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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The’nem Clarendﬁn Dickens Edition (General Editors: John Butt
and Kathleen Tillotson), was not available at the time of writing
for all of the novels which are studied in this thesis. Consider-
ations of consistency and availability, therefore, dictated my use
of the New Oxford Illustrated Edition of Dickens's naovels.

Details aof the three main works referred to in this thesis

are as follows:

Dealings with the Firm of Dombey and Son (1848; rpt. Oxford:

0.U.P., 1950)

Little Dorrit (1857; rpt. Oxford: O.U.P., 1953)

Great Expectations (1861; rpt. Oxford: D.U.P.,'l953)

All other quotations and references to Dickens's.ﬁorks also refer
to the New Oxford Illustrated Edition, unless otherwise noted. I
have consulted the Clarendon Dickens (Variorum) Edition where
applicable,'and the Fgm pertinent textual variations have heen
duly footnoted.

All word-divisions at line endings are sanctioned by the

Collins Gem Dictionary of Spelling and Word Division, compiled by

5.8. Marshall (London: Collins, 1968).
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INTRODUCTION

It is my contention inbtﬁis thesis that the comic nature of
Dickens's matpre fiction has not received the degree of attention
that its importance warrants. 1In particular, the queétions left
UnanSwered, or to my mind not satisfactorily answered, by'modern
critics of-Dickens are: why does Dickens consistently adopt mades
of comedy in his mature works; what are the modes that he adopts;
and what are the implications of these modes in terms of his later
achievement? Finally, in what way can his vision be judged to be-
a comic vision?

Although Dickens's comic art is often mentioned by modern
critics, it has seldom received sustained critical attention. The
most important attempt to deal with Dickens as a comic writer that

I have discovered is J.R. Kincald's work, Dickens and the Rhetoric

of Laughter,l published in 1871. Far reasons which I shall shortly

advance, however, I Founa myself disagreeing with Kincaid's basic
assumption about Dickens's Comié outlook. ~

Apart from WKincaid, commentary on the comic element in
Dickens tends to take the form either of generalisations within

essays (Santayana and Orwell provide representative examplesz),

1 Dickens and the Rhetoric of Laughter (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1971).

2 George Santayana, "Dickens", The Dial, 71 (1921), 537-439;
rpt. in Selected Critical Writings of George Santayana, ed. Norman
Henfrey (Cambridge: C.U.P., 1968), 1, pp. 188-202; George Orwell,
"Charles Dickens", in Inside the Whale and Other Essays (London:
Victor Gollancz, 1840), pp. 9-85.




or of brief comments in passing in the course of the larger
critical studies. The few short articles deQDted to Dickens's
comic art that I discovered were characteristically too
generalised to be of real value or assistance. Any critic who has
read at all widely in Dickensian criticism will be thoroughly
familiar pith such generalised phrases as "comic genius",
"exuberant imaginmation", "wealth of comic detail!, "fertility of
comic detail", etc. It became my conviction, therefore, that a
careful textual examination of the mature novels might contribute
towards a better understanding of Dickens's comic achievement.
Both the acceptance of tﬁis approach and the scope of a Master's
thesis necessarily iimited my attention to three novels: Dambey

and Son, Little Dorrit, and Great Expectations. My matives for

selecting these, particular works will be advanced when I examine
each in turn.

If insufficient attention has been paid to Dickens's comic art,
few would now deny that a large corpus of criticism has thoroughly
_established Dickens's credentials as a serious writer whao is
capable of embodying his thematic concerns in the later novels
with great subtlety and complexity. My concern in this thesis is
to argue that Dickens's achievement in this regard is inextricably
linked with his use of various comic elements. At the outset of my
research, therefore, ;t appearéd likely to me that Dickens's comic
art might be both diverse in its techniques and camplex in its
effects. A re-reading of the Dickens canon, even beFDre‘a detailed
examination of any novels was attempted, seemed to confirm this
paostulate. Accordingly, the most promising approach seemed to me
one tﬁat entailed a lithe and pragmatic attitude that would respect

this divérsity and complexity. I resolved to adopt an alert open-



ness that would bring to the text as few critical preconceptimns.
, 8s was humanly possible regarding the nature of comedy.

Here I found myself in agreement with L.C. Knights, who, in
his well-known article "Notes on Comedy", points out that
"Profitless generalisations are more freguent in criticism of
Comedy than in criticism of other forms of literature".3 Knights
argues persuasively that specific contextual criticism is of far
greater value than abstract generalisations about comedy, or
theories on comedy. After an illustrative discussion of Henry IV
Part 1, Knights concludes:

No theory of comedy can explaln the play; no theory of
comedy will help us to read it more adequately. 0Only a
morbid pedantry would be blind to the function of
laughter in comedy, but concentration upon laughter
leads.to a double error: the dilettante critic falls
before the hallucination of the Comic Spirit, the more
scientifically-minded persuade themselves that the
Jjokes collected by Bergson and Freud have something to
do with the practice of literary criticism.

It seemed at the same time important, however, to be at
least familiar with the major critical thinking on comedy, and I
have indeed had occasion to cite one or two of these theories when
they do appear to illuminate a specific comic practice on the part
of Dickens. But my research into theories of criticism has also
led me to the inescapable conclusion that there is little common
ground between the various theories. This conclusion is expressed

by several of the theorists themselves: M™Je have never agreed

about the motives, mechanism, or even the temper'of laughter"”,

3 L.C. Knights, "Notes on Comedy", Scrutiny, 1 (1933), 358.

u_Hnights, p. 367.



claims Wylie Sypher,5 whilst D.H. Monro in his Argument of Laughter

convincingly shows how theorists repeatedly distort evidence to fit
their particular theories.6 ARs Sypher states the problem:
- If we have no satisfactory definition of laughter,
neither do we have any satisfactory definition of
comedy. Indeed, most of the theories of laughter and
comedy fall precisely because they oversimplify a
situation and an art more complicated than the tragic
situation and art. Comedy seems to be a more pervasive
human condition than tragedy.”
My attitude has therefore been to accept that it is ﬁécesséry and
often instructive to read what others have to say on the problem of
the comic, but to recognise also that no one theory has praoved to
.be either watertight; or all-inclusive, or even able to cater faor
every aspect of what it claims to cover. I agree with D.H. Monro
that theorists of comedy habitually appear to overreach themselves.l
Indeed, if one were to attempt a comprehensive definition of comedy,

it would probably end up not unlike that proposed by Elder Olsan in

The Theory of GComedy--a definition so lengthy and convoluted (it

spans a number of pages) as to seem an unwieldy parody of its sub-
Jject, and consequently of very limited practical value or
applicatimn.B

My difference with Kincaid emerges from this guestion of

caomic theory and critical preconceptions, and may be pinpointed by

2 Wylie Sypher, Appendix to Comedy (New York: Doubleday
Anchor, 1956), pp. 201-2.

6 D.H. Monro, Argument of Laughter (13951; rpt. Indiana:
Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1963). ‘

7 Sypher, p. 206.

8 The Theory of Comedy (Bloomington: IndianaUniv. Preés,lQSB). ,
See especially pp. 11-30.




means of this passage in Kincaid's Introduction:

Orme unavoidable issue, however, appears in most
theoretical analyses of laughter and must be dealt with
before a more general discussion can be attempted: the
degree to which laughter expresses (if it does at all)
hostility, aggression, the vestiges of the jungle whoop
-of triumph after murder, and other unpleasant impulses.
The corollary to this issue is the debate over whether
laughter is incompatible with sympathy, geniality, or
indeed with any emotion. Roughly speaking, the dark-
laughter theorists spring from Thomas Hobbes; the
genial~laughter theories from Jean Paul Richter.
Without retracing the steps of this very tortuous, often
confused, and usually truculent argument, aone can, I
think, accept the reasoning of Arthur Koestler, which is
based on the simple fact that nearly all the important
writers on the subject have, for hundreds of years,
noted 'a companent of malice, of debasement of the other
fellow, and of aggressive-defensive self-assertion . . .
in laughter--a tendency diametrically opposed to sympathy,
helpfulness, and the identification of the self with
others.' I find this argument and the evidence given by
the theorists cited above . . . conclusive. The
important point, though, i1s the relevance of Koestler's
conclusions to our subject. Even if there is genial or
harmless laughter, I think it is very rare in Dickens.

As the concluding sentence suggests, the Hobbesian theory of
"dark laughter" that'Hincaid‘adets is one that informs his work.
In his opening chapter, for example, Kincaid states categorically
that in Pickwick Papers, "For the first and only time in Dickens's

writings, the aggressive element in laughter is truly secundary".lD

This notion ﬁf an "aggressive element 1in [Dickens's] laughter"
clearly seems a bias that must affect Kincaid's subseguent
findings. But it is not, in fact, my concern in this thesis to
argue an extended polemic against Kincaid, who as it happens deals

in any event with only one of the three novels (Little Dorrit) that

3 Kincaid, pp. 9-10. HWKincaid guotes from p. 56 of Arthur
Koestler's Insight and Outlook (New York: 1949).

lQ Kincaid, p. 20.




I have chosen to examine.ll My main concern here is to emphasise
that in contrast to Kincaid I have tried as far as possible to
approach Dickens's novels in an Arnoldian spirit of disinterested-
ness in an attempt tD see how the comedy actually works in its
context. |
Nevertheless, I believe that what emerges from this approach

are findings that in many instances contradict the '"dark" or
"aggressive" theory of laughter. I discover instead sustained
evidence to suggest that Dickens uses comic elements in various
important and central ways to elicit a sympathetic response from
us which enables us to participate in the human plight of others.
It is this evidence that helps lead me to my conclusion in the
theeis that Dickens's comic art is intimately bound up with his
greatness as a novelist: if Dickens is a major novelist, it is
because he is also a major comic artist.

| In the course of the thesis I attempt to deal explicitly with
the way that social themes are embodied in the three novels I have
selected, and to pay careful attention to the role DF_Dickens's
comic art in developing these themes, in the belief that this is
the surest means of revealing Dickens's "criticism of 1if‘e".12
The thesis is divided into three chapters, each of which explores
a single novel. Each chapter commences with a brief motivation for

the chosen book. My examination of all three novels is limited to

11 I deal briefly with my differences with Kincaid over the
interpretatiaon of Little Dorrit in the appropriatechapter of this
thesis.

12 The phrase is Matthew Arnold's, from "Wordsworth" in
Essays in Criticism: Second Series (1888); rpt. in Matthew Arnold:
Selected Prose, ed. P.J. Keating (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970),
p. 376.




the fullest practical extent to the role played by the comic
element. I have also endeavoured not tD\unnecessarlly Te-cover
ground explored by other critics. Areas such as the origins of
Comedy as an art Form,13 Dickens's comic antecedents,lh and
Dickéns's connections with the theatre,l5 have all been competently
dealt with by various Critics,vthe most helpful of whom are noted
‘below.

The general outline of the. thesis is as follows: the first .

chapter, on Dombey and Son, aims at identifying the different

comic technigues and examining their purpose and effect in the
context of plot, theme; and structure. The second chapter, aon

Little Dorrit, extends my examination of these techniques into a

later and more complex work, and connects them to Dickens's
achievement in terms of a greater/breadth of vision and depth of
penetration in the characterisation of this novel. The third

4

chapter, which deals with Great Expectations, explores the

relationship between comic methods and a finely sustained first-

person narrative.

13 ¢ . Cornford, The Origin of Attic Comedy (London: Edward
. Arnold, 1914); NDrther Frye, Anatomy of Criticism- (Prlnceton
Princetan Univ. Press, 1957).

14 Northrop Frye, "Dickens and the Comedy of Humors", in
Experience in the Novel, ed. Roy Harvey Pearce (New York: Columbia
Univ. Press, 1968), pp. 49-81; J. Hillis Miller, "The Sources of
Dickens's Comic Art", Nineteenth Century Fiction, 24 (1970), L67-76;
B.N. Schilling, The Comic Spirit (Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press,
1965); S.M. Tave, The Amiahle Humorist (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press, 1960).

15 W.F. Axton, Circle of Fire (Lexingtan: Univ. of Kentucky
Press, 1966); R.C. Churchill, "Dickens, Drama and Tradition",
Scrutiny, 10 (1942), 358-75; R. Garis, The Dickens Theatre
(Oxford: 0.U.P., 1965); J.B. van Amerongen, The Actor in Dickens
(London: Cecil Palmer, 1926). .




CHAPTER 1

DOMBEY AND SON

The evidence which suggests that Dickens took special pains

with the writing of Dombey and Son is to be found in Forster's

biography of Dickens, for it was whilst Dickens was engaged with
the early numbers of the novel that he wrote ta ?Drster to describe
the care and the control he was exercising. In fhis letter, he
told Forster that, ﬁI have avoided unnecessary dialogue so far, to
Aavuid overwriting; and all I have written is point".l Several
critics have felt that it 1s this caréful control in the execution

of the novel which distinguishes Dombey and Son from Dickens's

earlier uork.? .Here I largely agree with Kathleen Tillotson's

judgement, for instance, that "Dombey and Son stands out from among

Dickens's novels as the earliest example of responsible and
successful planning; it has unity not only of action, but of design
and f‘eeling".3

Dombey and Son therefore seems a logical departure point for

a thesis that sets out to examine the comic nature of Dickeﬁ%'s

mature fiction. With its comparative maturity of design

1 John Farster, The Life of Charles Dickens (1873; rpt.
London: Dent, 1966), 11, p. 30.

2 Most notably: Kathleen Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen-
Forties (Oxford: 0.U.P., 1954), pp. 157 ff.; and Edgar Johnson,
Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and Triumph (Boston: Little, Brown,
1952), 11, pp. 626 ff.

3 Tillotson, p. 157.




?

and execution, the navel displays many af the comic fechhiques to
be found in Dickens's later work. This chapter is consequently
exploratory in its aim: I propose to examine the various comic

elements in Dombey and Son in order to demonstrate their connection

with Dickens's thematic concerns and to provide a useful foundation

for my later exploration of Little Dorrit and Great Expectations.

I hope to show that if we ignore the comic tone that permeates the
greater part of the novel, we are in danger of distorting our final

assessment of Dickens's creative achievement.

Not all.critics, however, see Dombey and Son as a successful
unity. One important dissenting voice belongs to F.R. Leavis,

‘whose chapter on the novel in his Dickens the Novelist is indeed

entitled "The First Major Novel: Dgmbey and Son", but who neverthe-
less goes on to suggest that Dickens vitiated his energies in

breaking off his work on the book to write a Christmas story:

If, however, we are to do justice to what impresses us
most in Dombey and Son, we have to judge that the book
is not as a whole conceilved in any unified or unifying
imagination--and that it is certainly not, in its
specious totaglity, the work of that genius which

compels our homage in the strong parts. The creative
afflatus goes in other, characteristic and large parts
of the book with a moral Blan that favours neither moral
perception nor a grasp of the real.l

Whilst neither of the Leavises deal with Dickens's comic technigues
at any length, it is interesting to discover that in his chapter

on Dombey and Son, F.R. Leavis's brief comments on this subject

reinforce his sense of critical dissatisfactian with the lack of

unity in the book:

4 F.R. and Q.D. Leavis, Dickens the Novelist (1970; rpt.
Harmandsworth: Penguin, 1980), p. 34.
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And so much of the play of Dickens's humorous and comic
abundance, even when it issues in the sinister-grotesque,
serves the ends of implicit reassurance: reassurance that
works by implicitly discounting the seriousness of the
drama--by intimating that what we have to do with does
not, at bottom, make any claim to be the warld where the
sanctions, conditions and inexaorabilities of real life
hold without remission. Personally, I find Captain
Cuttle--and not only Captain Cuttle--boring. But there
is an immense deal of Dickens's caomic creation that, in
its genial and self-justifying liveliness and force,
gives us what we acclaim as the expression of his genius,
and yet, in the respect referred to, belongs with Captain
Cuttle--with Captain Cuttle rather than with the Toodles.
The Toaodles represent what we have in the strongest part
of Dombey and Son, and it is this strength that I have
been intent on distinguishing. The Toodles have their
essential part--and it is performed with what might
strike us as an un-Dickensian economy--in an art that
offers an astringent and wholly serious 'criticism of
life'. 5 ’

I will also be suggesting that there is, to somé extent, a lack
of unity in the novel, but my emphasis will be very different
from Leavis's. I shall argue that the main meékness in the novel
is to be found in those sections whiech deal with Edith Dombey in
her different relationships, where Dickens adopts a mode of writing
that almost entirely abandons any use of comic elements, but which
instead is frequently melodramatic or formulaic in its effect.
And contrary to Leavis, it will be part of my purpose to show that
‘Dickens's use of comedy in the case of Captain Cuttle and related
minor characters serves a more éeriaus function than here "self-
© justifying liveliness"ﬁ tﬁat this humorous treatment is, in fact,
intimately connected with Dickens's "wholly serious 'criticism of
life'". | |

My first step is to explicate Dickens's comic strategies as

he characterises the protagonist, Mr. Dombey, and the characters -

2 F.R. Leavis, pp. 49-50.



who surround him. Here I will be examining Dickens's technique
(df alternating the serious with the comic in the opening chapter of
the book. Later in my chapter I intend to examine alsd the

careful organisation of plot and sub-plot on the wider scale
through which Dickens is able to counterpoint, modulate, and
prefigure developments in the main plot.

in both cases, Dickens's practice may be traced back fa his

earliest work. As Butt and Tillotson point out in Dickens at

Work, Dickens's success with Sketches by Boz can in some measure

be attributed to the popularity of his "mingling of the exguisitely
ridiculaus and the grim".6 A seminal passage at the beginning of

.chapter xvii in Oliver Twist also attests that this technigue was

from an early period a conscious one on Dickens's part. In this

passage, Dickens intrudes in propria persona to comment upon the

theatrical origins of his procedure:

It is the custom on the stage, in all good murderous
melodramas, to present the tragic and the comic scenes,
in as regular alternation, as the layers of red and
white in a side of streaky bacaon. The hero sinks upon
his straw bed, weighed down by fetters and misfortunes;
in the next scene, his faithful but unconscious sguire
regales the audience with a comic song. We behold,
with throbbing bosoms, the heroine in the grasp of a
proud and ruthless baron: her virtue and her 1ife alike
in danger, drawing forth her dagger to preserve the
one at the cost of the other; and just as our expectations
are wrought up to the highest pitch, a whistle is heard,
and we are straightway transported to the great hgll of
the castle: where a grey-headed seneschal sings a funny
chorus with a funnier body of vassals, who are free of
all sorts of places, from church vaults to palaces, and
roam about' in company, carolling perpetually.

Such changes appear absurd; but they are not so
unnatural as they would seem at first sight. The tran-
sitions in real life from well-spread boards to death-beds,
and from mourning weeds to holiday garments, are not a

6 John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson, Dickens at Work (London:
Methuen, 1957), p. 37.
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whit less staftling; only, there, we are busy actors,
instead of passive lookers-on, which makes a vast
difference. The actors in the mimic life of the
theatre, are blind to violent transitions and abrupt
impulses of passion or feeling, which, presented before
the eyes of mere spectators, are at once condemned as
outrageous and preposterous.7

This is a passage which effectively illuminates Dickens's

practice on bath the levels that I have mentioned. It cutlines

firstly Dickens's custom of alternating serious and comic elements

within the confines of a single chapter, and secondly, his

technique of alternating serious plot with comic sub-plot, and of

counterpointing serious chapter with comic chapter in terms of the

larger structure of the novel. I will commence by examining the

first technique in the opening chapter of Daombey and Son, not only

because this chapter is one of the finest stretches of writing in
the novel, but also because it illustrates brilliantly Dickens's
achievement in this regard.

Thelchapter is firstly and properly concerned with the
necessary basic exposition of place and character. The opening
phrase: "Dombey saf in the corner of the darkened room" (p. 1),
introduces Dombey in an image of physical darkness which is alsao
to be his spiritual conditimn_For most of the book. The second
paragraph proceeds, through sentences which make use of carefully
balanced antithesis, to caontrast Dombey with his new-born son:

Dombey was about eight-and-forty years of age. Son
about eight-and-forty minutes. Dombey was rather bald,
rather red, and though a handsome well-made man,; too
stern and pompous in appearance, to be prepossessing.

Son was very bald, and very red, and though (of course)
an undeniably fine infant, somewhat crushed and spotty

7 Oliver Twist (1838; rpt. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966), p.

168. This passage does not appear in the New Oxford Illustrated
Edition (1949). |
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in his general effect, as yet. On the brow of Dombey,
Time and his brother Bare had set some marks, as an a
tree that was to come down in good tlme——remorseless
twins they are for striding through their human forests,
notching as they go--while the countenance of Son was
crossed and-recrossed with a thousand little creases,
which the same deceitful Time would take delight in
smoothing out and wearing away with the flat part of his
scythe, as a preparation of the surface for his deeper
operations. -

Dombey, exulting in the long-looked-for event,
jingled and jingled the heavy gold watch-chain that
depended from below his frim blue coat, whereaof the
buttons sparkled phosphorescently in . the feehle rays of
the distant fire. Son, with his little fists curled up
and clenched, seemed, in his feeble way, to be sguaring
at existence for having come upon him so unexpectedly.

'The house will once again, Mrs. Dombey', said Mr.
Dombey, 'be not only in name but in fact Dombey and
San; Dom-bey and Son!l' (p. 1)

This antithesis captures excellently the stolid pompousness
of the man in juxtaposition to the frail and tenuous existence of
his child, who appears already to be at odds with his father's
- fixed purpose, as if they are instant adversaries. 1In the image
of Paul arriving with his "little fists curled up and clenched",
there is the sense, .like the infant in Blake's "Infant Sorrow", of
him springing into‘thé world defensively prepared against the grey
Dombeyan assault that is to- threaten his very existence.

The passage also provides an example of the pompous formality
of Dombey's speech with its weighty cadences, characteristic of
his utterance in the scene as a whole. UWe note how his tone of
complacent self-satisfaction marks the sense.af Dombey's fundamental
obtuseness to the other reality in front of him: the suffering
caondition of his dying wife. Indeed, this obtuseness is heightened
by the idiom which Dickens imputes to Dombey as he contemplates his

wife's good fortune:

Mr. Dombey would have reasoned: That a matrimonial
.alliance with himself must, in the nature of things, be
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gratifying and hongurable to any woman of common sense.
That the hope of giving birth to a new partner in such
a house, could not fail to awaken a glorious and
stirring ambition in the breast of the least ambitious
of her sex. That Mrs. Dombey had entered on that social
contract of matrimony: almost necessarily part of a
genteel and wealthy station, even without reference to
the perpetuation of family firms: with her eyes fully
open to these advantages. That Mrs. Dombey had had
daily practical knowledge of his position in society.
That Mrs. Dombey had always sat at the head of his
table, and donme the honours of his house in a remarkably
lady—llke and becoming manner. That Mrs. Dombey must
have been happy. That she couldn't help it. (p. 2

This style, with its repeated "That" at the beginning of each
sentence, parodies the clausal idiom of a legal contract, and
thereby enacts for the reader the ponderously itemising perspective
‘of Dombey's self-congratulatory consciousness. It also exposes the
insensitive reductiveness of his thought processes that are content
tulenvision the relationship between himself and his wife in the
form of a mercantile contract.
But modulating the gravity of this picture are the figures
of the two doctors, who, like Dombey, but to a lesser degree,
appear more concerned with their own feelings of self-esteem
(measured by the social importance of their clients), than with
the survival of their patient. By their obseguious deference
towards Dombey and their professional distance, they manage to
throw into comic relief Dombey's own overwhelming mixture of self-
importance and indifference:
"me must not disquise from ydu,.Sir,' said Doctor
Parker Feps, 'that there is a want of power in Her
Grace the Duchess-~I beg your pardon; I confound names;
I should say, in your amiable lady. That there is a
certain degree of languor, and a general absence of
elastlclty, which we would rather--not--!
'S5ee,! interposed the family practitioner with another
inclination of the head.

'Quite so,' sald Doctor Parker Peps, 'which we would
rather not see. It would appear that the system of Lady
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Cankaby--excuse me: I should say of Mrs. Dombey: I
confuse the names of cases--'

'So very numerous,' murmured the family practitioner--
'can't be expected I'm sure--guite wonderful if
otherwise--Doctor Parker Peps's West-End practice--'

!'Thank you,' said the Daoctor, 'guite so. It would
appear, I was observing, that the system of our patient
has sustained a shock, from which it can only hope to
rally by a great and strong--'

'"And vigorous,' murmured the family practitioner.

'Quite so,' assented the Doctor--'and vigorous effort.
Mr. Pilkins here, who from his position of medical
adviser in this family--no one better gualified to fill
that position, I am sure.'

'Oht' murmured the family practitioner. '"Praise from
Sir Hubert Stanley!™"!

'"You are good enough,' returned Doctor Parker Peps,
'to say- soa. Mr. Pilkins who, from his position, is best
acquainted with the patient's constitution in its normal
state (an acguaintance very valuable to us in forming
our opinions on these occasions), is of opinion, with me,
that Nature must be called upon to make a vigorous effort
in this instance; and that if our interesting friend the
Countess of Dombey--I beg your pardon; Mrs. Dombey--
should not be-~'

'Able,' said the family practitioner.

'To make that effort successfully,' said Doctor
Parker Peps, 'then a crisis might arise, which we should
both sincerely deplore.'8 (pp. 4-5)

Whilst it is true that both later seem to display a genuine com-
passion tumardstheir‘patient,at this point Dr. Parker Peps's comic
confusion of names both undermines and serves as its own ironic
comment upon the medical rhetoric he trots out with such;laborious
verbosity. The humour of their performance is meant to reveal to
the reader also that their stock medical advice, stripped of the
self-aggrandising periphrasis, consists of nothing more than that
empty platitudinous phrase "make an effort" which is so eagerly

adopted by Mrs. Chick.

8 The Penguin edition uses a textual variant which, by
splitting the last sentence of this passage between the two doctors,
increases the humorous effect, by making the two men appear co-
operators inmedical ignorance. The variation is recorded alsoc in
the Clarendon (Variorum) Edition.
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Even this short discussion of the chapter will have made it
clear to the reader that Dickens engages in a comic undermining of
Mr. Dombey right from the start of the novel. WWe have already
seen two different ways in which this attack is expressed.

Firstly, there is Dickens's pafudy, in the form of a ponderous
syntax, of Mr. Dombey's pompous mind, and secondly, as in the case
of the two doctors, there is a caomic treatment of the surrounding
minor characters which serves to hiéhlight Mr. Dombey's own
failings.

The reader who is unaccustomed to Dickens's methods might well
reflect. at this point that it is rather strénge that_Dickens should
'indulge in these comic techniques in a chapter which, after_all,

- deals with the death of Mrs. Dombey. But as I pointed out on p. 12
of this chapter, Dickens's practice ﬁf mingling the comic mithithe
serious is both deliberate and conscibus. Furthermore, it is my |
contention that this technique constitutes, in fact, one of
Dickens's greatest strengths, especially when Dickens applies this
alternation of the comic with the serious to an extreme human
situation such as death. Indeed, in my next chapter on Little
Dorrit, I shall be arqguing in a much fuller discussion that this
technique reaches its highést point of achievement in Dickens's
treatment of Mr. Dorrit's decline.

The strength of this technique, however, can already be seen

in this first chapter of Dombey and Son, which deals with the

death of a character whom we encounter only fleetingly. For even
under these conditions it is possible to see that when the actual
death of Mrs. Dombey is presented against this background of
fatuity and self-interest, it is the Qery tension between the

comedy and the death that controls our response and prevents any



17

tendency towards sentimentality. It is the conflict between the
comedy of the gushing Mrs. .Chick and the cries of the child
Florence over her mother that gives such a sharply controlled
guality of poignancy to Mrs. Dombey's death, a death which is
itsgelf beautifully understated at the very end of the chapter in
_that image of the sea that is to be sustained through the novel:
"Thus, clinging fast to that slight spar within her arms, the
mother drifted out upon the dark and unknown sea that rolls round
all the world" (p. 10).

Dickens's fine sense of control here in the writing is clearly
demonstrated again in the deliberate juxtaposition to this sentence
-of the opening words of the second chapter, where we are abfuptly
returned to the egotistical world of Mrs. Chick: "'I shallvnever
cease to cqngratulate myselfz' said Mrs. Chick, 'on having said,
when I little thought what was in store for us,--really as if I
was inspired by something,--that I forgave poor dear Fanny every-
thing. UWhatever happens, that must always be a camfort to mé!’"
(p. 11).

The first chapter also illustrates some ﬁf Dickens's problems
;n regard to the characterisation of Mr. Dombey. It begins to be
apparent that in the novel, Daombey is always in danger of becoming
something of a one-dimensional figure. He may almost be summed up
by the word."pride". His other features: his stiffness, emutionél
frigidity, aloofness and asceticism of behaviour are all by-products
of his'monstrous, self-enclosing pride. It is Dombey's étruggles
with his own failings that form the central core of the book, and
these struggles are embodied in his relationship with those around
him.

Notwithstanding Dombey's tendency to become a Jonsonian type
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Humour, it 1is evident that we are required to take him vVery
seriously, since it is through Dombey that Dickens exemplifies his
major theme in the novel. This I take to be the demonstration
that proper human values may ultimately triumph over the
destructive world of materialism and self-interest epitomised by
Mr. Dombey before his finmal regeneration.
| More specifically, we are further required to take Mr. Domhey
seriously because he has power, and having power he is a direct
threat to those who depend upon him. 'Dickens therefore faces a
dilemma in his partrayal of Dombey. Mhilst; as the first chapter
has begun to reveal, Mr. Dombey must on the one hand be taken
‘seriously since he poses a very real threat to the welfare of Paul,
Florence and others, and accordingly can by no means be termed a
comic character, yet, by virtue of his egotistical pride, his
character exhibits manifest weaknesses which render him vulnerablé
to the ridiculous. indeed, Mr. Dombey's self-centredness implies
that we may define him more by what he lacks than what he puss?sses-
And as ﬁhéknuvel unfolds, it becomes evident that Mr. Dombey lacks
perception, Jjudgement, emotional maturity, and self-knowledge:
all of which render his character open to satire and ridicule.

I believe that Dickené does.manage to overcome this dilemma
in such a way that Mr. Dombey is maintainmed in the foreground af
our attention as a serious character whilst we aisu become
inereasingly aware af his personal limitations. Dickens achieves
this by means of a number of comic strategies which I shall be
detailing in the course of this chapter. Some of these strategies
have already been encountered in the course of chapter i, as,
for exémple, Dickens's practice of exposing Mr. Dombey's limitations

through his interaction with the characters who surround him. This
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range of characters broadens as the novel progresses until it
encompasses a spectrum that includes relatives, servants,
employees and sycophants, as well as the characters I shall
shortly be discussing tnvwhmm Mr. Dombey entrusts the. education
of his son Paul. And as this range of Dharécters widens; so
accordingly does our understandiqg of Mr. Dombey deepen.

But before I continue with my examination of the characters
who surround Mr. Dombey, I wish to deal fairly briefly with a
different strategy. This concerns that process of metonymy whicﬁ
is aptly defined by Wellek and Warren in a chapter of their Theaory

of Literature entitled "The Nature and Modes of Narrative Fiction".

They describe metonymy in gemeral terms as that process whereby
"Setting is environment; and envifonments, especially domestic
interiors, may be viewed as metonymic, or metaphoric, expressions
of character. A man's house is an extension Df’vhimself“".9 Their
description fits Dickens's particular method with some accuracy,
for in a process of metoﬁymy that is characteristically a caomic
metonymy, Dombey's environment becomes a moral environment. This
kind of metonymy is indeed one of Dickens's favourite methods. By
extending Mr. Dombey's gualities into the description of his
immediate surroundings, Diékens is able to expand considerably the
vocabulary of description pertaining to the figure of Mr. bombey
himself. Dickens escapes thereby the inevitable limitations of
merely personal description, and, since character largely determines
environment, Dickens is able to demonstrate Mr. Dombey's values

becoming the pervasivevoperating force in his setting; a moral force

d Rent Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature, 3rd ed.
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1963), p. 221.
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that directly affects a wide range of people.
A striking example of this metonymic process operating
through the comic mode is provided in the description of Paul's

christening party: . | . \

There they found Mr. Pitt turning up his nose at s
cold collation, set forth in a cold pomp of glass and
silver, and looking more like a dead dinner lying in
state than a social refreshment. 0On their arrival Miss
Tox produced a mug for her godson, and Mr. Chick a-
knife and fork and spoon in a case. Mr. Dombey also
produced a bracelet for Miss Tox; and, on the receipt of
this token, Miss Tox was tenderly affected.

'Mr. John,' said Mr. Dombey, 'will you take the
bottom of the table, if you please? UWhat have you got
there, Mr. John?!

'I have got a cold fillet of veal here, Sir,' replied
Mr. Chick, rubbing his numbed hands hard together.

'What have you got there, 5ir?!

'This,' returned Mr. Dombey, 'is some cold preparation
of calf's head, I think. I see cold fowls--ham--patties
--salad--lobster. Miss Tox will do me the honour of
taking some wine? Champagne to Miss Tox.'

There was a toothache in everything. The wine was so
bitter cold that it forced a little scream from Miss Tox,
which she had great difficulty in turning into a ‘Hem!’
The veal had come from such an airy pantry, that the
first taste of it had struck a sensation as of cold lead
to Mr. Chick's extremities. Mr. Dombey alone remained
unmoved. He might have been hung up for sale at a
Russian fair as a specimen of a frozen gentleman. (p. 57)

The narrative tone here is one of sustained humour of presentation,
with Dickens typilcally working through a process of accumulation:

the word "cold", for example, 1s repeated no fewer than seven

times in this brief excerpt. The coldness of the food extends

¢

pur sense of Dombey's emotional frigidity, but it also connects
with the earlier imagery of autumnal bleakness that hints at
Paul's fate. Indeed, the meal is explicitly compared to a

funeral "r:ollzextii:m",l[:I whilst Dombey's immobility of spirit

: 10 Steven Marcus makes a similar point on p. 359 of his
Dickens: from Pickwick to Daombey (London: Chatto & Windus, 1965).
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increases the sense of deadness.‘

In marked contrast to the normal Dickensian relish in feasting,
a relish that usually denotes a‘harmmniaus, life-quickening spirit
among the participants, the very food here resists the eating of
it as Dombey's iciness is extended metonymically into his table.
His terse listing of the contents: "I see cold fowls--ham--patties
--salad--lobster", captures'both his awareness of his wealth an
display and his ascetic indifference to the convivial pleasures it
offers. The comic tone in the passage, as, for instance in Miss
Tox's reaction: "The wine was so bitter cold that it forced a
little screém from Miss Tox, which she had great difficulty in
‘turning into a 'Hem!'" exposes the extent to which Mr. Dombey's
guests are forced to suppress their own human emotions, marginal as
these might be, in their obliging attendance upan him. In sitting
down to the meal, the guests are, in fact, being forced to partake
of the very essence of Daombey himself, and most uncangenial it
proves to be. A more direct statement of what Dickens presents
dramatically here would be to say that Dombeyism simply cannot be
stomached. '

I wish to make of this passage a test case, and this requires
'that the tone be defined with some precision, for it raises an
important point of principle. If the humour which the paséage
generates is at all satirical, it is but mildly so. There is far
more weight given to raising a genially humorous fesponse; to
direcfing the reader's attention towérds the camicality of the
presented situation. This might seem strange at first, remembering
Dickens's overall purpose in this séction of the novel, which is
wholly éerious in its demonstration of the.dEStruction wrought by

Mr. Dombey's world on his son. I would argue, however, that



Dickens adopts this genially humorous tone as a deliberate
rhetorical strategy. This enables him to contract a special
‘relationship with the reader. The process might be likened to the
contract to he found between narrator and reader where irony 1is
employed. In the casé of irony, fhough, this contract is in the
form gf'an appeal to the reader's intelligenmce to discern a |
discrepancy between what is asserfed and what is actually the
case, whereas Dickens's comic tone appeals directly to the reader,
inviting him fo participate in a special response tomards\the
presented situation.

This sbecial response may be elucidated as follows.
Perception of the hgmour'invulves a genial,reaction; this geniality
alerts us to the presence of an humane counterpoint to the depicted
situation. The humour in itself, therefore, rebresents a counter-
point to the very situation it describes. The humorous tone
.provides a warm-hearted perspectivé, enébling us through the
geniality of our response to liberate ourselves from the
Cﬁnstriction felt by the participants»at.the christening party.
Dombey's world of sterile frigidity is imprisoning, whilst we are
to a Certain‘extent distanced by our warm-hearted response to the
humorous tone of presentation. The tone therefore in its very
approach involves a moral vi;mpoint, since it juxtapaoses humane,
life-enhancing values against the depicted inhuman, life-denying
values.

The scene.continues with Mr. Dombey replying to Mr. Chick's
toast to little Paul:

'Mr. John,' said Mr. Dambey, with severe gravity,
'my son would feel and express himself obliged to you,

I have no doubt, if he could appreciate the favour you
have done him. He will prove, in time to come, I trust,
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equal to any responsibility that the obliging dispasition
of his relations and friends, in private, or the onerous
nature of our position, in public, may impose-upon him.'

The tone in which this was said admitting of nothing
more, Mr. Chick relapsed into low spirits and silence.
Not so Miss Tox, who, having listened to Mr. Dombey
with even a more emphatic attention than usual, and
with a more expressive tendency of her head to one side,
now leant across the table, and said to Mrs. Chick
softly:

'"Louisal’

'My dear,' said Mrs. Chick.

'Onerous nature of our pDSltlmn in public may——I have
forgotten the exact term.

'Expose him to,' said Mrs. Chick.

'"Pardon me, my dear,' returned Miss Tox, 'I think not.
It was more rounded and flowing. Obliging disposition aof
relatians and friends in private, or onerous nature of
position in public--may--impose upon himl'

'Impose upaon him, to be sure,' said Mrs. Chick.

Miss Tox struck her delicate hands together lightly,
in triumph; and added, casting up her eyes, 'eloguence
indeed!" _ (p. 58)

Dickens is concerned to expose in Dombey's weighty idiom (as
indigestible as the food itself), the disturbing gap between his
concéption of his son's role: "onerous nature of our position, and
the actual reality of the frail child. The point in Miss Tox's
picking up this same phrase and repeating it serves two purposes.
Firstly, it exposes Miss Tox's comically uncritical adoration of
all Mr. Dombey's utterances, the import of which neither she nor
Mrs. Chick is .capable of fully comprehending, but are content to
savour on the level of impressively "rounded and flowing"
sonority. Secondly, the repetition helps to reinforce our sense
that Paul's fate is pre-ordained in his father's pretentious
vision. The pompmsify of Dombey's idiom is self-evidently
ludicrous, and here the humour serves as a means of proportioning’
Dombey. As Dmmbéy exposes himself through speech, so it becomes
evident that this kind of inflated rhetoric is disproportionately

pompous in ane who is merely a merchant, not the "absolute,
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monarch"ll that the loftiness of the language suggests. And here
also a parallel is established between the presented situation and
future development, since Daombey's lafty conceptions will prove as
inappropriate when "imposed .upon" Paul as this christening
assembly is unpalatable to the guests. The present uncongeniality
prefigures Paul's fate.

The response to Dombey on the part of his attendant guests
illustrates the second important Dickensian strategy. As the
passage reveals, the grandiose pretension of Daombey's speech is
inherently ridiculous; likewise Mr. Dombey himself, by virtue of
the inhuman and grotesquely orie-sided aspects of his character, 1is
‘potentially a ludicrous figure. I suggest, however, that Dickens
is able to retain Dombey as a serious figure of destructive power
in the novel by displacing much of Dombey's inherent absurdity
onto those around him. An instructive example of this method in
operation is to be found in chapter i at that point where Mr.
Dombey is contemplating the possible loss of one of his possessions
~-his wife:

His meditations on the subject were soon interrupted,
first by the rustling of garments on the staircase, and
then by the sudden whisking into the room of a lady
rather past the middle age than otherwise, but dressed
in a very juvenile manner, particularly as to the
tightness of her bodice, who, running up to him with a
kind of screw in her face and carriage, expressive af
suppressed emotion, flung her arms round his neck, and
said in a choking voice,

'My dear Paul! He's quite a Dambey!’

'"Well, well!' returned her brother--for Mr. Dombey
was her brother--'I think he is like the family. Don't

agitate yourself, Louisa.'
'It's very foolish of me,' said Louisa, sitting down,

11 Philip Hobsbaum uses this phrase on p. 105 of A Reader's
Guide to Charles Dickens (Landon: Thames & Hudson, 1972).
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and taking out her pocket-handkerchief, 'but he!s--he's
such a perfect Dombey! I never saw anything like it in
my lifel!

'But what is this about Fanny, herself?' said Mr.
Dombey. ‘'How is Fanny?'

'My dear Paul,' returned Louisa, 'it's nothing what-
ever. Take my word, it's nothing whatever. There is
exhaustion, certainly, but nothing like what I underwent
myself, either with George or Frederick. An effort is
necessary. That's all. If dear Fanny were a Dombey!--
But I daresay she'll make it; I have no doubt she'll
make it. HKnowing it to be required of her, as a duty,
of course she'll make it. My dear Paul, it's very weak
and silly of me, I know, to be so trembly and shaky from
head to foot; but I am so very gueer that I must ask you
for a glass of wine and a morsel of that cake.'

(pp. 5-6)

Mrs. Chick is presented in the extract as an dvertly ludicrous
character, in her artificial juvenility (shades of Mrs. Skewton),
-and it is her own explicit deficiencies of Charécter, revealed
through gesture and speech, that intensify our sense of Mr.
Dombey's shortcomings. For we perceive that some transparently
simple and foolish flattery, combined with that characteristic
selfishness with which the ektract ends, is sufficient to win
Dombey's approbation, and that this approbation is the surest
measure of his gross insensitivity towards his dying wife.

A more important feature also emerges from the passage. As
A.E. Dysdn points Dut,l2 it becomes clear from this kind of
exchange just how defective Dombey's judgément is in regard to
others. Here this lack of judgement is comically presented, but
it is a deficiency which will shortly have grave consequences for Mr.
Dombey and his grandiose plans for his son. Mr. Dombey's comic
lack of discernment in the face of the obvious excesses of Mrs.

Chick's dramatic posturing: "a kind of screw in her face and

12 k. Dyson, The Inimitable Dickens (London: Macmillan,
1970), p. 106.
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carriage, expressive of suppressed emotion", helps to reveal at

this early stage in the novel, how his self-absorbing pride has

rendered him as easily taken in as a child; that, in fact, the

one ironic result of his pride is that it has left him with an

emotional capacity as inappropriately juvénile as Mrs. Chick's

dress.

Dickens extends our sense of Dombey's limitations by

demonstrating his further imperturbability in the face of various

highly comic situations. These absurdities throw into relief

further vulnerable aspects of Mr. Dombey's character. A representa-

tive example may be found just a little further on in the same

‘chapter in the introduction of Miss Tox to Mr. Dombey:

The lady thus specially presented, wasa long lean
figure, wearing such a faded air that she seemed not

to have been made in what linen-drapers call 'fast
colours' originally, and to have, by little and little,
washed out. But for this she might have been described
as the very pink of general propitiation and politeness.
From a long habit of listening admirably to everything
that was sald in her presence, and loogking at the
speakers as if she were mentally engaged in taking off
impressions of their images upon her soul, never to

part with the same but with 1ife, her head had guite
settled on one side. Her hands had contracted a
spasmodic habit of raising themselves of their own
accord as in involuntary admiration. Her eyes were
liable to a similar affectlion. ©She had the softest
voice that ever was heard; and her nose, stupendously
aquiline, had a little knob in the very centre or key-
stone of the bridge, whence it tended downwards towards
her face, as in an invincible determination never to
turn up at anything. (pp. 6-7)

In our sheer enjoyment here of the comic presentation, it is guite

possible to miss Dickens's hoint. This is best kept in focus if

we visualise the occasion as a dramatic scene in which Miss Tox is

received and treated by Mr. Dombey with that same imperturbable

gravity which he offers with such mechanical candescension to all
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his dependants. Dombey's failure to penetrate or to discriminate
in his relationships with others emphasises how his enclosed warld
of self-importance excludes the balance that humour affords. Here
again, it is the rhetorical narrative tone that offers the humane
caunterpoint'to Dombey's limited outlook. The very geniality
aroused in the reader is part of the indictment against the
Dombeyan world.

It is this quality of unseeing on the part of Dombey that is
reinforced by Dickens throughout the book. Numerous other examples
come to mind: there is in the same chapter, for instance, Miss
Tox's pincuéhion gift witﬁ its diplomatically expedient inscription,
Melcome, little Dombey", which Mrs. Chick rapturously describes
as "Poetry" (pp. 7-8). It is the accumulation of thése comic
incidents as they impinge, or fail to impinge upon Dombey's stolid
consclousness that builds up our perspective of the limitations of
his self;encldsed character.

This comic perspective on Dombey's limitations assumes a mare
serious dimension in the matter of Paul's education. As Dysaon
ﬁbserves, this is the one area where we might expect Dombey to
hold the firmest conviections, but ironically, we are shown that
this is not thevcase.l3 Paul's schooling, and accordingly his
fate to a certain extent, are determined for him by the comﬁined
representations of the family doctar (récommgnding the sea air for
his frail constitution--itself an outward token of his inner
delicacy), and the advice of Miss Tox, who is a living.witness to
her own sagacity. In the relevant interchange on the subject, it

"becomes clear how the formal portentousness of Daombey's speech is

3 Dysan, p. 106.
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at comic odds with his unmistakeable ignaorance on matters of

education:

'Do I understand that this respectable matron keeps
an establishment, Miss Tox?' inquired Mr. Dombey,
condescendingly.

'Why, I really dan't know,' rejoined that lady,
'whether I am justified in calling it so. It is not a
Preparatmry School by any means. Should I express my
meaning,' said Miss Tox, with peculiar suweetness, 'if I
designated it an infantine Boarding- House of a very
select description?!

"On an exceedingly limited and particular scale,'’
suggested Mrs. Chick, with a glance at her brother.

'Oh!  Exclusion 1tselfl' said Miss Tox.

There was something in this. Mrs. Pipchin's
husband having broken his heart of the Peruvian mines
was good. It had a rich sound. (pp. 97-98)

A

The description immediately preceding this passage of Mrs. Pipchin's
husbandlLF and his deathkovef his Peruvian mining venture--
"pumping water out" (p. 97) as Miss Tox dramatises it--is made
comically bizarre by Dickens to reinforce our sense of Dombey's
imperturbable lack of proportion and judgehent. Instead,‘the'”rich
sound" of Mr. Pipchin's gpeculations, together with the principle
of "exclusion" so tellingly invoked by Miss Tox, both shouw hou’
readily Mr. Dombey is taken in by those sounding the right chords
of language. This méakness is to make him vulnerable to all in
the novel who manipulate uards with the correct facility.

The introduction of Mrs. Pipchin leads us into that portion
of the novel which dealé with Paul's education; a section of the

novel that sees the emergence of Dickens's familiar theme of the

14 A gentleman who enjoys a mythical status rather similar
to Mrs. Gamp's Mrs. Harris, in Martin Chuzzlewit (1844) .
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violation of the child's world by adults.!®  This theme affords

Dickens an important further means of extending our sense of Mr.
Dombey's imperception and lack of Jjudgement. In Paul's educational
fate at the hands of Mrs. Pipchin and Dr. Blimber, Dickens shows

us the direct results of Mr. Dombey's values, thereby-allowing us
to witness the life-denying effects wrought upon Mr. Dombey's son
and heir.

Dickens's presentatioﬁ of Mrs. Pipchin and Dr. Blimber, as
well as of their establishmehts, makes use of a characteristically
comic tone which again acts as an hﬁmane counterpoint to what is
being presented. An additional perspective to the comic
presentation is also provided in the serious and premature
intelligence of the child Paul'himself, whose viewpoint comes
increasingly'td dominafe‘this section of the novel as his life
fades away under the pressures of Dombeyism.

To commence with Mrs. Pipchin, the inifial description of the
"child-gueller" as a "marvellous ill—Févoured, ill-conditioned old
lady, of a stooping figure, with a mottled face, like bad marble,

a hook nose, and a hard grey eye" (p. 99), is extended in terms

that underscore Dickens's thesis, first advanced in Nicholas Nickleby

(1839), that children are customarily entrusted into the care of
adult educators least suited to this task.16 '~ In parallel to the

technique of suggesting Paul's inner sensitivity through his

15 I should acknowledge an indebtedness to the following
critics, who all comment helpfully on this theme: Stephen Marcus,
p. 319; Kathleen Tillotson, pp. 192-3; Angus Wilson, The World of
Charles Dickens (London: Secker and Warburg, 1970), p. 206.

16 In a letter to Forster quoted by Edgar Johnson, p. 605,
Dickens commented that'!'We should be devilish sharp in what we do
to children'".
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physical frailty, Mrs. Pipchin's outer repulsivehess becomes
here a token of her grotesque unsuifability for her task of
nurturing the young.

Mrs. Pipcﬁin's establishment inm a by-street at Brighton,
is shown to be one of a series of deprivatiohs starting with the
bdeath EF Paul's mother, and continued in the sacking of Pollyl
Toodles, whereby little Paul is inexorably isolated in a process
which sees the replacement of natural love by the attentions of
those incapéble of perceiving the child's true nature or needs.
Here; as elsewhere in Dickens's work, the idea is presented that
certain adults set about systematically and deliberately violating
‘the tender world of childhood.

The exaggeratedly bigarre details of Mrs. Pipchin's appearancé
‘afe enhanced by such explicitiy fairy-tale elements as Dickens's
description of her as an "ogress" who inhabits a "Castle" (p. 99).'
These elements help the reader to understand Mrs. Pipchin through
the perspective of Paul's eyes as a dauntingly grotesque figure who
must seem hardly real to the child's viewpoint. Miss Tox's euphemism
"Exclusion itself!" comes now to bear an ironically literal value
as Qe discover that this principle is applied - in Mrs. Pipchin's
school mainly to the food "of the farinaceous aﬁd vegetable kind"
(p. 101) which the pupils are forced to eat, in contrast to her own
indulgences at the table.

Angus Wilson has commented that it was a masterstroke on the

part of Dickens to make Paul an enfant savant, since this freks
Dickens from that limiting passivity which characterises his earlier

child heroes (Oliver Twist is the obvious example who comes to
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mind).17 Paul's startling "Dld—%ashioned“ wisdom (the label "old-
fashioned" being ironically bestowed upon him by those who are
themselves rigidified anachronisms), enables him to offer a
characteristically forthright Critical commentary on his own child-
hood ordeal. His encounter with Mrs. Pipchin, in line with
Dickens's frequent rhetorical underscoring, allows an explicit
statement of what has previously been presented thfough comic

detsil:

'Well, Sir,' said Mrs. Pipchin to Paul, ‘'how do you
think you shall like me?'

'T don't think I shall like you at all,' replied
Paul. 'I want to go away. This isn't my house.‘

'No. It's mine,;' retorted Mrs. Pipchin.

"It's a very nasty one,' said Paul. (p. 100)

When Paul passes on to Dr. Blimber's establishment, this forth-

rightness is more subtly used:

'"Ha!' said the Doctor, leaning back in his chair with
his hand in his breast. 'Now I see my little friend.
How do you do, my little friend?’

The clock in the hall wouldn't subscribe to this
glteration in the form of words, but continued to repeat,
'how, is, my, 1lit, tle, friemd? how, is, my, 1lit, tle,
friend?' v

'Yery well, I thank you, Sir,' returned Paul,
answering the ‘clock guite as much as the Daoctor.

'Hal!' said Dr. Blimber. 'Shall we make a man of him?!

'Do you hear, Paul?' added Mr. Dombey; Paul being

silent. ‘
'Shall we make a man of him?' repeated the Doctor.
'I had rather be a child,' replied Paul. (p. 145)

The struggles of the Doctor actually to see Paul expresses his
mental obtuseness rendered as a literal, physical difficulty. As
the repetition by the clock emphasises, Dickens intends the phrase

"!'my little friend'" to be.akey one in the passage. The generic

17 yilson, p. 206.
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térm"‘Friend’"captures Dr. Blimber's unawareness and his

concomitant lack of interest in Paul's individuality, whilst there
is also the sense of a forced attempt at bonhomie, implying a
partnership in scholastic endeavour; a sense undermined, however, by
the condescension evident in"'little'”. The repetition here of this
same phrase by thé clock is highly effective because it is precisely
this focus on a seemingly peripheral detail that serves to deepen
our. awareness af Paul's viewpoint in the encountér. What the child
perceiveé to be of greatest interest in the scene is ironically

just that inanimate instrument which defines so'sha;ply the essence
of Blimberism. As it ticks out the Doctor's words, the monotonous
reiterative guality suggests the underlying lifelessly mechanical
guality in the Doctor;s approach; This unchanging QUality of
rebetition is just Qhat the reader feels to be more truthful to

Dr. Blimber's spirit than the actual slight human variation on the
Doctor's part: "it wouldn't subscribe to this alteration in the
form of words". | .

Dr. Blimber himself represents a significant advance on the
type of schoolmaster Fepresented in previous Dickensian nove%sQ-
Wackford Sqﬁeers being the example who springs most prominently to
mind. Whilst there is'the-residueiuf an element of viglence in
Mrs. Pipchin, as, for instance in her consciously waspish
aggression, and her denial of proper susténance to the children--
both of which carry echoes of Squeers and Dotheboys Hall--in the
case of Dr. Blimber the previous physical assaults and general
bfutality of a Wackford Squeers are replaced by a different kind aof —

assault against the mind and spirit. Dr. Blimber is neither a

physical bully nor a mguntebank; he is a genuine pedant who
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believes mast firmly in his system. His "violence" is of a more

subtle variety, ahd inheres in that systematic deprivation of the
natural needs of a child and its replacement by an order based on
a system two thousand years behind thé times. Dickens seizes on

the ciéssical world here as an appropriate metaphor to convey the
immense and unbridgeable gap between the Doctor's mind, so firmly
rooted in this past, and the vital, living needs of the child.

Or. Elimber's Dccluded mind serves-ultimately to sharpen our
awareness of Dombey's blindness towards the special world of the
child, For‘it is Dombey whd is ultimately respunsible for this
Complaceqj_delivery of his heir into Blimber's system:

'"You would still wish my little friend to acquire--'!

'Everything, if you please, Doctor,' returned Mr.

Daombey firmly. (pp. 145-6)

Mr. Dambey's answer betrays, in this one word, both his
unmistakeable ignorance as to what exactly that "'Everything'" ought
to comprise, as well as his impatient proud forcefulness of will
that would truncate the process of childhood iﬁ the interests of
creating an instant merchant on the model of Dombey himself. The
actual condition of childhood is of as little interest or importance
to Dombey as the girl Florénce, or indeed aﬁy of the females who
rate so low on his scale of things--however mpch they might
ironically influence his behaviour in reality.

The introducticn of Mrs. Blimber forces a leap back into the
aduit viewpoint, with Dombey's limitations of perception again
betrayed through his immobility in the face of a comic jargon that
combines both Circumlocutiﬁn and euphemism, and which is first
encountered in the Doctor's description of Paul as"'our young

Pilgrim to Parnassus'" (p. 146), and"'addition to our little Portico'"
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(p. 147). This jafgoh is continued in- the same vein by Mrs.
Blimber: "'IfMr. Dambey will walk up stairs', said Mrs. Blimber;
'I shall be mare than prDUd tD show him the dominions of the drowsy
god' "™ (p. 148) 0 |

As elsewhefe in Dickens; the reader feels at this point
Diékens's enormous relish and fascination with those Characters
mho;'thruugh their specialised brands of oratory are-able to

persuade others of the importance of _their own artificially

>Constrﬁcted worlds. With the Blimbers, fhedeception appears

unconscious rather than direct; here are characters who have so

confidently deluded themselves about the actual worth of their

activities that they are fully capable of transporting other people

with them into this deception. Mrs. Blimber's "sky-hlue" (p. 1.48)
cap becomes an emblem of the idealised and unrealistic world which

they inhabit with its apex in-visions of Cicero:"'beautiful

Tusculum!'*(p. 147).

The introduction of Toots is specifically linked to Péul,
since to be told it is a coinbidence is to be guite surerthat it is
deliberate: "'Who is that?' said the Doctor. '0Oh! Come in, Toots:
come in. Mr. Dombey, Sirf. Toots bowed. 'Quite a coincidence!l'!
said Doctor Blimber. 'Here we have the beginning and the end.
Alpha and Omega. Our head boy, Mr. Dombey'" (p. 147). As the head.
boy, Toots exemplifies the pinnacle of the Doctor's achievement;
as"'Omega' "he also represents a living example of what Paul might
potentially become if he is‘exposed for a sufficient pefiod to the
satirically described "hot-house" (p. 141) forcing system. Toots

has a more complex role to fulfil than merely providing comic

relief in the form of the amiable school idiot. His addled

intelligence does indeed bear witness to the absurd efficiency of
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the Doctor's system, but in retaining his essential kind-
heartedness he can, in a sense, be said to have triumphed over the
mental buffeting he has endured. It is instructive to compare him

to Smike in Nicholas Nickleby--perhaps he may be seen as a

permutatian of this Driginal-—fur'his infinite good nature attests to
the lack of that vicious element in Blimber's school which is the
stamp of Dotheboys Hall. The difference is that Smike is broken in
both bedy and mind by the blows and starQatiun of Wackford Sgueers,
whilst Toots retains a certain measure of independence, even if this
consists mainly of writing imaginary letters to himself from eminent
people. ‘ '

The juxtaposition of Paul with Toots as Alpha and Omega suggests
that_Dickens has a serious purpose in mind, and this purpose may

best be discovered in that scene where Toots visits Paul inchis

bedroom:

One evening Mr. Toots was sitting at his desk,
oppressed by correspondence, when a great purpose seemed
to flash upon him. He lgid down his pen, and went off to
seek Paul, whom he found at last, after a long search, .
looking through the window of his little bedroaom.

'I say!' cried Toots, speaking the moment he entered
the roaom, lest he should forget it; 'what do you think-
about?!

'0h! I think about a great many things,' replied Paul.

'Do you, though?' said Toots, appearing to consider
that fact in itself surprising. '

!'If you had to die,' said Paul, looking up into his
face-- 4

Mr. Toots started, and seemed much disturbed.

'--Don't you think you w