failure , i n Little  Dorrit,  103 , 
118-19, 12 0 

At the  Bac\  of  the Worth  Wind 
(MacDonald), 3 8 

Audience (Dickens's) , 56,  60,  132 , 17 2 
Austen, Jane, 5 , 35 , 58, 120 , 153 , 156, 

158, 16 2 
Authenticity, 8 , 75 , 79, 84, 89, 174 ; 

freedom and , 142 ; as fundamenta l 
problem o f life , 172 ; in persona l re -
lations, 66;  problems of , i n Great 
Expectations, 132 , 14 1 

Authors: allowin g character s t o reac h 
fulfillment the y hav e neve r known , 
155; identifying wit h characters , 
114 

Autobiographical element s i n works o f 
Dickens, 109 , 113 , 114 , 138 , 13 9 

Aw\ward Age,  The  (James) , 6 1 

Babies: Dickens's attitud e toward , 30 ; 
"cultural" thinkin g of , 50 ; sentimen-

181 
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Babies (Continued) 
taliped, 32 ; sexual themes behind , 
32, 33 , 35. See also Dead babie s 

Barrie, Si r James, 1 
Beadnell, Maria , 16 , 17 , 117 , 16 9 
Being, 43; authentic, 84-85 ; darker as -

pects of , 148 ; Dickens's concer n for , 
40, 125 ; faith i n one' s own , 115 ; 
fulfilled, i n Great  Expectations,  141 ; 
needs of , 16 , 40, 114 , 125 ; problem 
of, 89 , 131 ; quest for , 115 ; questions 
of, i n Great  Expectations,  130-31 ; 
redemption of , 139 ; secure, 135 ; 
spontaneous-creative fullnes s of , 
172; survival of , 35 ; threat to , in 
Dickens, 17 3 

Being-unto-death, 8 4 
Beings-in-the-world, 13 1 
Berceuse, La (painting) , 3 6 
Birthright, 20 , 4 1 
Birthright theme , 33 , 35, 36-3 9 
Blake, William, 100 , 119 , 121 , 123, 

124, 14 2 
Blea\House (Dickens) , 11 , 78; dead 

baby and psychic inheritance in, 2 7-
54, 115 ; existential center of, 49-50 ; 
falsifying institution s in , 81; as 
fantasy o f reparation, 51; father-
daughter relationship in, 84; illegiti-
macy in sense of sin and shame in, 
55, 56, 57; inconsistencies in plot of , 
42; moral of, 49 ; orphan theme in, 15 

Blue Closet,  The  (Morris) , 63-6 4 
Body language , 145-4 6 
Book of Deuteronomy, 56 , 75 
Bostonians, The  (James) , 9 
Bowlby, John, 1 , 2 
Breast, the , 2, 3 , 16 ; deprivation at , 

20, 85 ; experiences of , 155 ; infan t 
fantasies regarding , 23; infant hat e 
toward, 4 ; innocent, 86 , 89, 94, 96; 
reparation and , 6 , 8 

Breasts: absence of , i n Dickens' s 
women, 19-20 , 23; magical repara -
tion through , 4 9 

Brink, Andrew, 6 
Bronte, Charlotte , 5 
Bronte, Emily , 5 , 14 0 
Brother-and-sister union , 17 . See also 

Sister figur e 
Browning, Elizabet h Barrett , 5 7 
Bulwer-Lytton, Edwar d George , 12 6 
Burnett, France s Hodgson , 3 0 

Capacity fo r concern , 13 1 
Capacity fo r guilt , 6 
Capacity fo r relatin g to others , 13 1 
Capacity fo r reparation , 137 , 13 9 
Carroll, Lewis , 63 , 135 , 154 , 17 0 
Castration, virtual , i n Our  Mutual 

Friend, 147 , 155 , 15 6 
Chapman, John, 6 0 
Characters: Dickens' s identificatio n 

with, 141 ; fulfillment of , 155 ; as 
projections o f inner lif e o f author , 
114 

Charity, 33-34 , 42 , 43, 49; authoritar -
ian, 43 ; Dickens's belie f in , 108 , 
172; false, 44 , 52; of Jesus, 5 9 

Charles Dic\ens and  the  Romantic  Self 
(Frank), 25 

Chaucer, Geoffrey , 9 0 
Child-mother figure , 120 , 122 , 12 5 
Child relationship , yearning for , i n 

Little Dorrit,  109-1 0 
Child theme , 170-7 1 
Child wife , 10 , 116 , 163 , 170 , 17 6 
Childhood: o f Dickens, 20-21, 108 , 

171, 173 ; Dickens's nostalgi a for , 
170-72 

Childhood fantasy , 11 4 
Children, 1 ; Dickens's attitud e to -

ward, 30 ; paying fo r sin s o f parents , 
36, 55,  56,  71 , 74; raised b y substi -
tute mothers , 36 , 70, 71, 73-76 

Christ: exampl e an d teachin g of , i n 
Dickens, 139 , 148 ; love of , 11 4 

Christian, Mrs. , 1 8 
Christian mythology , 3 0 
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Christian principle , 12 4 
Christianity, 41 ; in Dickens , 30-31 , 

33-34, 40 ; illegitimacy in , 55-56; 
sexuality in , 58-6 0 

Christmas Carol,  A (Dickens) , 3 0 
Class division , 15 0 
Colenso, Bishop , 58 
Collins, Wilkie, 29, 59, 13 6 n 
Comedy, i n Little  Dorrit,  104-5 , 118 -

19 
Comic themes , 11-1 3 
Compartmentalisation: i n Dickens , 

132, 167 , 168 , 169-70 , 176 ; in V i c 
torian consciousness , 63 , 64-65, 67 -
68 

Concern, 135-36 , 139 ; capacity for , 
131; fantasies of , 14 1 

"Condition" o f persons, 130-3 1 
Conrad, Joseph, 146 , 14 9 
Consciousness, 124 , 125 ; pain of , 131 ; 

phenomena of , 1- 2 
Control: impuls e for , i n Dickens , 175 ; 

magical, 78 ; of woman, 174 , 17 6 
Cornelius, Anne, 10 6 
Coutts, Angela, 107 , 17 5 
Creative effort , 113 , 120 , 17 2 
Creative feminin e principle , 115 ; 

daughter as , 84 
Creative flow , 12 1 
Creative gratitude , 11 5 
Creative powe r o f woman, 62-6 3 
Creative purpose , i n Little  Dorrit, 

100-101 
Creative reflection , 2 , 28, 36-38 , 

53 n . 2 
Creativity, 140 ; destruction of , 137 , 

138 
Crime, Dickens' s fascinatio n with , 11 3 
Crime and  Punishment  (Dostoevsky) , 

4, 131 , 132-3 3 
Culture, reparatio n in , 5 3 

Darwinism, 5 8 
Daughter figure,  114 ; in Shakespeare , 

115 

Daughter theme , sexual feelin g under ' 
lying, 85-86 . See  also  Euphrasia 
theme 

Daughters, 96 . See also  Father-
daughter relationshi p 

David Copperfield  (Dickens) , 4 , 8 , 
126, 151 , 168; guilt in , 6 ; orpha n 
theme in , 1 4 

Dead babies : symbolism of , i n Blea\ 
House, 28, 29-30, 31 , 39, 115 ; V i c 
torian attitud e toward , 17 0 

Death, 10 ; association o f woman with , 
3-4, 20 , 26, 68, 128 , 132-33 ; char-
acters' relatio n to , in Little  Dorrit, 
104; in Great  Expectations,  129 , 
136, 137 , 142 ; loss of freedom an d 
authenticity as , 142 ; in Our  Mutual 
Friend, 149 , 151 , 155-56,  162-63 ; 
sexuality and , 26,  29 , 136 , 172 ; 
theme i n Dickens , 12 5 

Defoe, Daniel , 5 8 
De l a Rue, Mrs. , 18 , 16 8 
Denial, 8 
Dependence, fea r of , 53 , 162 
Depression: i n Dickens , 167 , 172 ; guil t 

and, 6 
Depressive position , 6 
Depressive problems , 13 3 
Depressive stage , 6 
Deprivation, 39 , 85, 171 ; at breast , 20 ; 

and detachment , 50-51 ; i n Little 
Dorrit, 87-88 , 113 ; in orpha n 
theme, 46 , 47 

Deprivation o f being, 40-4 1 
Deprivation o f inheritance, 8 5 
Detachment, 50-5 1 
Dickens, Catherin e (wife) , 115 , 132 , 

167-68, 169 ; Dickens's relationshi p 
with, 18 , 31, 106-8, 127 ; estrange-
ment, 31 , 127; influence o n ar t o f 
Dickens, 1 7 

Dickens, Charles : darker sid e of , 167 ; 
disturbance in , 172 ; division be-
tween ar t an d lif e in , 172 ; emo-
tional lif e of , 115 ; externalization o f 
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Dickens, Charles (Continued) 
unconscious dynamics of, i n image of 
woman in his works, 128 , 132-33, 
134; family life, 118 , 164, 169; iden-
tification with characters in his 
works, 141 ; need to reexperience in-
fantile fantasy, 4 , 133 ; personal char-
acteristics of, 108-9 , 175 ; "problem" 
of, 39 ; relational problems of, 132 ; 
relations with his children, 85, 9 5-
96, 164 ; relationship with his wife, 
18, 31, 106-8, 127; relationship wit h 
women, 28-29,106-10, 127 , 164-
76; richness of imaginative life of , 
132; sexual behavior of, 5 9 

Dickens, Fanny (sister ) 16 , 17-18 , 16 9 
Dickens, Kate (daughter , late r Kat e 

Perrugini), 17-18 , 108 , 16 9 
Dic\ens: From  Pic\wic\ to  Dombey 

(Marcus), 20-2 1 
Dic\ens and  Women  (Slater) , 16-1 7 
Dickinson, Emily , 13 0 
Diminution o f affect , 13 3 
Disinheritance theme , 17 3 
Disinterestedness, 121 , 123-2 4 
Divorce legislation , 6 6 
Dolby, George , 16 6 
Dombey and  Son  (Dickens) , 25, 84 
Dostoevsky, Feodor , 4 , 6, 131 , 132-

33, 13 9 
"Double" theme, 20, 16 7 
Dramatic writing , Dickens's , 11 0 
Dread: sense of , i n Dickens , 167 , 172 ; 

regarding sexuality , 32-33 ; o f 
woman, 25 , 62-63, 173 , 174-7 5 

Dreams, 2, 13 1 
Duty, 9 , 41, 114, 121 ; in Little  Dorrit, 

70, 74 , 78, 118 , 120 , 122 ; in repara -
tion, 48 ; source o f concept of , 12 4 

Education o f women, 60 , 61, 66 
Edwin Drood  (Dickens) , 4 , 16 7 
Egoism, 45 , 81, 121, 122 
Electra myth , 8 9 

Eliot, George , 5 , 50, 58,  59-60 , 102 , 
149, 15 3 

Eliot, T. S. , 84 , 120 , 12 4 
Emma (Austen) , 3 5 
Emotional deadness , 36 , 40 
Emotional deficiency , 133 , 138 , 17 3 
Emotional "polarisation, " 169-7 0 
English Woman's Domestic  Magazine, 

The, 1 8 
Envy, drea d of , 15 5 
Equality o f sexes, 17 5 
"Esther Summerso n Rehabilitated " 

(Zwerdling), 2 5 
Euphrasia theme , 9 , 10 , 25, 85, 152 , 

154, 167 ; in Blea\  House,  49 ; influ -
ence on Dickens , 89 ; in Little  Dot' 
rit, 94 , 116 , 12 2 

Eve, 39 , 59 
Evil, response to , in Dickens , 7 6 
Existence: problems of , 50 ; uniqueness 

of, 42 . See also  Being 
Existential being , 3 8 
Existential challenge , ultimate , 15 6 
Existential freedom , 130-31 , 14 4 
Existential needs , 12 5 
Existential problems , in lif e o f Dick-

ens, 13 4 
Existential quest , i n Little  Dorrit,  7 7 
Existential theme , 145-4 6 
Existentialism, 14 1 
Existentialist therapy , 1 
Expectations, problems of , 13 0 

Faces, 28, 37 ; of mother, 36 ; recogni-
tion of , 14 , 15 ; of women, 2 3 

Fairbairn, W. R . D. , 5, 13 1 
Fairy, the , 1 7 
Fairy tale , 9 8 
Fairy-tale mod e of belief, 33 , 34-3 5 
Fallen woman, 56,  57-58 ; Dickens' s 

home for , 57 , 17 5 
False reparation, 4 3 
"False solutions," 14 2 
Falsification, 44 ; in Blea\  House,  81; 

Dickens's defens e o f humannes s 
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against, 123 ; in Great  Expectations, 
129, 136 ; in Little  Dorrit,  80 , 86, 
87, 88 , 93, 94-95, 99, 100 , 101, 
103, 110 , 112-13 , 115 ; of woman, 
121 

Falsifying structures , 81 , 83 
Fantasies: in/of Dickens , 3 , 4, 5, 10 , 

20, 124 , 132 ; Dickens's nee d for , 
20-21; i n Little  Dorrit,  96-98 , 110 ; 
and sexuality , 62 ; unconscious, 144 ; 
Victorian, 94 , 97; voracious, 3 ; of 
woman, 132-33 . See also  Infantile 
fantasies 

Fantasy situations , solutions bearin g 
on, 10 8 

Fantasy splits , in Dickens' s relation ' 
ship to women, 167-6 8 

Fantasy world , create d b y Dickens , 
132 

Father, the , unconscious feeling s 
about, i n Dickens , 12 8 

Father-daughter relationship , 9-11 , 48, 
84, 154 , 163 ; in literature , 84-86 ; i n 
Little Dorrit,  70 , 77, 78-81 , 82 , 84, 
88, 90-96 , 100-101 , 102-4 , 118 ; in 
Our Mutual  Friend,  148 , 152 , 15 3 

Father figures : i n Blea\  House,  44 , 48; 
in Great  Expectations,  134 ; in Little 
Dorrit, 7 8 

Father i n oneself , learnin g to love , 14 4 
Father o f Dickens (Joh n Dickens) , 80, 

115, 174 ; Dickens's experienc e of , 
102; Dickens's identificatio n with , 
23; imprisonmen t of , 21 , 91, 173 

Fathers, 95-96; bad, 11 , 60. See also 
"Good father " 

Fear, infantil e experienc e of , 1 6 
Fear o f death, 52 
Fear o f hate, 6 
Fear o f love, 5-6,  13 5 
Fear o f sex, 10 , 32; as form o f eating , 

155 
Fear of women, 68 
Female, the: in man , 84; nature of , 

144 

Feminine, the , ques t for , 12 8 
Feminine element , 115 , 139 ; dead, 

137. See also Creative feminin e 
principle 

Feminine goodness , 121 , 123, 124 
Feminine ideal , in Little  Dorrit,  115 — 

16 
Fielding, Henry , 5 8 
Finding, mutual , 13 5 
"Finding" the other , 13 1 
Forgiveness: of Christ , 75-76 , 77 ; 

Dickens's belie f in , 108 , 172 ; of il-
licit sexuality , 56-58 ; in Little  Dor-
rit, 9 6 

Forms, 100 , 118 , 12 3 
Forster, E . M., 9 9 
Forster, John, 18 , 108 , 109 , 12 6 
Four Siuartets (Eliot) , 120 , 12 4 
Frank, Lawrence , 2 5 
Frankl, Viktor, 1 
Freedom, 141 ; existential, 130-31 , 

144; as inward conditio n o f spirit , 
142; and proble m o f woman, 176 ; 
theme i n Great  Expectations,  13 0 

Freud, Sigmund , 1-2 , 63 , 138 , 14 3 
Frith, W. P. , 16 6 
Frozen Deep,  The  (play) , 10 7 
Fulfillment, 172-73 ; women character s 

seeking, 17 4 

Gaskell, Mrs. Elizabeth , 40-41 , 42 , 49, 
56-57, 58 , 60, 61, 84, 174 , 17 5 

Gender, 172 ; unconscious fear s regard -
ing, 13 5 

Genet, Jean, 13 9 
"Gift o f the Chris t Child , The " 

(MacDonald), 2 9 
Girls' Public Day Schoo l Company , 66 
Give an d take , 51, 52, 53 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgan g von , 14 1 
Good breast , 8 5 
"Good father, " 7 , 11,8 0 
"Good mother, " 3 8 
Good Sister , the , 1 7 
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Goodness, 53 , 113 ; feminine, 121 , 123, 
124; primary, 5 1 

Great Expectations  (Dickens) , 3-4 , 8 , 
36, 38 , 50, 126-46 ; ending s of , 126 -
27, 139 ; orphan them e in , 15 ; sexual 
fulfillment in , 17 4 

Greed, i n Blea\  House,  5 1 
Guardian-ward relationship , 1 0 
Guide, woman as , 3 
Guilt, 32 ; associated wit h sex , 58-60 , 

62, 63 , 135 ; capacity for , 6 ; of Dick-
ens, 135 ; in illici t passion , 36 ; in in -
fant fantasies , 51 , 52; in novel s o f 
Dickens, 6 ; reparation and , 52-53 ; 
theme i n Great  Expectations,  13 2 

Handkerchief symbo l (Blea\  House), 
27, 35 , 36, 39 

Hard Times  (Dickens) , 40, 140 , 17 5 
Hardman, Si r William, 16 4 
Hardy, Thomas, 15 5 
Harness, William, 165-66 
Harrison, Fraser , 67-6 8 
Hate, 4 , 142 , 158 ; in Blea\  House,  51; 

dangers of , 133 ; in Dickens , 4 , 5, 6; 
infantile experienc e of , 16 ; origins 
of, 8 ; phenomenological analysis  o f 
problem of , 50 ; recognition o f conse-
quences of , 6 , 131 ; and reparation , 
52; "useful, " 7 6 

Heidegger, Martin , 1 
Heroes, 10 9 
Heroines, 47-48 , 10 9 
Hogarth, Georgina , 17 , 85, 168 , 16 9 
Hogarth, Mary , 16 , 17 , 85, 168 , 16 9 
Hogarth, Mrs. , 10 7 
Holloway, John, 70 , 76, 81, 84, 85 
"Holy Mar y Complex, " 14 1 
Homosexuality, 134 , 143-4 4 
Household, imag e of , i n Dickens , 4 3 -

44 
Household Words  (Dickens) , 43, 10 7 
Human nature , 44 , 81, 125 
Human weakness , realism about , i n 

Dickens, 13-1 4 

Humanness, 131 ; dangers to , in reli -
gion, 124 ; Dickens's defens e of , 12 3 

Hunger, infantil e experienc e of , 5-6, 
16, 17 0 

Hunt, Thornto n Leigh , 5 9 
Hypnagogic phenomena , 22 , 23 
Hysteric symptoms , 6 3 

Ideal man : Dickens's , 110 , 114 ; in 
Leavis, 12 0 

Ideal object , 12 4 
Ideal woman: Dickens's , 11 , 110, 114 , 

120, 168 , 170 , 176 ; split fro m libidi -
nal, 122 ; Victorian, 11 5 

Ideal Woman (concept) , 9 6 
Identity: schizoi d problem s of , 133 ; 

search for , 20 ; true, 83-8 4 
Ignorance, 139 ; innocence and , 67-6 8 
Illegitimacy, 40-41 , 44 ; attitude to -

ward, i n Blea\  House,  35-36 , 48; 
Dickens's attitud e toward , 29 , 32 -
33; i n Little  Dorrit,  70 ; punitive up -
bringing o f children produce d by , 
56; sense of sin an d sham e in , 55-
56; in Victorian society , 56-5 7 

Illicit passion : babies born of , 35-36 ; 
in Dickens , 29, 32-33 , 127 , 135 , 
164; forgiveness of , 56-5 8 

Image of woman: i n creativ e writers , 
1; in Dickens , 3-4 , 16 , 29, 31-32 , 
128; in Great  Expectations,  132 , 
144; idealized, 9 , 28, 176 ; relation-
ship to death , 128 ; symbolic attack s 
on, 13 3 

Imaginative experience , failure of , 14 0 
Imaginative transcendence , 14 1 
Inauthenticity, 100 , 128 , 134 , 14 4 
Individual, existentialis t solutio n real -

ized in , 4 3 
Individuation, 128 , 132 , 13 5 
Industrialism, 114-1 5 
Infancy, 2 
Infantile experiences , adul t problem s 

originate in , 1 6 
Infantile fantasies , 1 , 4, 51-52, 141 , 
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144; of breast, 23 ; Dickens's nee d t o 
reexperience, 4 ; disturbance a t leve l 
of, 155 ; of primal scene , 2, 135 ; 
wish fulfillment , 98 , 11 0 

Infants: need s of , i n Dickens , 16 ; vora-
cious hunger of , 5-6,  17 0 

Inheritance, 138 ; deprivation o f being 
in failur e of , 40-41 ; o f Dickens, 
115, 125 ; Dickens's preoccupatio n 
with, 170 , 171 ; existential questio n 
focusing on , 44 ; false, 83 , 128 ; or-
phan sens e of need fo r acces s to , 14 ; 
paranoid-schizoid elemen t and , 134 ; 
realization of , 49-50 ; sanctity o f 
marriage and , 66 

Inheritance theme , 27, 33 ; in Blea\ 
House, 42-44, 48-49 , 51 ; in Little 
Dorrit, 70-73 , 7 7 

Innocence, 86 , 89; childhood, 170 , 
171-72; deman d for , i n woman, 21, 
32; Dickens's preoccupatio n with , 
170; in Little  Dorrit,  78 , 80, 82, 97, 
115, 122 ; sexual, 32 ; Victorians' be-
lief in, 31 , 66, 67 

Instincts, 1 
Interpretation of  Dreams, The 

(Freud), 1 
Intrapsychic dynamics : Dickens's, 144 ; 

Great Expectations  a s dramatizatio n 
of, 13 1 

Irony, 99 , 1J 3 

James, Henry, 61 , 155 
Jane Eyre  (Bronte) , 15 5 
Jealousy, 10 4 
Jonson, Ben , 41 , 42, 81 n , 89 , 90, 92, 

99 
Jungians, 2 

Khan, Masud , 13 9 
King Lear  (Shakespeare) , 4 , 81, 84, 85, 

87,88 
Kingsley, Charles , 5 7 
Klein, Melanie , 5 , 6, 50 , 51-53, 13 3 
Kleinian psychology , 5-6,  23 , 42 

Laing, R. D. , 1 
Language i n Dickens , 99, 124-25 , 

144-46, 15 8 
Law, the , 41 , 51; marriage in , 64 , 66-

67 
Lawrence, D. H. , 1 , 125 , 172 
Leavis, F . R. , 29 , 40, 70 , 82, 85, 100 , 

110, 119 , 120-25 , 170 , 17 2 
Leavis, Q . D. , 89 , 89 n , 119 , 126 , 12 7 
Lesbianism, 12 2 
Lewes, G. H. , 47-48 , 59-6 0 
Lewis, C . S. , 1 
Libidinal, the , in Great  Expectations, 

143-44 
Libidinal deficiency , i n Little  Dorrit, 

122 
Libidinal woman, 3 , 10 , 60; Dickens' s 

fear of , 30 , 52, 86, 144 ; Dickens' s 
need t o repea t compulsivel y fantas y 
of attack on , 166 ; in Dickens' s ob -
session with murder , 173 ; dread of , 
62; fear of , 32 ; ideal woman sepa -
rated from , 122 , 17 6 

Life: artistic , in Little  Dorrit,  119-20 , 
121, 122 , 123 ; choice in , 130 ; Dick-
ens's concer n for , 125 ; Dickens's so-
lutions t o proble m of , 172 ; language 
and, 124 ; pain in , 129-3 0 

Lilith (MacDonald) , 6 2 
Literary criticism , 1 , 6 
Little Dorrit  (Dickens) , 4 , 8 , 36 , 70 -

82, 176 ; Euphrasia them e in , 25,  49 ; 
Leavis's judgment of , 125 ; Marshal-
sea in, 83-125 ; moral of , 77 ; origi-
nal titl e of , 170 ; plot of , 70-73 ; 
social world of , 110 ; tyranny in , 9 6 

Little Lord  Fauntleroy  (Burnett) , 3 0 
"Little mothers, " 86 , 89, 110 , 17 0 
Living Principle,  The  (Leavis) , 12 4 
Loss and*Symbolic Repair  (Brink) , 6  n 
Love, 51, 114; being/willed, 143 ; ca-

pacity for , 39-40 , 134 ; control of , 
125; critical , 87 ; as cure fo r falsifica -
tion, 87 ; as dangerous, 133 ; denial 
of, 40 ; in Dickens , 4 , 41, 42; Dick-
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ens's belief in, 108 , 172 ; Dickens's 
insights into, 125 ; faith in , 44; in 
father-daughter relationship , 96; 
finding to be safe, 134-35 ; in Great 
Expectations, 131 , 141-42, 143 ; in 
Little Dorrit,  70 , 76-77, 81, 82, 86 -
87, 88, 95, 103, 105, 113; need for , 
39, 43, 50; origins of, 8 ; in Our Mw 
tual Friend,  149, 154 , 156 , 157-60 ; 
phenomenological analysi s of prob-
lem of, 50 ; problem of , i n Dickens , 
171-72; and realit y of other's being, 
131; redemption through , 139-40 ; 
relation to meaning, 131 ; and repara -
tion, 49 , 50, 52, 137 , 141 ; selfless, 
41, 42 ; and sexuality , 55;  uncon-
scious dread o f consequences of , 
135-36; Victorian idealizatio n of , 62 

Love, Hate,  and  Reparation  (Klei n an d 
Riviere), 50 

Love-in-community, 13 7 
Loving encounter , experienc e of , 14 1 

MacDonald, George , 1 , 29, 30 , 33, 38, 
62, 167 ; dread o f woman in , 63; 
fantasies of , 128 , 135 , 15 5 

MacKenzie, Norman an d Jeanne, 107 , 
108, 109 , 126 , 127 , 128 , 134 , 165, 
166, 167 , 169 , 170 , 17 1 

Madonna figure,  14 1 
Magic, 24, 78, 94; used b y Dickens , 8 , 

45,48 
Mahler, Gustav , 135-36 , 14 4 
Male, the, 14 4 
Male elemen t i n self , reconciliatio n 

with, 13 4 
Male libidinousness , 14 3 
Maleness, learning to love , 14 4 
Man-man relations , 13 1 
Man-woman relationships : authentic -

ity in , 173 ; in Dickens , 9-14, 170 , 
172; Dickens's solution s t o proble m 
of, 174-75 ; equality an d freedo m in , 
125, 141 ; freedom a s solution t o 

problem of , 176 ; in Great  Expecta* 
tions, 134 ; in Our  Mutual  Friend, 
149-51, 152-63 ; realities of , 11 7 

Manhood, 14 4 
Manic reparation , 6-7 , 8 , 43, 52 
Mannings, the , 164-65 , 166 , 
Marcus, Steven , 3  n , 20-21, 22-2 3 
Marina (Eliot) , 84 
Marriage, 19 , 55, 59 , 118 ; in Dickens , 

17, 32 , 38; of Dickens, 18 , 106-8 , 
109, 110 , 137 , 164 , 167-68 , 175 ; 
Dickens's attitud e toward , 11-13 ; 
Dickens's insight s into , 125 ; prepa-
ration o f women for , 61-62 , 99; 
Victorian, 63 , 64, 66-68, 116 , 11 7 

Married Love  (Stopes) , 6 8 
Married Women' s Propert y Act o f 

1882, 64 
Marshalsea, 21 , 40, 81, 82, 83-125, 

173; as society, 105 , 114-1 5 
Martin Chuzzlewit  (Dickens) , 3 2 
Marx, Karl , 14 0 
Maturational processes , 2 
Maturity, 125 , 13 4 
May, Rollo , 1 
Meaning, 29 , 139 ; destruction of , 138 ; 

need for , 114 ; problem of , 4 , 124 ; 
relation o f love to, 131 ; theme i n 
Dickens, 12 5 

Meaning i n existence , 5 0 
Meaning o f life, 3 , 43, 106 ; interper-

sonal relation s in , 131 ; love as 
source of , 52 

Meekness, 7 7 
Melodrama: Dicken' s fascinatio n with , 

107; falsifying, 112 . See also  Victo-
rian melodram a 

Menstruation, 30 , 62, 68 
Merging, desir e for , 169-7 0 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice , 2 5 
Mill, John Stuart , 66-6 7 
Money, 142 ; in lif e o f Dickens, 174 ; 

and self-fulfillment , 41-42 ; a s sym-
bol i n Dickens , 173-74 . See  also 
Riches 
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Moral capacity , 40 , 14 0 
Moral development , 112 ; ambivalenc e 

in, 77-7 8 
Moral didacticism , 31 , 34, 35, 44, 118 , 

172 
Moral independence , 7 7 
Moral issues , 13 3 
Moral transformatio n throug h suffer -

ing, 7 
Morality, Dickens's , 175-76 ; inverted , 

5,6 
Morbidity, 29-30 , 31-32 , 164-6 5 
Morisot, Berthe , 3 6 
Mother, the , 7 ; all-providing, 49 ; cas-

trating, 138 ; face of , a s archetypa l 
symbol, 36 ; feelings toward , 141 ; 
idealized, 121 ; in image of woman 
in Dickens , 128 ; infant hat e toward , 
4; introducing infan t t o reality , 2 , 3 , 
23-24; recognitio n o f the existentia l 
being, 38 ; remembered voic e of , 
52 n . 2; reparation and , 6 , 8 ; role of 
lost, 16 ; as source o f goodness , 50; 
as Stella Maris , 28; substitute, 36 , 
70, 71 , 73-76; woman as , 3 

Mother figure , 13 4 
"Mother i n he r mirro r role, " 3 7 
Mother-infant relationship , 8-9 , 170 ; 

realization o f self in, 139 , 14 0 
Mother o f Dickens (Elizabet h Dick -

ens), 16 , 23, 110 , 115 , 125 ; deficien -
cies in, 173 ; Dickens's relationshi p 
with, 28, 29, 108 ; and Dickens' s 
view o f woman, 168 ; returning hi m 
to factory work , 20 , 21, 173 

Mother substitutes , harsh , punitive , 
70, 71 , 73-76 

Motherhood, 68 ; Catherine Dicken s 
and, 108 , 168 ; idealization of , 12 1 

Much Ado  about  Toothing  (Shake-
speare), 92 

Murder, 10 , 128 , 142 , 155 ; association 
of woman with , 3-4 , 68 , 166-67 ; 
Dickens's preoccupation with , 3-4 , 
21, 22 , 164-65 , 173 ; in Our  Mutual 

Friend, 149 , 151 , 154, 156 , 162 ; 
preoccupation with , i n Great  Expec-
tations, 127 , 130 , 135 , 138 ; primal 
scene as , 21, 23; in Victorian sex -
uality, 13 5 

Murderousness, i n Dickens' s attitud e 
toward woman , 12 8 

"Nasty knowledge, " 6 7 
Natural hear t theme , 142 , 143 , 14 4 
"Natural love, " 37 , 3 8 
Neff, W . F. , 61 
New Testament , 41 , 70, 108 ; Dick-

ens's invocatio n of , 30 , 12 4 
Newgate, 113 , 142-4 3 
Newman, John Cardinal , 5 8 
Nightingale, Florence , 66 
Tiinth Symphony  (Mahler) , 13 6 
Horth and  South  (Gaskell) , 58 , 61 
Not belongin g to onesel f (principle) , 

123 
Novel, nineteenth-century , 15 5 
Novelists, insight s of , 124 , 12 5 
Nursing profession , 65-66 

Object: annihilatio n of , 24 ; capacity t o 
inspire, 14 1 

Object loss , 52 
Object relation s theory , 1 , 14 1 
Old Curiosity  Shop,  The  (Dickens) , 16 , 

25, 5 4 n . 5 , 15 0 
Old Testament , 56,  58 , 59, 70, 73, 77 
Oliver Twist  (Dickens) , 5 , 11-13 , 2 2 -

23, 28 , 165 , 166 , 168 ; association o f 
woman wit h murde r an d deat h in , 
3; orphan them e in , 1 5 

Orphan, specia l los s of , 2 8 
Orphan theme , 14-16 , 39 ; in Blea\ 

House, 27, 44-47, 49-5 0 
Othello, 8 2 
Others: capacity t o relat e and , 131 ; 

fantasies o f attacking an d emptying , 
5; finding,  131 ; finding reality of , 
135 

Other's being , love and realit y of , 13 1 
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Our Mutual  Friend  (Dickens) , 4 , 127 , 
135, 147-63 , 167 ; guilt in , 6 ; or-
phan them e in , 15-16 ; plo t of , 147 ; 
suffering in , 8 

Oxford Movement , 5 8 

Pamela (Richardson) , 5 8 
Paranoid-schizoid fantasies , i n Great 

Expectations, 133 , 134, 13 7 
Paranoid-schizoid stage , 5 , 13 3 
Parental sex , perceived a s voracious, 

2, 39 . See also  Primal scen e 
Parental sexuality , 2 , 49 , 13 6 
Parenthood theme , 4 9 
Passion, 120 ; denial of , i n women, 16 , 

19; destructive powe r of , 154 ; per-
verted, 122 . See also  Illicit passion ; 
Sexual passio n 

Paul, Saint , 56,  58 , 59, 62, 63, 64, 68 
Pericles (Shakespeare), 8 4 
Persuasion (Austen), 4 8 
Petrie, Si r Charles , 60 , 61, 62, 64, 66, 

78 
Phantastes (MacDonald) , 6 2 
Phantom woman , 128 ; murder associ -

ated with , 173 ; in unconscious , 62, 
82 

Phenomenological analysis : of hysteri c 
symptoms, 63 ; of problems o f love 
and hate , 50 ; in works o f Dickens, 
30,38 

Phenomenology, 1-2 , 15 6 
Philosophical anthropology , 70 , 124 , 

l72;ofLeavis, 123 , 125 
Pic\wic\ Papers  (Dickens), 82 
Play: learning , 3 ; serious, 15 2 
Poor laws , 17 1 
Pope, Alexander, 42 , 90, 92 
Pornography, 17 2 n 
Potentia, deat h of , 136 , 137 , 14 2 
Potentialities, 125 ; death of , 13 9 
Powys, T. F. , 12 5 
Primal scene , 3 , 20, 39 , 155 , 166 , 172 ; 

fantasies of , i n Dickens , 21, 23; in-
fant experienc e of , 24 ; infant fan -

tasy of , 135 ; references to , in Great 
Expectations, 13 6 

Primary materna l preoccupation , 2 
Principles, 58,  65,  12 4 
Prison an d releas e theme, 17 6 
Prisons, Dickens' s fascinatio n with , 

113 
Procreation, 55,  66 
Property law , 64 , 67 
Prospero figure,  42 , 44 
Prostitution, 61 , 65 
Psyche: deprived , 31 ; economic theor y 

of, 1 ; infant, 2 ; meanings of , 3 ; of 
mother, 2 

Psychic death , 36 , 3 9 
Psychic growth , 5- 7 
Psychic inheritance , 130 ; in Blea\ 

House, 27-54; dea d baby a s loss of , 
28; in Great  Expectations,  134 ; neg-
ative, 115 ; restoration of , 7 

Psychic tissue , 2, 12 5 
Psychoanalysis, 1 , 25, 68 ; Kleinian, 4 2 
Psychology, 13 0 
Psychotherapy, 1 , 29, 103 , 12 5 
Pubic hair , 62 , 8 9 
Public executions , 164-6 5 
Public reading s (Dickens) , 3 , 22, 31, 

106, 107 , 108 , 132 , 165-66 
Publications of  the Modern Language 

Association, 4 8 
Punishment, 113 , 17 5 
Punitiveness: toward sexua l passion , 

38-39, 59 ; in upbringing o f chil-
dren, 56,  70 , 71, 73-76 

Quest fo r meaning , in Great  Expecta-
tions, 142 , 14 3 

Radicalism o f Dickens, 17 5 
Rainbow, The  (Lawrence) , 12 3 
Realism: emotional , 93 ; about huma n 

weakness, 13-1 4 
Reality: Dickens' s problem s with , 132 ; 

finding one another's , 147-63 ; in 
Little Dorrit,  112 , 121-22 , 123 ; in 
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man'woman relationship , 159-60 , 
161-62, 163 , 176 ; mother introduc -
ing infant to , 23-2 4 

Reality o f woman, 28 ; Victorian tabo o 
on, 3 2 

Redemption: i n Great  Expectations, 
141-42; in Our  Mutual  Friend, 
147-48, 159 ; through suffering , 13 9 

Relationships: falsificatio n of , 112 ; 
good, 113 ; reparative, 135 . See also 
Man-woman relationship s 

Religion, 55-69 ; in Leavis , 123-24 ; i n 
punitive upbringin g o f children, 74 ; 
in Victorian society , 58-6 0 

Religiosity, i n Little  Dorrit,  114 , 115, 
119, 12 5 

Religious belief(s) , 34-35 , 115 . See 
also Christianity 

Reparation, 6-7 , 9 , 29, 44, 48, 81, 
131, 135 , 167 , 176 ; anticipatory, 63; 
capacity for , 132 , 137 , 139 ; for con ' 
sequences o f hate, 133 ; in Dickens , 
7-8, 113 ; Dickens's effort s toward , 
134; false, 43 ; fantasies of , 141 ; and 
guilt, 52-53 ; innocenc e and , 86;  in 
Klein, 51-53 ; lov e and , 49 , 50, 52, 
137, 141 ; need for , 50 ; in Our  Mu-
tual Friend,  155-56,  162 ; in psy -
choanalytical thought , 50 ; theme i n 
Little Dorrit,  85 ; true/manic, 42-43 , 
52 (see  also  Manic reparation ) 

Reparative impulse , 16 , 113 , 140 
Richardson, Samuel , 5 
Riches, 112 , 114-1 5 
Riches versus integrit y theme , 158-5 9 
Righteousness, i n Dickens , 175-7 6 
River Thames, 128 , 148-49 , 15 6 
Riviere, Joan, 5 0 
Robinson, Ian , 147 , 15 6 
Roxana (Defoe) , 5 8 
Royal Genera l Theatrica l Fund , 

107 
Ruskin, John, 62 , 154 , 17 0 
Russell, Bertrand , 8 2 
Ruth (Gaskell) , 40-41 , 49 , 57 

Sadism, 76 , 98, 17 5 
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 130 , 13 9 
Satisfaction, fea r of , 2 4 
Scenes from Clerical  Life  (Eliot) , 5 8 
Schizoid alienation , 14 0 
Schizoid condition , 5-6;  i n Dostoev -

sky, 13 1 
Schizoid element s i n Dickens , 5 , 167 , 

172 
Schizoid problem : actin g ou t fantas y 

of, 133 , 138-39 ; in Great  Expecta-
tions, 13 5 

Schizoid stage , need t o retur n to , 13 3 
Screen memory , 2 1 
Self: authentic, 28; discovery of , 113 ; 

essential continuit y of , 100 ; falsifica -
tion of , 83 ; falsification o f experi-
ence of , 101 ; male elemen t in , 134 ; 
meaningful, 139 ; reparation a s at -
tempt t o cure , 85;  true, 141 , 144, 
172-73 

Self-being fro m withi n theme , 8 4 
Self-fulfillment, mone y and , 41-4 2 
Self/not-self, reexperiencin g infan t per -

plexities about , 13 3 
Self-pity, 97 , 114 , 12 3 
Self-realization, 77 , 144 , 17 6 
Selfhood, 121 , 123 
Selfless love , 41, 42 
Selflessness, 82 , 114 , 118 ; in Little 

Dorrit, 102 , 12 2 
Sensual woman, 20 . See  also  Libidinal 

woman 
Sentimentality, 32 , 87 
Sex: as death, 136 ; fears associate d 

with, 155 ; ignorance of , 67-68 ; as 
kind o f eating, 39 ; questions of , i n 
pursuit o f truth, 17 2 

Sexless relationships , 117-18 ; Dick -
ens's yearning for , 11 0 

Sexlessness, 167 , 174 , 17 6 
Sexual behavior , real-life , 59-6 0 
Sexual fulfillment , 29 , 63-64; lackin g 

in works o f Dickens, 174 ; in Our 
Mutual Friend,  156 , 16 3 
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Sexual hang-ups , 2 
Sexual instinct , 1 
Sexual intercourse : danger s of , 3 ; as 

voracious eating , 135 . See also Pri-
mal scen e 

Sexual lif e i n marriage : lack o f prepa-
ration for , 62 ; in Victorian society , 
63-64 

Sexual love : associated wit h death , 26; 
authenticity in , 173 ; Dickens's fea r 
of, 5 2 

Sexual maturity , dange r of , i n women , 
170. See also  Adult sexualit y 

Sexual misdemeanors , guilt , shame as-
sociated with , 58-60 . See  also  Illicit 
passion 

Sexual passion: punitive attitud e to -
ward, 38-39 ; spiritual concer n re -
garding, 35 . See also Illicit passio n 

Sexual perversions , 2, 65 
Sexual solutions , 171-7 2 
Sexual theme , 55 
Sexuality, 12 , 32-33, 55;  association 

of female with death , 20 ; dangers o f 
female, 20; and dea d baby (Blea\ 
House), 29-30; deat h of , 137 ; of 
Dickens, 137 ; Dickens's fea r of , 16 -
17, 21; Dickens's insight s into , 125 ; 
Dickens's repudiatio n of , i n women , 
18-19, 23, 24; dread of , i n woman , 
176; guilt regarding , 135 ; murder 
and, 166-67 ; and religion , 58-60 ; 
shame associate d with , 68 ; uncon-
scious fear s regarding , 135 ; and Vic -
torian male , 169 ; Victorian tabo o 
on, 32 , 154 . See also  Adult sexual -
ity; Parental sexuality -

Shakespeare, William, 1 , 4, 44, 84, 
88-89, 90 , 99; quest fo r renewe d 
sense o f being, 11 5 

Shame, 55-69; associate d wit h sexua l 
misdemeanors, 58-60 ; associate d 
with sexuality , 6 8 

Significant other , 139 , 14 1 
Sin, 55-6 9 

Sins of the father s visite d o n th e chil -
dren, 55 , 56, 71 , 74 

Sister figure,  170 ; idolized by Dickens , 
168; in lif e o f Dickens, 8 5 

Sister-wife, 17 0 
Slater, Michael , 16-17 , 18 , 19 
Smith, Barbar a Leig h (Madam e Bodi -

chon), 6 0 
Social change , 61 , 65-66 
Social criticism o f Dickens, 40 , 41, 98, 

120, 138 , 140 , 174 , 17 5 
Social milieu o f Dickens, 2 9 
Social system, 11 8 
Society: in Great  Expectations,  142 ; 

interpersonal relation s in , 131 ; Mar-
shalseaas, 105 , 114-1 5 

Solutions (Dickens) , 172 , 174 ; in man -
woman relationship , 17 6 

Stage of concern, the , 6 
Star (symbol) , 116-17 , 12 4 
Stopes, Marie, 67-6 8 
Storey, Gladys , 1 8 
Stroughill, Lucy , 16 , 1 7 
Subjection of  Women, The  (Mill) , 66-

67 
Submission/submissiveness i n women , 

9, 10 , 176 ; in Little  Dorrit,  75 , 79, 
80 ,82 ,87 ,90 ,95 ,98 , 103 , 110, 
113, 115 ; in marriage , 64 ; in Victo -
rian woman, 101 , 102 

Suffering, 167 ; in Dickens , 7-8 , 63 ; in 
Great Expectations,  141 ; in Our 
Mutual Friend,  156 ; redemptio n 
through, 139 ; reparation through , 7 

Surfaces, i n Little  Dorrit,  84 , 10 3 
Symbolism: in Blea\  House,  27, 28, 

29-30, 31 , 35, 36, 39 , 42, 53; in 
Dickens's desir e to be buried wit h 
M. Hogarth , 169-70 ; in father -
daughter relationship , 84 ; in Great 
Expectations, 129-30 , 132 , 136 , 
141, 142 ; Jungian analysis  of , 2 -3 ; 
language and , i n Dickens , 144-46 ; 
learned a t mother' s breast , 3 ; in Lit-
tle Dorrit, 70 , 71; of Marshalsea, 83 ; 
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in Our  Mutua l Friend,  149; psy 
choanalytical analysis  of , 143 ; in 
Shakespeare, 115 ; star, 116-17 ; of 
woman i n Dickens , 3-4 , 132-3 3 

Tale of  Two Cities,  A  (Dickens) , 17 5 
Tennyson, Alfred , 6 3 
Ternan, Ellen , 17 , 127 , 135 , 164; 

Dickens's relationshi p with , 106-7 , 
108, 109 , 168-6 9 

Theatricals (Dickens) , 106 , 10 7 
Themes i n Dickens , 7 , 40-41 , 124-25 , 

170, 173 ; double, 20, 167 ; fulfillin g 
true self , 172-73 ; in Great  Expecta-
tions, 129 , 131 , 144; in Little  Dor-
rit, 84 , 85, 100-101 ; psychic death , 
36; unconscious, in Blea\  House,  39 , 
53; unconscious , i n Great  Expecta-
tions, 132 . See also Inheritance 
theme; Orphan them e 

Tolstoy, L . N., 65  n , 66 
Tomlin, E. W. F. , 12 7 
Trollope, Anthony, 5 8 
Truth, pursui t of , 17 2 
Twain, Mark , 148-4 9 
Twelfth Wight  (Shakespeare) , 14 3 
Tyranny, i n Little  Dorrit,  96 , 102 , 10 3 

Uncle John (farce) , 10 7 
Unconscious, Dickens's , 35 ; Euphrasia 

myth in , 4 9 
Unconscious, the , 30 , 115 , 148 ; dark 

figure of woman in , 2 -3; dark rive r 
of, 156 ; dread o f woman in , i n 
Dickens, 173 ; fears of , 155 ; phan' 
torn woman in , 62,  82 ; phenomena 
of, 2 ; primitive, 13 5 

Unconscious dynamics , Dickens's , ex-
ternalization of , i n image of woman, 
128, 132-33 , 13 4 

Unconscious meaning : in Dickens' s 
fantasy, 4 ; in Little  Dorrit,  7 0 

Under Western Eyes  (Conrad), 14 6 
Upbringing, 138 , 171 ; disturbed, 140 ; 

harsh, punitive, 56 y 70, 71, 73-76 

"Useful hate, " 7 6 
Utilitarianism, 17 2 

Victorian civilization , 12 0 
Victorian consciousness : sexuality in , 

154-55; weakness in , 8 9 
Victorian fantasy , menacin g element s 

in, 13 5 
Victorian literature , women in , 12 8 
Victorian male , problem of , 16 9 
Victorian melodrama , 5 4 n . 5 , 71, 

123; disadvantages of , 110 ; in Little 
Dorrit, 92 , 93, 94, 98, 12 2 

Victorian novels , 65-66, 68 ; religion 
and, 58-60 ; women in , 7 8 

Victorian predicament , 13 7 
Victorian sexuality , murde r in , 13 5 
Victorian society : attitud e towar d ill c 

gitimacy, 56-57 ; change in , 65-66; 
compartmentalization in , 63 , 64-65, 
67-68; idealizatio n o f marriage in , 
62; sexuality in , 59-60; women in , 
60-68, 10 0 

Victorian woman , 78 , 86, 88; subimV 
sivenessof, 101 , 102, 11 3 

Victorian Wordin g Women  (Neff) , 6 1 
Victorians: attitud e towar d babies , 

29-30, 33 , 170; disabilities of , 6 3 -
64; morbidity of , 31-32 ; taboo o n 
sexuality, 3 2 

Victory (Conrad) , 14 9 
Virgin an d Chil d image , 14 0 
Voraciousness, 2, 39 , 51, 135 

"Walter" (Victoria n chronicler) , 15 0 
Ward, Mrs . Humphrey , 17 5 
Warden, The  (Trollope) , 58 
Watts, Isaac , 11 8 
Weller, Christiana , 16 8 
Wharton, Edith , 6 9 n . 5 , 15 5 
Where Angels  Fear  to Tread  (Forster) , 

99 
Wholeness, 131 , 132; sexual an d em c 

tional, 143 , 144 
Whore, woman as , 3 



194 Index 

Wickedness, Dickens' s fascinatio n 
with, 11 3 

"Wiglomeration," 41 , 51 
Williams, Merryn , 14 7 
Winnicott, D . W., 1 , 2, 3 , 6, 8 , 24, 

28, 36 , 37 , 13 9 
Wish-fulfillment fantasy , 98 , 110 ; in 

Little Dorrit,  113 , 114 
Wit i n Dickens , 89 , 99, 101- 2 
Witch, woma n as , 2, 3 , 62-6 3 
Wives and  Daughters  (Gaskell) , 61 , 84 
Woman: associatio n wit h murde r an d 

death, 3-4 , 26 , 68,  166-67 ; at -
tacked, abuse d by men , 132-33 ; cul-
tural ide a of , 60-66 ; dangerous , 29, 
125, 174-75 ; dark figure  of , 2-3 ; 
dark sid e of , 33 ; denial o f nature of , 
in Dickens , 124 ; in Dickens , 7 , 11, 
13-14, 60 ; Dickens and , 16-26 ; 
Dickens's attitud e toward , 106 , 126 , 
128; Dickens's proble m with , 166 -
68; dread of , 25 , 62-63, 173 , 174 -
75; falsification of , 121 ; idealisation 
of, 9 , 176 ; love of a good, 8 ; menac-
ing elements around , 135 ; power of , 
8-9; preoccupatio n with , i n Great 

Expectations, 127 ; problem of , 8 , 
25-26, 176 ; relations to , 84; role of , 
in Dickens , 10 ; and sexuality , 55; 
unconscious fea r of , 176 ; in Victo-
rian consciousness , 89 ; Victorian so -
ciety and , 59 , 100 , 118 . See also 
Ideal woman; Imag e of woman; Li -
bidinal woman; Victorian woma n 

Women: Dickens' s belief s regarding , 
125; Dickens's relation s with , 2 8 -
29, 106-10 , 127 , 164-76 ; Dickens' s 
treatment of , 18 ; equality an d inde -
pendence of , 66;  industrialisatio n 
and, 115 ; and th e law , 64 ; problem 
of, i n Dickens , 25-26; respec t for , i n 
Dickens, 24; and society , 57 ; in Vic-
torian society , 64 , 65-6 8 

Women i n works o f Dickens, 9 , 17 -
18; absence o f breasts in , 19-20 , 23. 
See also Image of woman 

Wuthering Heights  (Bronte) , 5 , 14 0 

Yates, Edmund, 16 5 

Zwerdling, Alex, 25, 48 
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