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o .- . Chapter 1

SN L ~ INTRODUCTION

Thé>reputatién of Charles Dickens has undergone many

\, .In recent years, a serious interest in the

" conditions undeér which his fiction was actually written, pub-

. lished, and read kas led to a renewed respéct for this

Victorian'noveliét. Seminal works such as Tillotson's Noyvels

of the Eidghteen-Forties and Butt and Tillobéonfs Dickeng at’

. Hork have provided valuable insights into his serial art and,

.

refuted the oft-expressed opinion that he was a pegligent™ -
traftsman. It is from tHis vagtage p?}nt that I propose to
conduct a detailed examination oX Dickens' masterpiece,

/! - ' : : ] . .
Bleak House. ‘ , «

.. The study focuses on the construction of the novel,
first pﬁblibhed in nineteen monthly par%s, the final part
being a double number. Working closely with the American

reprints of the original pamphlet instalments, I will

1 The original pamphlet instalments were published by,
Bradbury & Evans, London, from 1 March 1852 to 1 September
1853. They were reprinted by Harper & Brothers, New.York.

None of these Ameritan reprints bears a date of publication.
However, according to Peter S. Bracher, in "Harper & Brothers:
Publishers of Dickens,! Bulletin of the New.York Public
Library, 79 (Spring 1976), 333,. they were issued from 17 March
1852 to 21 September 1853. ' '

Dv Sl



attempt to trace the structural development of Bleak,ﬁguger

3

oo 5 ¢
from the midwifery of serial publication to thé‘birth of the
%+ . novel in completed ﬁFrm. An‘appenQix outlining the instal-

. ‘ \
-ment divisions is attached. - The general context of the
a 4
-analysis is the effect of mass production and an expanding
‘ ) o ] . . r.,
reading public on the novel as art object. The specific con-
) ‘ v ! .

' §

text is the relationship between mon y serialization and, the

design and techniques '6f Bleak House.‘ .Since illustrations
were a prizéd feature of many serial novels, a chapter~wili

be devoted to examining Phiz's etchings. The striking’

i .

topicality of the novel and Dickens' ‘Méthods of work will .

. also be discussed ih,reiation to the serial form.

+

Publication in parts accounts for a rich slice of our

Lo canonized Victoxian fiction. Thackeray, Trollope, ﬁéredith,
Hardy, and George Elipt issued several of their full-igngth
wérks in this way. However, it was Dickens Qho became .
spokesman, teacher, and entertainer of the new lowgr middle-

v

class audience, an audience brought to consciousness by the
;eperc;ssions of the ‘industrial revolutién; Igdeea, Dickens
was the Frue\masfer of the art\of serialization. He issued
eight of his novels in shilling montﬁij pamphleis,,‘For The
014 Curjosity Shop, Barnaby Rudge, Hard Times, A Tale of Tvo

\\\\ Cities, and Great Expectations, -he adopted ghg'form of,

x>
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‘sors and.several of his ‘contemporaries in one all-important

A

weekly magazine serialization. \( . '
. N
"Serialization, then, was ‘an essentlal ‘part of Dickens'
: . ' . S .
creative nmiethod. He stands apart from most of his predeces-

respect. Whereas some serial writers, such as Trollope and
[ L »

George Eliot, would complete a novel before breaking it down

bl

into numbers, DicKens' novels were designed from the first -as

"instalments with a view to»subs_equent' consolidation in volumes. ’

Before publication of the first number of a novel, Dickens had

usually completed only three or four numbers. By the middie
*

of the novel, he was rarely ahead of the printer b)} more than o '

oge r@ybe‘r.' Thus any critical ‘analysis of his work must take

intg account the technical difficulties and nervous effects

P t b

\?

which attend serial composition. )

A conslderatmn ‘of the formal dangers mherent in dls—
jointed’ publlcatlon is 'enough to make ore apprec1ate Dickens'
genius‘ for this mode of writing. The fact that his energies’
were ekpended"in‘sevéral other a;'egs as well make his literary

accomplishments even more impressive. Not surpr:l.smgly, he

took an active interest in refom' pro;ects and adv:l.sed hls

friend, ¥iss Burdett—Coutts; on several of her philanthropic ’ ,

ventur His journalistic work alone establishes him as a

promifient Victorian essayist. He contributed to and edited

-
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Bentley's Migcellanz from' January 1837 to February 1839,

Hoﬁsehold'Wofﬁs from'narch 1850 to Méy 1854, and All the Year
Round from April 1859 until his death in 1870. During the
latter part of his career as a novelist, he purgu%d his love
of the theatrelgy acting in and produciné numerous plays and
giving dramatic readings of his workste Only a man of such
gfemendous zeal could handle these activities in additjon to
‘the pressures ‘of serial writing.

Instalment writing,!by:ehcouraging episodic int;nsifi-
capion and melodramatic accumulation of incident, often pro-
duces shapeless . and meandering nogels. Chgracterized by
detachable vignettes and~improbabilitieé of action, such works
invite Henr& James' stricture, "large, loose, baggy monsters.“.2
Howev%r, even James, who placed such ari emphasis on organic
unit; and economy of structure, recognized that the serial
novel hﬁd it§ place in literature. Indeed, art is not single;
every great artist must be granted his mode, his province.

In recollectihg'thq thrillzng arrival of ‘the opening number of
the Cg;%hil ., James paid tribute to the unique form of
serialized fiction: - - ‘/)/’ |

2-Henry Jaﬁes, "Preface éo;zhg Tragic Myge," in'ZQQ
Art of the Novel: Crjtical Prefaceg, by Henry James, introd.
Richard P. Blackmur (N?w York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1934),
p. 84. o ‘
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For these appearances, these $trong time-
marks in such, stretches of production as
that of Dickens, that of Thackeray, that
of George Elivt, had in the first place
simply a genial weight and force, a direct

- importance, and in the second.a command of
the permeable air and the collective sensi-
bility, with which nothing since has begun
to deserve comparlson.

Certainly there is no modern equivalent to the serial
ﬁovel. Its closest gounterparts are‘td be found in the
products of the mass media. In his admlrahle study, The
Serjals, Raymond Wllllam Stedman examines such offsprlng as
comic strips and film, radio, and tglevision s;rigl;f Although
he does ﬁot explicitly make the connection, the prototype for
all these entertainment forms is the serial novel. In this
regard, it is inﬁerestiné to note that‘severa% gf Dickens'

9 *

novels (hnfortqnately Bleak Hoyge is. not among them) have beeéen -
13 ® . -

4

produced as CBC radio serials. ‘It should be further remarked
that the serialized television drama, The Forsythe .Saga, was

based on John Galsworthy's novels and that the long-running

_British TV series, Upstairs, Downstairs, is now available in

book form.- Such adaptations from one medium ,to another

' : # .

/ , .
oR

J

3 Henry James, Notes of a Son and Brother (New York:
Charles Scribner’ s Sons, 1914), p. 21.
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;j\j/ support Stedman's obserivation, “No flourishing entertainment

. . 4
form can be expected to remain frozen."

RN ]

- Undoubtedly, the instalment pﬁttern is particularly

amenable to television programming in that the cast of charac-

I3 ¢ .

ters remains the same and each episode is a complete and -

rounded unit. One has only to think of the loyal soap-opera

vieger who tunes in each day to a continuing saga. -In order
) g

" to entice the viewer, the soap-opera writer concentrates on

il
i

& (‘a "
packing each episode with dramatic events and closing with a

suép nseful jcliffhanger.

the story at a later-date.

Loose ends can always be woven into

The individual instalments,

then,

"’
are infinitely more important than the whole.

-

]

‘Indeed, if all

~

» 2 -
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the episcdes of a particular soap opera were threaded to-'

the arrangement of events would‘rese@ble that of -

getht,
beads‘on a string. .

-

s In the recent Daytime Emmy Awards,
acknowledged his: debt

an unidentified
- writer for the soap opera Ryap's Hope
* 5 . : o

to chkggﬁ upon acceptxng an’ award The serial novelist,

2\?owever,’wa's faced w1th a more compllcated task than- the
« .

-

4 Raymond William Stedman, "Preface:to the Second

.o 'Edition," The Serjals: Suspense and Drama by Installment
(1971 rpt. Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 1977), P: V.

lh__s_e.am_mm.mimgmzmma. NBC. -
4 June 1980 230-—400pm. .
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modern soap-opera writer. Unléss he wished to produce another

. 4} * . N
Arabjan Nights, .a seemingly endless and seamles§ seguence

[

of narratives, he had to,keep*both‘thg design of the iqdi%idual

1

part and the design-of the whole in mind. Incident and
interest had to ksleVenly distgibutedf Dickens"mastery of
t?;’art of serialization is the ;ecord of h%s érowth from a
remarkably creative improvisator, whose methqd‘Qas largeiy
randoﬁ, to aléonsumﬁ;te writer capable of .reconciling the

.demands of the total structure with the demands of the indi-
Ve ¥ .

vidual parts. ) . “ .

Undeniably, méﬁ;/:} Dickens' novels are flawed by .

structural deficiencies. Throughout his career, but parti-
° ’ $ 2

cularly in his early novels, he succumbs to the temptation to

use sensatiocnal devices in order to meet the challenge of

w

serial publication. - However, as.a survey 'of his mature novels

¢

_ reveals, he gradually tames this tendency and evolves his own

ingenious methods for coping with the disintegrating forces
of serial publication. His later novels are distinguished. by

® v

a.firmness of structure and a remarkable fusion of design and

[
t

purpose. As one critic has aptly ‘remarked, Dickens moves

e N £
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from~ﬂgar§oyles to architecture."

Bleak House, written at the zehith of his career,

S
) ]

represents the artistic culmination of his most successful

&
;=
M method. As T. 8. Eliot has asserted, this novel is Dickens'
7 .
"finest piece og construction." is a triumph of sustained

Gothic‘sdgpenée’contained’within a trfiumph of structural unity.
'\ Contrivanc; may be integral to the composition and the multiple '
. plot may/fly ff tangentially in several directions, but the
final effect is one of striking organiclinevitabiliqy. The

r

structqfe of the novel, with its groungdswell of resonances

o ——

v ‘ 4 . . . : X
. , Which arise from intermeshing lines of action, elaborate

" parallels, pervasive metaphofs, and repeated phrases, may be
’ W

3

: likened to a fugue. Indeed, Bleak House is 3% artistic land- ,
mark not only. in Dickens' career but in the whole history of )
" English fiction as well.

The second in the sequence of Dickens' "dark" novels,

Bleak House is an angry indictment of an irrgspohsible society

* - !

- J
® John Gross.~"D1ckens. Some Recent’ Approaches," in

L D;gk s and the Twentieth Century, ed. John Gross and Gabriel
" Pea{son (Londen: Routledge &nd Kegan Paul, 1962), p. xi.
' 7

T. S. Eliot, "Wilkie Collins and Dickens, " Times

5 ' “ L;tgra;y Supplement, 4 Aug. 1927, pp. 825-26, rpt. in The
Dickens Critics, ed. George H. Ford and Lauriat Lane, Jr. '
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ. Press, 1962), p. 151.

'
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and its antiguated institutions. In a fan-like movement, the
novel unfolds toﬂencompass\the rotten workings of the social.
systém in virtually every institution and activity of con-

temporary society. In the High Court of Chancery and the

0
,.

interminable;case of Jarpdyée vs. Jarndyce, Dickens found hisy

center for attacking the social apparaﬁus*of inertia., Major

and minor characters alike are drawn iﬁsensibly into the legal
machinery. The tightness of the novel's organization has °

¢

perhaps -been best expressed by John Forsterz'"Nothing is

t

introdubéd at random; everything tends to the catastrophe,
the various lines of the plot converge and fit to its centre, '

and to the larger interest all the rest is irresistibly
drawn.“8 C ' e, i .

- )

Indeed, because of the novel's complex'netwq;k of
interconné;t%ohsh one might even complain t§at glggh‘ggggg
is too metiéulonsly constructed. ﬁqwever,iﬁhét‘is pané of .
‘;ts claim to greatness. ' Bleak Houge %s\?oreftﬂan a supreme
tour de force of dramatict artifice and i;frigue. It is
.Dickens' first novel in which the mass of detail is care-

3

fully shepherded so as to express his,organiq‘sense of o

e

8. John Forster, The Life of tharles _-'L.Q.‘....g (1372-73,
rpt. New York: E. P. Dutton, 1927), II, p: 114.

¢
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[ ]
society as a monolithic whole. To perceive its close-knit
aesthetic unity; thern, is to perceive its message:'society

may appear to be fragmenﬁed,but its strata are inextricably

related,

\

. . N » ' I3
. ’ Other critics, particularly those with a Jamesian

bias, may'object‘to the novel's abundance. and diversity of
detail. But it is a mistake to judge this work according to

Jamesian criteria of relevance and design. As a study of

. . \ ) ‘ :
i society, Bleak House derives much of its power from the wealth

1\ - of déscription‘and the vitality of individual scenes. The
'sheer bulk of its effects is the basis for its panoramic scope.
Considering the constraints of serial pub}ication, one can’

&

only marvel at Dickens' ability to sustain the coherence of
such a huge fictional structure.

A work of art may be said to succeed to the extent

.

that the artist confronts and transcends the difficulties of

“

his medium. Bleak House is a case in point. It is my argu-

-

ment that in this novel Dickens fully expfoited the limi- .
tations of his medium for higher purposes; in effect, he has

transferred the disadvantages into advantages. Through an

analysis of the novel's alternating and fusing plot lines,

experimental mode of narration, extensive.parallels, repeated

k4 s

phrases, and controlling symbolism, I shall try to show how

P
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’ ‘ ’ N - oy
’ Dickens not only solved the mechanical difficulties

- v 4

. of serial publication butf in addition, manipulated the,éerial ' ,

S form to serve as a vehicle for his own moral vision.
Clearly, the Mr. Popuiar Sentiment view fails to do

Diékens justice. .The nature of his genius, though bound up

with his popularity, lies largely in his creative virtuosity

o

as a serial writer. Despite the inevitable concessions he made

¥ «

to public taste, he went far beyond the dramatic conventions

associated with the serial tale. As Bleak House testifies,the

1
Y

.

elevated the monthly paﬁphlqt ndvel to an art form. By means 3'
, » ) .
of various unifying devices, he bridled the size and diversity .

. ' and rapid'change of the serial itself, and used.it to suit

5

his own artistic purpose. .y : . ,

P , . ..
g T T g . T O Sty oy e ot iy MR Tt TS A el




Chapter 2 ‘ -

- THE VICTORIAN SERIAL NOVEL: AN OVERVIEW . ’ *

1

One may wéndef why an author would wish to commit to ’ ‘ §
°// print an unfinished manuscriét._ As Trollope warns in his An
" Autobjography, "an artist should keep in his hand the power
of fitting the beginning of his.worK to the end."1 Yet the

serial novgl remained a sﬁaple of the Viétorian pupiishing ’

world for over forty yearé. Moréover, as evidenced by the

P

fact that Dickens, Thackeray, and Mrs. Ga;kell died before

'completing novels of ‘which bértions'had already been pub-
. | .
lished, among its chief '‘practitioners were the leading

% - AT adnsion S,

novelists of ‘the a;y. Clearly, there must have been s£rong 5
incen+ives to a&opt this method of composition, at fifst
'sight:so perilous. This‘chaptef is concerned with delineat%ﬂé
the historical circumstances which brought serialized fictién

. into wvogue. The advantages and disadvahtagés of this mode of

publ§cation will be discussed, as well as itslinfluente upon

B o

narrative style. It is within this context that Bleak House

will be assessed. ' Q S

- . . '

PN

‘ ’ !
. 1 Anthony Trollope, An Autobjography, introd. Michael.
\ ‘Slater (1883: rpt. London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1936), p. 127.
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Such an inquiry into the. serial form is vital to a
-comélg;e understanding of Bleak Hguse, not only in terms of
1 A

: ,\the'aestﬁetic difficulties with which Dickens had to contend

¢

but also in terms of the novel's impact on the origihal
i audience. This is particularly the case for the modern reader

_“who is not accustomed to taking a novel, in the words of Thomas

i .
B 1 !

Cariyle, in "teaspoonfulé.“2 In this age of the transient

b

bestseller, it is not unusual fdr someone to read a novel from

cover to cover in ohe or two sittings. The original reader of

Bleak House, iﬁ'contrast, did not encounter the novel as a-
whole but-as a sequencé of nineteen instalments, parcdelled out

over as many moriths. Each instalment, then, was subjected to
1 4 '

a month's careful scrutiny. Moreover,, unlike the modern

readeff the original reader could not sneak a peek at the last
chapter. Rather, he had to wait in suspense for over a year
and a half“in'qrder to enjoy the final resolution of the

q

story. As my diécussion of Bleak Houge will make clear, to

dismiss the consequences of serialization is to dismiss the

very,qualities Dickens exploited so as to heighten the novel's

”
.

meéaning: namely, the leisurely pace of publication combined

.
2 Quoted by K. J. Fielding, "The Monthly Seriali- "
sation of Dickens's Novels," The Dickengiap,54 (Jap. 1958), 4.

-
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‘gical advances which spurred, the development of mass media

with the tension naturally engendered by the monthiy inter-

)

ruption of the narrative. .

Serialization was one of the adjustments made bf the,

nineteenth.century novel in order to accommodate an increased

. '

appetite for fiction. A period of rapid change and growth,

the nineteenth century witnessed the most notable extension of

&
o

the reading public since the Renaissance. The magnitude of

>
.

this expansion can best be illustrated by figures. J. A.

4

'Sutherland estimates that in the late 1700's and early 1800's,

the accessible reading public amounted to approximately

: 3
50, 000. In 1832, four years before the appearance of the

first Pickwick number, the circulation of the Penny Magazine,

published by the Sqciety for the Diffusion of Useful Know-:

Id

ledge, was about 200,000. Circulition figures of 100,000

for serialized .fictjon were later attained by both Dickens :

and G, W, M. Reynolds. ' ) .

7% v Yy

This enlargement of the reading public was coincident--.

cause and effect are indistjnguishable here--with technolo-

Ld Y
¢

print, Innovations such as the steam press, the stereotyping

process, new papermaking machines and th¥ substitution of
3

3 J. A. Sutherland, Victorian Novelists and Pub- T
lishers (Univ. of London: Athlone, 1976), p. 1ll. - .
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cheaper ingredients for the former staple of rags, machinery

_for prefabricated bindings, apg: later in the century,

‘mechanized typesetters made the printed word chéaper and more

readily'available than ever before. In addition, the railway

-

system played an important role in revolutionizing the dis-
tribution of printed matter. Bookstalls were opened up in .

the new stations, notably those of W. H. Smith, thus providing

° * a new ocutlet for fiction. ° i

By the 1860's: books, magaziqes, énd newspapers were
no 1oﬁggr viewed as inessentials. Througﬁ‘masS production and
vigorous merchandising, they had entered the Victorian market-
piace and‘béﬁome cheap commodities. As would be expected, the

1

publiéhing world had undergone a radical change. From a

slumbering and conservative trade, incurious about the growth
. of new markets, it had developed into a bustling and compe-

titive industry. In order to tap the resources o0f the new

a

reading public, four major breaches had been made into the -

T

established order: the~chéap reprint, the circulating library,

part-isgue, and magazine serialization. ThHrough this sup-

i 3 -

plementation of the three-volume novel, ‘the conventional - gk
literary staple, an enlarged supply of fresh guality fiction
, was made available to the literate but not necessarily wealthy

»

oo = classes.
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It is true that the demise of the three~-decker was

long overdue. NSt only was the three-decker overlong, but

. »~
it was alsc overpriced at 3ls. 6d.,the price demanded by Scott

for Kenilworth in 1821. This remained the standard price for

~-

a first edition of a three-volume novel for over half a cen~

¢
tury. It was a price which the average consumer could ill

afford. Yet the threegdecker Wwas the foundation stone of

4 .
Victorian publishing and, above all, it was commercially safe.

Instélment pﬁblication, the cheap reprint, and the
’ girculating iibraries\provided a way o§ gettihg Q?ound th;§.
érice barrier. TOgthei, they.formed an arterial systeﬁ which
v ' héiped support the novel until tfe 1890's, when the price of~
novels in first publication was £educed to 6s. The circula-
ting libraries, handling high-price first editions by the
hundreds, were g{anted discounts for buying %n bglk. ‘The
pfomp; col%ective reissue in various formats, including
i "So&fd" bindingf,Awere cheap editions within the average
-, consumepif.pribe range. The novel in shiliing monthly numbers
reduced the price of a full-length novel by one-~third, and the
' miscellanies, relieved by a I;ghter paper tax, m;de novels .
accessiﬁle for seven or eight shillings before they came out

' - in'volume form.

None of these initiatives was strictly new.. What

- .
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madé them innovative was the scale of their operation. More-,

over, they were addressed to, and discovered ﬁy, a signifi-

cantly larger middle-class audience than was conventionally

)

assumed to exist.

» . L ek

wler ./‘n?‘ .
Serial publication was the~first of these developments
»i ‘J/ .
W []
to occur. Its rise, first in numbers and.later in magazines,
may be best understood as adaptations by fiction to the proven

forms of success. When Dickens and his publishers, Chapman

and Hall, brought out Pickwick in shilling monthly numbers,

~they were not taking over an untried medium. But it was by no

. means a familiar one, the dominant literary form being that of

the’three—volume qovel. As Dickens himself recalls, publi-
cation in numbe£§ was "then only known to me, or I believe,
to.anybody else, by a dim recollection of certain interminable
novels ip that form, wﬁich used, some"five—and-bwanéy ygars
ago, to be carried about the country by pedlars. nl P

In fact; the serialization of literatug; dated back to
the Restoration. By 1677,. number bocks, issxpd indepenééntly

in weekly or monthly pafts, were fairly common. . They ranged

from standard novels to criminal biographies. and sprawling

L)

4 Charles Dickens, Preface to the cheap e€d. of The
Pogthumous Papers of the Pjckwick Club (1847), rpt.. in Charles

Djckens: A Critjcal .Anthology, ed. Stephen Wall (Harmondsworth:.

Penguin Books, 1970), p. 8l.
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¢’ ¢ s
biblical commen?aries. Thg part-issue of fiction continued
throgghout the eighteenth century; in the mid l700'sf’f$r
e#ample, a number of novels were being serialized in” news- .
papers and chapbooks; It should be emphasized, however,‘that
'd?ring tﬂese yeérs. the number trade operated on such a minor

scale that, with the possible exceptions of Ned Ward's The

London . Spy (1698-1700) and Smollett's Sir Launcelot Greaves

. (1760-61), most readers today are ‘unaware of the existence

4

of serialized fiction before the Victorians.
Also common in the eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries was the cheap part-issue of reprints of popular

-
fiction. The part divisions were often contrived to.fall in

N

‘the middle of a sentence. It was no doubt to such works that

Dickens was referring in the Pickwick preface cited above.

Q\\{f,ff’(-llda The serialization of popular fiction survived un-

¢ .

broken in the slum publishing of such hack writers as G; W. M.
Reynolds, "the Mickey Spillane of éhe Victorian agfe."5 whose *
sordid The Mysteries of London (1B45-1856) is said to have
sold 40,0001per week. Wh;t needs to be stressed here is that
the qemi—iiterate working classes had théir own presses,

Y
' churning out penny serials before, during, and after Pjckwick's
A :

5 George H. Ford, Diékgng and Hig Readers (Princeton:
o . Princeton Univ. Press, 1955), p. 79. .
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.numbers, however, as a vehicle for guality fiction, catered

. were also financial constraints. Advertisements were taxed '

‘tive 31s. 6d. price for'a three-volume novel was foisted upon '

. revolution in_the marketin }of books which would satisefy the '

e - .
_ demand for inexpensive quality fiction. In January 1B27, his

' phleﬁ’bublicatién of standard books in Qeekly parﬁs, was ;

~ went bankrupt, setting an example that would haunt the

/

success. ’ The low regard for serial pubiication may, in large
part, -be attributed to such serials which can lay few claims

for consideration as novels. The.novel in shilling monthly

to the literate and the discriminating. = ' '
» . . N ’.
On the ‘whole, serious novelists, -following Sir Walter

) : o

Scott, tended to avoid part-issue in the 1820's and 30's. 1In

addition to the disrepute surrounding the serial form, there

o

-

at 3s. 68., paper at 3d. per pound. “Significantly, these- ‘

burdens were alleviated around the' time of Pjckwick.
‘Prior to the Pickwick venture, however, there were

. » ' . -

some notable, though sporadic, experiments with the serial

publication of fiction. In the same decade that the prchibi-

1

» N
consumers, the publisher Cénstable was dreaming of a total

pet scheme, Constable's Migcellany, which featured the pam-

v

geali&ed. Unfortunately, the state of trade was depressed,

and the project was doomed from the beginning. IConstable ‘ .

R

' ‘ L i i /

e

B s el tt T SR SR S 2 T2 oy Axis 1287, TSN



[

~F

The serial tale was simply considered a convenient space-
/“v, - - [ . . ) ". - .
f filler. ) , : [
A - .
- -
- .. 6 guoted by Walter C. Philligs," Dickens, Reade, and '
.\ Ccollins: Sengatjon Novelists (1919; rpt. New York: Russell
' and Russell, 1962), p. .40. ) " .
' ' ' ' 2
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" publishing profession for years. More significant than

Constable's failuge, however, was his prophetic vision of ' -
o éa%u;e poseibilitiee: "Printing and bookselliPé,'as instru-
nments £ rvenlightening‘and‘entertainingihumanity, and o%
course flor ;aking'money,'ere,ae yet in their‘mere infency."6

In 1836,

the publishers Saunders and Otley issued
- ) Lytton's gilg;img‘gg the Plane (a travel book of digreesive'$

tales) in twenty-£five 6d. parts. For a year or so previous
oy . ) 4 . 7 : » ’ ’

ta this, Colburn's series, "Célpurn's Modern Novelists," had .
been in operation, offering hove;e‘such'as Lytton's Pelham in’

* . weekly 1ls. part{. It is importane to néte, however,
these novels, like~;hese Constdble had plihneq to qer;alize, -
s . 'had already been written iﬁ full. -

o '
In addltxon, before. the appearance of ;ggg; .

' ! »
L B ) ’

. o , several magazines (among. them the _g;g;ggllgg_ ggggg;gg and
¢ ; 95‘ glggk_ggg_g) had seriallzed fiction by John ﬁhlt, Robert
’ > } o )
- Surtees, Theodore Hook, and others. But these were not :

P _deliberate experiments or consgious editorial departures.
s “ : v ) - i

that - .

5 ‘.
. . .
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, , Pickwick set a new precedent. In fact, it was the

v

mogt séﬁsationaL triumﬁb in ninetegnth century publishing.
&he?OPening numbers fell strangely flat, but with thg in£ro—w

"duptiontof Sam Weller,‘sales of the moﬁthly instglments soared

from‘four hundred to foity thousand.

E E ' ‘ with_the funéway success of ;ickwigg, thé number trade
was -launched, and a new chapter in the ﬁistéry of English
fictibn’whs opened. Dickens was agtﬁhe centre of this trade

' ." revolution in bookmaking and bookselling, both inspiri£g

N : -
) change and benefitting from it. With extraordinary' facility

~

and inventiveness, he adapted his art and the means of dis-

" seminating it g@_;pg new possibilities opening up. Indeed, .,

)] . although he did not pioheer the serial form, he was the first
" to make it popular and respectablé. As he himself comments: -

. . "My friends told me it was a low, cheap form of publication,

¥
-

by which I should ruin all my hopes and hd@ right my friends ‘
- : Y o
turned out to be everybody knows."

~ .For afproximately twenty years following'Pigkwick, the

- .

number tﬁige found its staple in the monthly pamphlet novel.

g1

However, magazines soon took advantage of the serial device,

anq in the end, one form Gf serial publication brought about

‘

-
‘

¢ , > 777 pickens, Preface to the cheap ed. of_Pickwick, rpt..
— in Charles Dickens: A Critical Anthology, p. 82. ' :
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thequtinction of the other. Reéching its heyday in ﬁhé mid
1850's, the shilliﬁg\pamphlet‘:ovel was crowdeé out of the
market in the 1860's by a new generation of shilling miscel-
lanies, such as MacMillan's Magazine and the Cornhill, and
Eheir numerous monthly or weekly imitators. -Capitalizing on
the cheape;‘ﬁaéhine processes (especially for illustration),

these magazines represented an even better bargain for the

consumer. For one shilling, they afforded a wealth of sup-

‘plementary materjial in addition to an instalment of. fiction.

4 .
In effect, this was a new:lease on life for seriali-

‘zation and did for it what monthly numbers had done in the

'~ forties and fifties. Thackeray'é.later novels appeared in

this form, as did many of Wilkie Collins', Trollope's, Mrs.

‘

Gaskell's, and Hardy's.

N

(3
wh
L1

by the proliferation of popular weeklies, which not only.
' CA

serialized popular fiction but cost only one or two pennies.

Moreover, the shilling pamphlet novel was saddled with heavy’

production costs. Even an unambitious serial could cost

£5,000. By the 1870's, only the best-selling authors were

;.adopting the monthly pamphlet form, the advantage being that

one did not run the risk of subservience to.editorial policy.

Despite its relatively short-lived career, it is

!

1

aans 1,

[
B W AT N W e i i

The décﬁine of .the monthly pamphlet novel was hastened
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evident that the monthly serial  in shilling numbers was one

N . , .
of the most vital forces in opening up a mass market for
fiction. Its effect did not‘g§ unnoticed. E. S. Dallas, in

' ‘ an unsigned review of Great Expectations, observed that "the

~

monthly publication succeeds and thousands of a novel are
scld, in minute doses, where only hundreds would have been
disposed of in the lump;"8

Whatever the mode, magazines or numbers, the drawbacks
of seriélization are imﬂédiately Pppérent. In effect, serial
publication posethhe organizational difficulties peculiar to

‘the genre of the novel in magnified form. There was little

opportunity for revision; oénce an instalment had been pub-
; .

lished, it could not be recast to fit in with subsequent or

perhaps unforeseen developments. And because the readers were
regularly interfuptgd for weekly or monthly .intervals, it was

crucial that continuity be maintained throughout the serial

.
¢ . ‘

parts.

\

Moreover, in order to .produce the ﬁreciSe amount of

copy necessary for each instalment,'ihe serial writer had to

L}

o

8 E. s. Dallas, from rev. of Great Expectations, The
Timeg, 17 Oct. 1861, p. 6, rpt. in Dickens: The Critical
Heritage, ed. Philip Collins (London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1971), p. 431. )
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adﬁere to.axrigorous schedule. Thackeray aptly chéracterized
the struggle with the unwritten number as one of "life and
death."9 Unfortunatelyhﬂpressured by time constraints, the
erial writer often resorted to. formula writing. The formal

danger, of course, was that cumulative effect would be sacri-

) : \
C>Y\‘\« ficed in favor of a piecemeal succession of immediate effects.

Dickens himself was thoroughly aware of the special

réguirements’ of publiéation»in parts. | In-his earliest address
to hls readers in the first preface to Pickwick, for examale,
he discusses the problems of variety—wfthin—unity posed by

-
serializationi

The publication of the book in monthly numbers,

containing only thirty pages in each, rendered

it an object of paramount importance that, ' .
while the different incidents in each were ‘ :
linked together by a chain of interest strong
enough to prévent them from appearing uncon-
nected or impossible, the general design.

should be so simple as to retain no injury

from this detached and desultory form of pub- .
lication, extending over no fewer than twenty
months. In short, it was necessary--or it
appeared so to the author--that every number
should form one tolerably harmoniousswhole,

each leading to the other by a general and

not unnatural progress of adventure.

TN

Wit an s 4

9 Quoted by J. I. M. Stewart, "Introduction," Vanity
Fajr, by William Thackeray (1848; rpt. Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books, 1968), -p. 9. 5

T

P

10 charles Dickens, Preface to lst ed. of Pickwick :
- (1837), rpt. in Charles Dickeng: A Critical Anthology,. p. 44.
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He goes on to add, almost apologetically: "It is obvious that

in a work published with a view to such considerations, no

artfully interwoven and ingeniously complicq}ed plot can with
‘ ‘ \

reason be expected."

As will be-shown in the next cﬁhpter, in order to
surmount the difficulties of publishing a closely-knit nar=-
rative.in'monthly parts, Didkens gradually evolved his own

unigue methods of work. Notably, his later pronouncements on

<

. a
the nature of serial publication show him thinking in terms

of the overall design. He writes in the Postscript to. Our

Mutual Friend’that

it would be very unreasonable to expect that
many readers, pursuing a story in portions’
‘from month to month through nineteen months,
will, until they have it before them, com-
pletely perceive the relation of its finer

. threads to the whole pattern which is always
before the eyes of the story-weaver at his
loom.

For Dickens, the disadvantages of the serial method

were more than counterbalanced by the advantages. Indeed,

for all concerned--reader, publisher, writer--the serial novel

was a profitable and attractive veriture. The reader valued

11 Dickens, Preface to 1lst ed. of Pjickwick, p.‘44:

a

12 charles Dickens, Postscript to lst ed. of Our
Mutual Friend (1865), rpt. in Charles Dickens: A Critical
Anthology, p. 162. - : :
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. both the cheapness and the susbenseful gualities Qf the serial

~ N .

‘novel. For the publisher, the benefits were iargély financial-~

]

hi@h circulation, elasticity of costs, and advertising revenue.

For the writer, the serial novel meant a larger public and
greater remuneration.

Mofeover, serial publication afforded evidence of
fluctuating sales. This barometer-like fgeéback was very
. ' ;o
« ) .
useful to the serial writer because it epabled him to sound

[

\ {
the market. By interpreting the circulation figures, he could

determine the state of his rapport with the public, and, if he

»

found it te be lacking, he éould conceivﬁbly rectify the

i
L] P N

situation. For instance, when sales declined from 60, 000 to

20,000 for the early numbers of Martin Chuzzlewit (perhaps

because the previous experiment with Master Humphrev's Clock

- -
had alienated some readers), Dickens boosted them by sending

Martin to America and introducing Mrs. Gamp.

This ready give-and-take between the serial writer
and his public. also took the form of readers commuhicating.
their responses directly to the write?. Often, the writer
could ég swayed by the representation of people whose opinions
;e respecfed. The character of 0l1d Riah in ggg Mutual Friend,

for example, was created, in part, to appease any‘ngish

readers who might have been offended by Oliver Twist's .

L R Tt
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Fagin;ngter a Jewish acquaintance accused Dickens of harboring ;
an anti-Semitic bias. Similarly, on the advice of his friend,
Forster, Dickens tried to tone down the resemblance between

>

Bleak House's Skimpole and Leigh Hunt. Nevertheless, it re-
mained obvious that the portrait of Skimpole was drawn from
/

life,and Hunt was considerably pigqued.
Instalment publication, then, induced a kind of sym-
biotic relationship between the serial writer and the public. -

Tillotson elaborates on the nature of this communion: p

In the serial writer's relation to his public,

there is indeed something of the stimulating

contact which an actor or public speaker re-

ceives from an audience. Serial publication N
gave back to story-telling its original con-

text of performance, the context tha${ Chaucer,

for example, knew and exploited. 13

Like -the oral stofy—teller, the serial writer could observe
his audience's reaction and adjust the tempo and pitch of his
na£rative accordingly. Moreover, his awareness of his’
audience's interest sustained him and dften facilifated his
egpression.

This was very much Dickens' position. 1Indeed, "without,

' > -
the sense of an audience in intimate relation with him he was

“

<«

13 Kathleen Tillotson, Novels of the Elghteen-Fortxes
(London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1954), p. 38.

. ;
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14 '
less than himself."” . The enormous fulfillmgnt he derived
from such a contact may be larggly attributedlgp his dévotion:

to the theatre. In effect, serial publication provided him

. with a stage upon which his written dramas could be enacted.

.

For Dickens, writing a serial novel was essentially the same

as giving a theatrical pérformance. -

This is illustrated by the tendency he shared with

Thackeray to conceive of .himself in the role of' stage manager

- or actor. Whenever his emotional involvement with a novel

%

was particularly aroused, he would diféétly'address tbe reader.

For example, after the death of the crossing-sweeper, Jo, in

Bleak House, he admonishes:

*Dead, your Majesty. Dead, hy lords and
gentlemen. Dead, Right Reverénds and .
Wrong Reverends of every order. Dead,
men and women, born with Heavenly com-
passion in your hearts. And dying thus
qiound‘us every day.

" Such authorial intrusions suggest the degree of intimacy which

Dickens shared with his reading public. Through them, he

& <

. 14 waiter Allen, The English Novel: A Short Critical
History (London: Phoenix House, 1954), p. 153.

15 Charles Dickens, Bleak House, ed. George H. Ford
and Sylvare Monod, Norton Critical Ed. (New York: Norton,
1977), p. 572. All subsequent references to the novel will
be from this edition and will be cited in the text as BH.
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created a personal contact that went beyond the framework of

the narrative.

4
-

» The dialogue which Dickens maintained with his readers

is further illustrated by his defence of Krook's death/by

A}

Spontaneous Combustion. Krook's disintegration occurs at the

'

end of the tenth instalment of Bleak House, published in
December 1852. In the opening chapter of thé(succeediqg num-
ber, published 'in January 1853, Dickens pokes fun atgéhe "men
of science and philosophy” who "regard ‘the late Mr. Kroék's

obstinacy, in going out of the world by any such by-way; as

wholly unjustifiable and pefsonally offensive" (BH, 355). He

. also cites authoritative testimony in favor of the Spontaneous
s \

" Combustion hypothesis.  This is ‘Dickens' response to George

Henry Lewes' attack, published in the London Leader in Decem-
ber, contesting the scientific plausibility of the episode.

Serial publicdtion imparted a singular freshness to

the novel; the reader had each instalment "warm from the brain,’

as the phrase went, usually before any critical judgment had
been made. As might be expected, there was a feeling of
habitual dependence on the living author for a conginual
supply of entertainment which only he could provide.

This was particularly the case with Dickens. The

publication of one of his instalments was a media event.

C
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Many of his admirers have recorded- their state of excitement

4

while waiting for the monfﬁly arrival of his latest nhmber.
He was personally indispensable to his readers: as a favorite ‘ . .
. . |

"actor might be to the inveterate playgoers of ;bother age,
who hung upon the words of their Garrick or their Kemble. As
the following.extractfrCMIHenry)Crigb Robinson's diary, dated
5 September 1841, illustrates: "Finished all of Barnaby Rudge
yet published . . . I will read no more till the story is

finished . . . I will not expose myself to further anxighies."ls

It is ;otable that Robinson objeé£ed to the serial publi-
cation of Dickens' works on the groundslthat it encouraéed a
tendency to write in sketches. However, it appears that he

. . .
also had a more perscnal reason; that is, he could not endure .
the suspense of serialized fiction. .
Suspense, of course, was the real secret of instalment

writing; Admittedly, less able serialists often reduced it to

the level of simply "what happens next?" But in Bleak House, Ly

as will later be shown, Dickens used the suspenseful element
. . 3
to involve the reader in the novel's principal themes.

It is undeniable that serial publication had a profound j

6 Henry Crabb Robinson, from Henry Crabb Robinson on'
Novels and Their-Authors, ed. E. J. Morley (1938), II, p. 598,
rpt. in Dickens: The Critical Heritage, ed. Collids, p. 102. i !
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, ihpact on the novel. The most commonly noted effect is the ,

forcing of writers to construct in fragments, each of which

e

closed with a "curtain." Like the "jolts" or dramatic moments

N, h R

of the modern television serial, these "curtains" served to.

°
3

rivet and sustain the reader's attention.
However, it is a mistake to assume that this concern
| « with retaining inﬁerest and the resultant tendency towards‘ -
\ ‘compJ:icated intrigue or, in Lubbock's words, "labyrinthine.

17
mystification," necessarily had an adverse effect on the

English novel. On the contrary, for many, the pophlar serial

B o

novel, with its emphasis on surprise and action, provided a

-

welcome respite from the plodding dullness of the _ty:pical - . 4

A 3

three-decker. As E. 5. Dallas alleged in the same review i
. . ! . . , : y
cited earlier: 4 , 1
&

On the whole, perhaps, the periodical publi-
cation of the novel has been -of use to it,
. and has forced English writers to develop a
» plot and work up the incidents. Lingering
Lo over the delineation of character and of
. manners, our novelists began to lose sight
of the story and to avoid action. Periodical
publication compelled them to a different
course. ' C

,
R N TP o . e e oA -

3

x &
17 Percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction, 2nd paperback
(1921, 1st paperback ed., 1965; rpt. London: Jonathan":
Cape, 1966), p. 214 ‘ ‘

18 Dallas, from rev. of Great Expgctatlong The Times,
rpt in D;gkeng The C Herjitage, p. 431.
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@

- Moreover, that the serial writer felt -obliged to close

A . ) ~ .
4 each instalment with a cliffhanger and thereby distort the

natural progress of the narrative is a generalization. It is

true that the abuse of the startiing incident as a means of.

u

concluding the number was the easiest way to sustain the

¢

reader's interest. But that Dickens, Thackeray, Trollope, o;:
George Eliot felt bound by such a dictum is absurgd. 'I‘he‘shop-
worn technique of leaving the principal character in jeopardy

for a week or a month was developed by- less notable serial-
/
ists. As my examination of Bleak' House will reveal, Dickens

o used a variety of instalment conclusions to stimulate
¢ ‘ ¢

- o '

curiosity.

£2)

" R By the 186Q's, the agsociation between sensation
fiction and serial publication, particularly in the form of
cheap miscellanies, was commonplace. "“Sensation novel" was

. the Victorian idiom for popular romance, romance of
. * N . 'y . , -
.o . the immediate present, not for the cultivated but for the

f'pu-blic--thej whole public. A literary descendant of the

-

~Radcliffe-Gothic mode, 'it was characterized by melpdramatic .

Al;xan'dling of incident and a brute assault on the emotions.

i
r _ : Its fundamental]l appeal was that it provided a diversion from
{ ‘ X . '
* ' the tedious life of the industrial epoch. Understandably,

Y

Wilkie Collins' formula, "Make 'em laugh, make 'em cry, make

¥ -
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'em wait" was the maxim of most sensational writers.

N "
’

Dickens has commonly been viewed as the IEading‘expond'

ent of sensatlonal wrltxng, his two most notable dlsClples
+ a [ 3

being Wllkxe Collins and Charles Reade. Unfortunately, in. the
hands of numerous imitators who lacked Dickens' artistic

discipline and creative power, sensational writing became the
N . . 9

reproach of Victorian popular literature. It.was despised by

the George Eliot-Thackeray—Trollope publlc. _As might be ex~
r

pected our modern sense of the term "sensatlon novell is

pejorative. John Timbs, in speaking of Tom C;ing;g'g Log, one
of Blackwood's first serials, expresses the conventional |

. ‘ ' 4
opinion: ) ' \\ ‘ o
y . : T
. . That story is perhaps the, earllest specimen of ) -
; : "‘that vicious plan of narrative writing which _
' - renders it indispensable tliat each number has. ,
its sensation incidents, so that when the work '
is completed, ‘it generally tries you with its . P
thick-sét catastrophes. '

' '0ffhand, Bleak ‘g_ggg might not impress one as being .

particularly sensational. But it is not without its theatri-
R

cal moments when Dickens speaks, as Ruskin has put %tfin his

. . ‘ . 20
tomment on Hard Timeg, "in a circle of stage fire."

-
-

Ve =

19 guotea by Phillips, Dickens, Reade, and Céllins,
p. 790 [ “ :

20 John Ruskin, "A Note on Hard Timeg," Cofnhill, 2
(1860), p. 159, rpt. in ghg__;ghggg_gx;;;gg, ed Ford and
Lane, p. 47.
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There is, for’example, a remarkable variety of gr

tesque and violent deaths.ih Bleak House: the Spontaneous
' bustion of Krookz the sélfépoiéoning of Hawdon, aeapair an

malﬁutrigion for Richard, expoéure and disgrace for La@y '

#

Dedlock, the murdex of Tulkinghorn, the suicide of Tom Jarn-

&
v

dyce, and ‘Gisease and neglect for pbor Jo. These deaths are -

handled with Dickens' characteristic pyrotechnics, which are

5
3

extremely effective.’ What reader hasn't shuédered_over the
thought éf grook's Qisintegration? Who could resist the emo-
tional appeai‘of Dickgns' barnstorming after Jo'é death?

~ Despite Oscéé Wilq;'q i}bes at Dickensian sentimen-
talitf, it is“iwportaﬁt to remember that the serial writer

.was allowed more licence for melodrama than accofdds with

- v *
modern taste. Particularly in matters concerning death, the

' Victpfian public'was“less emétionallf inhibite§ than today's

1 C . - . “
‘Q public. Moreover, Dickens' passionate outbursts had their’

-
’

social . purposes. The pathés of Je's death, for instance, '

. P ) C . .
gerved to .emph@isize his victimization by society. Indeed, in

this novel the melodramatic elements have been transformed
N . - G N ) ~ R
into devices of artistic dignity. - .

v

" \

' . Instalment publication, however, cannot be held ex-

-
B [

Sensationalism of Dickegs; fér example, were motives deeper
[ . ,{' . “‘ ‘ “'

2, : y !

clusiyely accountable for sensation. fiction. Underlyifig the:

i

b e
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than ény produced by an incidental form of publication;

namely, .a love of the theatre and a fascination with the melo-
¢ ;‘ .
21 K L .
dyamatic techniques of acting. _ Clearly, serial writing
8 : .. " -
| ~ tended to underscore his* favorite narrative devices. But
- A . ﬁ‘

. beneath this, influence lay his belief that "every writer of

Vfiction, though he may'not adopt the dramatic form, writes in

. 22 ;
effect for the:'stage." N S

‘Thus the effect of serial publication.and the effect

2

c

©of Dickens' dramatic dogma are\virtuaily inextricable. Theo~
"a / , retically, they are sepanaté. But practically, they are
mutuallj reinforcing because they call for the same ngrrative

-’

expedients. For example, it may belarguéd that the hidden

re}gtionships,and unexpeéted encounters of Bleak House are

rooted in the conventions of the popular meiodrama. But, at

s the same tim®&, such plot dev@ces'may be viewed as a meang of

o«

“

interrelating the various serial ﬁarts and ﬁhéreby achieving
a laiger‘unity of design. Moreover, as will later be shown,

they are expressive of Dickens' own belief in human inter-

’ [ dependence. . -

. . L4

2l mig point is made by Phillips, p. 9l.

22 Charles Dickens, from a speech for The Royai General
Theatrical Fund, 29 Maich 1848, rpt. in The Speeches of Charles
Dickens, ed. K. J. Fielding (Oxford: Clarendon; 1960), p. 262.
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In 1858, Wilkie Collins wrote in an article. for

e . <

,ﬂgggghof@ Words: \
, B

To the penny journals of the present times
belongs the credit of having discovered a
. . new public. When that public shall dis-
, cover a neted of a great writer, the great
writer will have such_an audience as has
never yet bgen,known.23

Collins' prophecy had already been at least partially fulfilled.

~ Twenty years earlier, the young Dickens had succeeded in cap;

. . turing the public imagination with Pickwick. In fact, it
was the phenomenal success_ of Dickens' early wogks that

called attention to the new public's existence. Delighted by

his camaraderie with his readers and eager to explore the re-

T

. gources of ﬁhe’new market, Dickens sh;ewdly retained the serial
pattern of publica£ion. Througggut his career, he'continueé to
court public acclaim, becomin? ultimately the expres;ion of
the cénscienqe Qf his age. He was indeed a priest who knew

" his pafiah..,Wiéh'greater faciliéy than any of his rivals, he ‘

’ tried'tblbridge‘the gap betweeﬁ-the demands for serious
literature and tho;e of the mass market for fiction. §;ggh.
House, a bestseller that endured the test of time an& became

) Aa classic, testifies to his success. -

. . r : .
~ . . o

v ~

23 Quoted by E. D. H.-Johnson, Charles Dickens: An
- ZIntroduction to His Novels (New York: Random House, 1969),
¢ p- 61. . ' j '
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Chapter 3

9

DICKENS AT WORK ON BLEAK HOUS

It was not until November 185i, tﬂirtegn months after
the publiéation of David Copperfield, th;t Bleak §gg§g was
actually‘begun. However, as early as 21 February 1851, “"the
first shadows of a new story" were “hovering in a ghostly
way"l ébout Dickens. In the gestation period of the following
montﬁs, ﬂis ideas for a new nove; gradually assumed a firmer
shape, By 7 October 1851, Bleak Houge was "whirling"2 through
his mind,and hé was experiencinq the usual restlessness that
was syﬁ%tomatic of his eagerness to take up the pen. Once he
ha§ egtablighed his family at their new abode of Tavistock
thse, he settled dowﬁ to write. By 7 December 1851, he was
nearing the end of the first instalment, and by 4,March'1852,
just after the appearance of the opening number, he was able
to report that Bleak House was “biazing away merrily."

Dickens was now a veteran writer of serialized fiction.

Ty

1 Charles Dickens, from a letter to Mary Boyle, 21 Feb.

‘1851 rpt. in "Dickens' Letters on the Composition of Bleak

House," Bleak Bouse, Norton Critical Ed., p. 885.
2 Ibjd,, from a letter to Henry Austin, 7 Oct. 1851,

p. 886.

¢

3 Ibid,, from a letter to George Hogarth, 4 March 1852.

37 ” ’ -



‘Monthly serialization, which he associated with "'the large

. 4
canvas and the big brushes," was his preferred method of

\
composition; weekly serialization, which necessitated the

e

tailoring of his narrative into briefer segments, he found

too restricting. Over the years, he had éome to exeércise a
J

tighter control over the serial form. Notably, this was

- ' .attended by an increasing: preoccupation with narrative con-

tinuity, a deepening sense of society's interconnectedness,
Y Y

and a strengthening‘of his attack on social injustices. A

3

+ study of the way he put together Bleak House reveals both his

.éonécious‘artistry in handling the serial form and his respon-

B L Saa T A e e

siveness to the growing public awareness of the need for
social reform.

The first section of thisschapter will discuss how

iy TR AR Ban e Tun s

Dickens' activities at the time he was conceiving and writing
Bleak House, particularly his involvement in public issues, i
*  helped shape the novel. It will be shown how, serial publica-~ g

| tion enabled him to keep his finger firmly on the pulse of

his age. The second section will focus on the number plans

for Bleak House and the 'glimpses these afford into the creative

“

4 Charles Dickens, from a letter to Wilkie Collins, ]
24 Jan. 1864, quoted by Monroe Engel, The Maturity of Dickens 1

i (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1959), p. 87.
& ' /
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mind, disclosing the manner in which Dickens methodically laid
the groundwork of the novel. The manuscript revisions and the
corrected proofs, which provide further insights into the

actual composition of Bleak House, will also be briefly

examined.
Dickens had always been extremely,industribus,bﬁt he

was never more active than when planning and writing Bleak

House. When David Copperfield was drawing to a close, he

founded Household Words, and by February 1851, he was working

’:} *

on it fﬁll time. In the interval between the two novels, he

contributed many articles to the magazine and also dictated a

book, A Child's History of England, which was issued serially

from January 1851 to September 1853. His keen involvement
with Household Words did not slacken until 1854, when he re-
laxed his editorial control over the periodical.

But hi; energies during this period were by no means
confined to literary pursuits. In May 1851, rehearsals began
for a series of performances by an amateur theatrical trodpe
with whom Dickens had been work}ng since the summer of 1850.
The cémpany began a provincial tour in November 1851, the

month in which Dickens commenced writing Bleak House. Per-

AL ROE™ & ) an

formances continued throughout the following months until

September 1852.

—— - B
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As has been noted, at-the time of Bleak House's in-
ceptioh, Dickens was busy settling his family in a new home.
It was the redecorating of Tavistock House that .delayed the
writing. During the‘cou;se of the nével's qpmpositiog, Dickens
moved three more times. He spent the summers of 1851 and 1852
in houses on the English seacoast, and in 1853 he took up

residence in Bouldgne, France. But none of these retreats

satisfied him. In view of these experiences, the novel's

concern with houses and homeyness, a concern which finds ex-

-pression in the title itself, is not surprising.

Of greater significance in the evelution of Bleak

House, 'however, was the active interest Dickens took in public .

'

issues. These may be‘grouped under three heagihgs: pollution,
government, and thé legal system. All Lhree topics are\
proﬁinently feétured.in thevworld of the novel.

S;nce the cholera epidemic of 1848-49, pollution had
become an issue of urgent importance. About its evils,
Dickens himself was exceptionally well-informed. By exposing
unhealthy living conditions, he worked towards correction
through legislation., As a citizen, his coﬁcern with sanitary
reform led‘to'his being a speaker at the dinner of the

Metropolitan Sanitary Association in May 1851. As a writer,

hisqgnvolvement in the issue explains why disease, occasioned

«
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L4

by pollution, is one of the controlling images of Bleak House.

A related problem which occupied much of Dickens' time

while he was composing Bleak House was'slum—clearance éﬁd the
-, .
building of model houses for the poo?. In January- 1853, he
inspected a'pgssibie site adjoining Jacob's Island andisent
Miss Burdett-Coutts, his wealthy“}riend who ﬂadaorganized the
project, a description. No doubt, it was this visit which
inspired the description of Tom-all-Alone's in No.XVI,
Ch.xlvi, published the following April.

Another subject which attracted Dickens' attention at
this time was politics. Like Carlyle, Dickens deplored the
ineffectualify of Parliament in coping with the pressing
issues of the day. His sense of impatience was probab}y

' - further aggravated by tﬁeafall of Lord Russell's government
in February 1852 .and the subseqguent rise and fall of v;rious
cabinets, culminating in December with a two-party coalition
under Lord Aberdeen. The Doodle-Foodle, Cuffy-Duffy parlia-
mentéry shuffles of Bleak House aptly satirize £he éolitical

‘ chacs of the day as well as the incompetence of the parlia-

mentarians.

{

Ironically, Dickens was asked to stand for Parliament
AN

in February 1852 and again in June. He declined on both

]
occasions.

[
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The inequities of the legal systen, as represented by

the Court of'Chancery. are central to Bleak House. ' Dickens

himself had experie?ced the frustration of Chancery practice
in 1844, when he had contested the publication of a plagiarism
of ALChristmas Qé;g;. Because of thekdilatory and costly pro-
cedure, he haé eveﬂtually‘droéped hié suit against the bank-
rupt pirates. Prior to Bleak House, %is Hougegola Words had

» 1.

published a series of articles attacking Chancery. ‘And just

after the publication of the first number of the novel, he

had come across a pamphlet, "The Court of Chancery anq Its
Inherent Defects as Exhibited in ;ts System of Procedure and
Fees" (1849), detailiné an actual case. This account, no
doubt, served to verify his earlier impressions. Notably,
it provided the basis for éridley's story. .

Chancery injustices; political ineptitudes, pblluted

_London slums--these were all familiar to the original reader

of Bleak House, indeed, just as familiar as the sooty %ondon
fog: As Butt and Tillotson have shdwn, in'the months immé-
diately preceding the publication of Bleak House, The Times

. actively c;nvagsed for reform in all these areas. They re-
; late how the newspaper also dealt with such subjects as /

; ' bungling philanthropy (as represented by Mrs. Jellyby),

e o

Puseyism (as represented by Mrs. Pardiggle), and the newly

3
-
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<

formedﬂDeéectivg Branch of the Metropolitan Police (as repre-
sented by Inspeétof Buckgt).s And this li;t is by no means
exhaustive. Bleak Eéggg abounds in topical references. Suf-
fice ;t to say here that there are mahy close correspondences
between the novel and tﬁelimmediate histQ%y of the time in

which it was written.

What should be emphasized is how the serial mode of

s

composition enabled Dickens to take account of up-to-the-
minuté topicalities. Indeed, this was one of the distinct
benefits of instalment publication.u And in Bleak House, we
see Dickens exploiting this potentiality of his medium to the
fullest. R

For example, in No. X of Bleak House, published in
b — ;

Mércq 1853, Sir Leicester Dedlock discusses the enormous
costs of a recent election. He also mentions that these
presumably necessary expenses will, in some two hundred
e%éction petitions, be scandalously linked with ?he yord
"ﬁribery." For the original reader of Bleak House, these
allusions carried a particular relevanée. There had, in

fact, been a General Election in England, following the

dissolution of the Derby-Disraeli government in December 1852.

5 John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson, Dickens at Work
(London: Methuen, 1957), pp. 189-98.
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“

Mofeover, by’ February 1853, when Dickens was writing the num-

A}

ber, numerous constituencies had protested over electoral

malpractices.

&
o

\By embodying such events in the narrative, Dickens
attained a greater closeness with his audience. The effect

was to make people feel asv‘if they were reading the unfolding

drama of their own lives. éigm.f:.cantly, the’ Doodle-Foodle,

Cuffy-Duffy muddle of _Lg__}ﬁ House led on, in the world outside
the novel, to the Crimean war of 1?53—54.

A{s. his gx;eat—granddaughtgr has ass'erted, Dickens was
“a journallis't, first and forernos‘t:.’“6 It should be observed,
however, that his recording of social history was not simply
a case of facile transplantation. The presentation of'Char;—

cery, for example, is poetically heightened. One of Dickens'

aims in Bleak House was to provide an added perspective on

-the contemporary scene. As he himself writes in the preface

to the novel, "1In E;eak House, I have.purpoaely'dwelt upon
the romantic side of familiar things" (BH, 4). In other words,
he wished to readjust his readers' attitudes to the common-

place world. . ‘ )

\

® Monica Dickens, in an interview on .Take 30,
CBC 16 Oct. 1978, 2:00-2:30 p.m. :

¢
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s,

Nor waslhis use of social themes chronologically
reliable. 1In fact; it is- impossible to determine the pr%cise
time of fhe story. The main iction, it seems, occurs in the
1840;5. This is suppo;ted by the fact that Esther wrote her:
last portion of the narratiVE'g "full seven happy years"

(gg, 767) aiter the\story proper ended.. Assuming that she,
like her.creator, wag writing in 1853, this would mean £hat

| . . Richard dieq in 1846. But, as Hum;hrey Housg notes, "the
whole atmosphere of the legal parts of the book and nuﬁbersl
of the small details--the Spanish exiles among them;—arg drawn

out of the inexhaustible store of memories from Dickens' early

{ &

days."7 : ’
Despite thege incidental contradictions, however, ’
Bleak §ggég b&re so tellingly on the immediéte present that
! : noiréader eguld escape the burden of its vision.l'The-npdgl

-

may reject a precise date, but it nevertheless must be recog-

nized as a powerful tract for the times. How closely Dickens
struck home is evidenced by the fact that in September 1852,-
Lord Denham, a former Lord Chancellor, charged the Bovel with

T : irresponsible social criticism:

\ For the early reéders,,then, Bleak House was a

P T

s s ity

N ' *

, - 7 Humphrey Hoﬁse, The Dickens World, 2nd ed. (1941;

. _ rpt. London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1942), p. 33.
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strikingly contemporary fable. What amazes the modern geader
is the integration of the diverse topicalities‘int; a single ‘
view of society. This would have been difficult even if thé‘
novel had been published seriatim. fhat this feat was accom-
plished under the strain of serial writing makes it even more .
. L

impressive.

v

As we have seen, Bleak House germinated in Dickens'

mind over a period of several months. - While there is no evi- e

. o R
deﬁce that he committed a master plan to paper, it is clear
that an overall structure of some sort, if only tentatiye in :
. nature, existed in his héad. This is‘supportea by a remark N
hé made in a leéter to Mary Boyle, dated 22 July 1852, "I
foresee, I think, some very §ood ;pings in glggk_ggggg."s .
.

Certainly, the novel was not an improvisation; although he ‘
A i . ﬂ o

was sensitive to current events, he did not simply follow ‘
the impg}%es of the moment. An examination of the various
stages ;f his -labor on the novel illustrates how carefully
he planned the structure of Bleak House.
Dickens began by choosing a suitable title for Qis , -

new novel. Hisg dearch is -recorded on a series of ten slips .
] o . '

of paper that have been preserved and bound Qith the originai

3

¢ -

8 Chailes Dickens, from a 1etter~to Mary Boyle, 22 July
1852, rpt. in "Letters," p. 888. . )
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manuscript in the Victoria and Albert mussum. The various
titles and subtitles he con51deredvznd1cate how the theme
was developing"in his mind. Notably, eight of the twelve .

. titles begin with "Tom-All-Alone's": .
Tom-All-Alone's: The Ruined House; Tom-All-~
Alone's: The Solitary House That was always
shut up; Bleak House Academy; The East Wind;
Tom-All-Alone’'s: The Ruined House-That got
into Chancery and never got out; Tom-All-
Alone's; The Sclitary House, where the grass
grew; Tom-All-Alone's: The Solitary House
That was always shut, up, never lighted; Tom-
All-Alone's: The Ruined Mill That got into
Chancery and never got out; Tom-All-Alone's:
- The Solitary House Where the Wind howled;
Tom-All-Alone's: Bleak House and The East
Wind: How they both got into Chancery and
never got out Bleak House. .

" Clearly, Dickens hgsxtated between a variant of “Tom-

Qll-Alone's“ and Gf “bleak House." Of course, Tom-all-Alone's,
© the ruined property of Jarndyce vs. Jarndyce apd the slum
'abo&a of Jo{.élays a vital role in ﬁhe novel., The pestilen-
tial London sium, with its fallen houses, serves to image

the rotten wqfkings of a diseased sﬁﬁial system. That Dickens
‘finally'settlgd;on Bleak House, the name of the ﬁguse saved

by John Jarndyce from the ravages‘of Chaﬂcery, is significant.

[ . . oo
It expresses the author's faith\in the redemptive powers of
“ \\ * 4

°

e

AN

9 Charle‘!Dickens, from original”’title notes, rpt. -
in "Title," \r_ug_g;m Norton Critical Ed., pp. 773-74.
RN
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'

ind,i\?idua; kindlineks. Neither Parliament nor -the aristo-

f

‘, . cracy*can be trusted to.carry out social reform; hope is only

' to be fond in the benevolent acts of such people as Jarndyc_:t\-:.

wer |4

¢ ° This is what Dickens is saying in Bleak House.
f , » bl 1 -
Yet he is equally aware of the limitations of Jarn-

- '
g .

dyce's restorative capacity. Jo& may find his way from Tom-

) all-Alone's to Bleak !-fouse but, betrayed by Skimpole, he dges
N ‘ S ‘ ) o K ‘ :
\ not remain there for long. Even tshe, haven of Bleak House,
. '%hgn, .is not immune to the Skimpoles of the:world.
. ~

Blea}é Houge was-a new type of title for Dickens:'

Hithertg, he had usually named his stories after 'thefr pro-

tagonists. But Bleak House is a novel without a centrgal \
' gharacter, excepting .s.ociei:y itself. As its title suggests,’

~ : . “ Lo : o

it is a novel ofﬁminous ‘atmosphere, embbdyimg the -author's ’

- $ 1]
now bleaker vision. AT
| +~ The working plans for Bleak House represent the next
‘stdge in. the construction of the novel. While writing Débew A

-

apd Son ‘(]:846;48), Dickens had begﬁn his practice of jotting

{

P

[

.o . » .
down on loose sheets of paper a series of notes about each

e

forf.hco;ning instalmént:. With the eicgg;ion of A Tale of Two

W

Cities and _g;_g_Lt Expectations, he followed the,same p:oce&ui‘*e",_

O with hiss@iubsequent novels. These memoranda, which functioned

 as.a dtr}xctural blueprint for the novel in progress, allow us

'
N - wo. R
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. wanting in organic unity. No doubt, the use of working plans

to observe Dickens consciously practising his serial art.
t .

Indegd[,phis systematic planning ma;ks an important

'stage in Dickens' efforts to fiaster his medium. Previously,
he had relied largely on his' memory and inyehtive capacify to

carry him from number to number. As might be expected, these

. / .
éarly novels, thoﬁgh posses!gng an exuberant .spontaneity, are

i 1 -

helps to account for the greater cohesion of his later novels.
¥

. Certainly the notes, demonstrate that Dickens was learning to //

Make each strand of his stories contributory to the total

v
[l

pattern. N
- There are ninheteen léaves of notes for Bleak House,

Ca separate -sheet for each instalment, including one leaf only

iy

for ‘the final double nunber. Like the gerial plans for other
novels, éach sheet is folded down the 'center to provide for

two columng of entries. The left-hand célumns for Nos. I aﬁd

A

L g

VIII, however, are blank. . )

e k2

Basically, the two sides of notes represent the two

successgive phases of Dickens' planning. The overall stra-

tegic design for the number under consideration is worked out
on the left-hand side. These entries take the form of key

phrases, queries, and replies that are haphazardly joéted T

’

.

down. 1Indeed, the left-hand side sheds much light on the

/1




.

freative process itself. It gives us a view of Dickens at

.

the very moments when he is mulling over what'ingredients

' b3
shallvﬁb into the number to be written. For example, the

o e i

jottings on the left-hand side for No.XIII pose a series of

guestions iuch as "Lady Dedlock? . . . Finds that Mr. Tul-

L 10
S kinghorn has discovered her secret?"  Each query is ans-
o

.

- ' oy . .
~ wered with an energetic "Yes," vigorously unhderlined three
'or more times. Such underscoring suggests how rapidly the

_. number was shaping itself in Dickens' mind. It is only at A
the end of the list that Dickens exhibits a slight uncer-
= 3 , ) ) ’ : ‘ ' A
tainty: "Wind up with Esther's Narrative? No. French woman"
. k 14 . 04

(Mems., No.XIII, LH.,790). Similarly, fhe left-column notes .

for No.XIV show Dickens hesitating over the inclusion of an , '
‘\gpisode with Georde and the Bagnets. He finally decides to a

ostpone this scene until the next number: " George-~and . e
Bagneés?* No. Next No.ﬁ (Meés., No.XIv, LH.,791).
- On the right-hand side are mappéd\gut the details of
the plan and their tactical arrangement within chapter r

divisigns. If short, it is here thét the raw material of the

L

: . 10 Charles Dickens, from original plan for No.XIII,

2 e oo left-hand side, rpt. in "Dickens® Working Plans,” Bleak House,
Norton Critical .Ed., pp. 789-90. Further references to the
plang will be cited in the text as Mems. RH. and LH. will
denote right-hand side and left-hand side respectively.

3
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- ~the right-hand side was recorded. Buf, for the most part, it

51

)

L

number, as presented on the left-hand side, is organized and

refined. For instance, in the left-hand column for No.XVIII,

s

Dickens -establishes that the number will not be narrated
entirely from Esther's viewpoint. However, it is only on the
right-hand side that he allots the first and final chapter to

Esther's [narrative.

.

Admittedly, it is difficult to ascertain Qhen, in ‘

relation to the corresponding number, any of the entries on

- seems that the notes were written before the composition of

’ & :
- the chapter. As Sucksmith has éﬁserved, this is supported by
LY p

the recurrent Jée of imperative verbs such as “Opén country
h&use éictur;“ (Mems., No.I, RH.,778).11 Moreover, Dickens
sometimes raiées questions (as is his common practice in éhe
memdranda on the 1eft—ﬁand side) and considers various possi-
bilities before reaching‘a decisionuleor example, his out-
line for Ch. li shows him pondering a series of alternatives

before determining that in London, Richard will live .in

Symond's Inn: "Richard living in--Cursitor Street? Carey

. 11 g/arvey/ P/etex/ Sucksmith, "Dickens at Work on
Bleak House: A Critical Examination of his Memoranda and

"Number Plans," Renajisgance and Modern Studies, 9 (1965),
50-51. :

12 144, p. 51, .
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Street? Dyer's Buildings? Symond's Inn" (Mems., No.XVI,

B bt e b
.

RH.,794), One can safely assume that such notes were written

before the corresponding number or chapter.

However, it is evident that some of the notes on the

right~hand side.were written after the composition of the

t -

number to which they refer. Butt and Tillotson cite the dis-
crepancies between manuscript and plans which confirm this:

It will be recalled that Mr. Vholes in Bleak
House supported an aged father in the Vale y
of Taunton. The manuscript reveals that he
was originally intended to support an aged
mother: “father" is a correction in the
manuscript, but it is the word " father" we
find in the summary for the chapter.~ Simi-
larly, a comparison of chapter titles in
the notes and in the text of Bleak House.
, and of passages from the text guoted in the : .
- o notes shows that the version in the notes @
.,0ften, but not invariably, records the
corrected and not the original version.

© e Aok rgpa R -, AT b Kt AT s

Also, the notes on the right-hand side occasionally

'

take the form of a chapter synopsis and are, accordinyly, 4
written in the present tense. This leads one to susbectm
that they were written after the chapter had been composed. ‘ '_/ é

For example, the outline for Ch. xx reads: "Mr. Guppy's

friend who went over Chesney Wold with him, gets established

o at Krook's" (Mems., No.VII, RH., 783).

~

f 13 Butt and Tillotson, Dickens at Work, p. 27.
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In the final analysis, however, whether such notes

were recorded before or after the composition of the chapter

REIRTE R

Ty

is immaterial. As Sucksmith has’argued,ieQen if after, they
! are still proof: of planning.14 They iliustrate how\Dickens,
in'reviewing the chapter, ;ote key points and was alerted
to certain possibilities or reminded of future events.
As might be expected, it seems that the function of

the memoranda for Bleak House was both retrospective and

prospective. It was essential that each instalment meshed

et swhan

with those before ang;after it. The working plans, which
Dickens presumably kept on his desk while he was writing the

novei, served to keep both past and future developments in

~ simaere ke
. -

view.
Taken together, the notes summarized the whole pre-

vious course of the novel in a way that made for handy refer-

ence. But some of the notes themselves refer to past inci- “

dents. For example, in the outline for Ch. xix, we find in

parentheses the name "Mistress Rachael® after the name "Mrs.

) .
Chadband" (Mems., No.VI, RH.,783)., This is Dickernis' reminder
to himself that Mrs. Chadband is the woman who made her debut,

about sixteen chapters earlier, as Miss Barbary's servant.

14 gycksmith, p. 49.-
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Her reappearance, in an episode where shg meets Guppy who is

keenly‘interested in Esther, is one of the many coinciaenges

that criss-cross the novel. @
The prospective rolevof the .notes is aptly illus-

trated by Dickens' comment, "Introduce the old Marine store

Dealer who has the papers" (Mems., No.II, LH,,778). He is,
of course, referring to Krook who later comes into possession
of Hawdon's papers, one of which is a letter from Lady Ded-

lock. Also, among Krook's documents is later found a will

pertaining tc Jarndyce and Jarndyce. Dickens here is thus
anticipating events that will occur much later in the novel.

Similarly, in the plan for No.VII are jotted down

J

the following, remarks:

mems: for future Mr. Tulkinghorn finds Joe-
hearing from Mr. Snagsby what he said there-
and gets him to identify Lady Dedlock Tony
JQbling in his lodging, mistaken for the
dead lodger Has Lady Dedlock's picture amcng
the Galaxy Gallery (Mems., No.VII, LH.,783).

~ Again, we see Dickens thinking in terms of future instalments.

Moreover, such memoranda indidate the pains and energy in-

"volved in the construction of the novel's elaborate intrigue.

Indeed, as the above examples make clear, the plot of
Bleak Houge is extremely complicated, turning upon an accumu-
lation over the months of hints concerring the interrelation

of characters. Obviously, in the serial presentationlof such

- . PO

S TRANT, . Y3 4N LntesabS I T SR WAL 4

FUTPREN

s 2 g POe oy 58 Ay esamamess RERY S I

BN L I A




« 1 /

a novel, where events in one instalment have far-reaching

conseqguences in sequels, the author must exert great care

4

to keep the threads of causality within® the plot from becoming
\

entangled. Also, in juggling the various narrative intérests,

he must guard against letting one fall and be forgotten.

Dickens' workiﬁg plans for Bleak House show him consciously

weaving the threads of a multiple plot with skill and

artistry.
?his involves more.thanhfhe simple choice of plot-
lines,  indicated by such'notes as "Snagsby? Yes. Carry
| through" (Mems., No.VI, LH.,782), or "Mr. Guppy--His mother?
Not yet" (Mems., No.VII, LH.,783). ‘In thinking through each

instalment, Dickens alsc determines how far various narrative

threads will be developed. For example, in the plan for

No.XVI, we find the following comments: "Esther and Allen?.

Yeg. Cérry on'ggntly" and "Sir Leicester? Very little.

.

R O PR L

reserve for next time, Hold him in" (Mems., No.XVI, LH;}793).

; These directives exemplify Dickens' keen eye for proportion
. in calculating precisely the plot material to be revealed in

the forthcoming' instalment.

Consider, too, how hé signposts the various stages of

s

Richard's ¢deterioration: "New traits in Richard Yes--slightly"

(Mems., No.III, LH.,779); "Bayham Badgers? Yes. To introduce

ST B e Yo ? O P Y g P,

e Fafen P N

o Al




. I 56

Richard's unreliability Richard? Yes. Carry through, his
character - - developing itself" (Mems., No.VI, LH.,782);-
"Richard. Downward Progress. Jarndyce & Jarndyce The Army"
sdepipmessinis ~ :

.

(Mems., No.VIII, RH.,784). Such finely graded emphases point

to Dickens' sensitive control in gradually leading up to

1

Richard's death. : .

i v a e R S AR B A 5 AR S -

" His conscious foreshadowing of Tulkinghorn's death
can élso‘be traced in the number plans. In the preliminéry )
‘sketch for Ch. xvi, he makes note of the hint, "Pointing hand
of Allegory" (Mems., No.V., RH:, 782). This looks far ahead

to Tulkinghorn's death in No.XV and to the corresponding note

for that riumber, "Mr, Tulkinchorn to be shot., Pointing Roman" .

(Mems.; No.XV, LH.,792). .

. a .
Similarly, the number plans reveal how Dickens sys-

tématically planted clues concerning Lig{ Dedlock's destiny.
In the outline for Ch. ii, he writes, "Lady Dedlock. Lay

writer.  work up from this moment” (Mems., No.I, RH.,778).

”Shadowing forth of Ladz Dedlock at ;hg‘éhurchxagg" (Mems.,

i

No.V, RH.,782) is a prefiguration of "Ending with the church-

t

yard gate, and Lady Dedlock lying dead, K upon the step"'(Mems:,
NQ.XVIII, LH.,795).

In this context, it is interesting to note that the

.3 :
.word "shadow" recurs throughout the number plans (as will

v
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later be shown, it is also a Amajor motif in the nov‘el)i. In
addition to the example cited above in connection with Lady
Dedlock, . Dickens also uses the .word in connection with Mr.
Tulkinghorn: "Begin grim shadow on him" (Mems., No.XIII,
RH.,790). And the plan for Ch. xXxiv conclides with " The
shadow of MJ'n.ss Flite on Richard" (Mems., No.VIII, 'RH.,785) . '

g Clearly, in all cases, the word "shadow" is used to suggest
the foreboding el‘emer;t of fate at work.

The number plans also reveal how  Dickens painstakingly.
prorated suspense on a montimly basis. For example, his de- T,

2
cision not to narrate the whole of the pursuit of Lady Dedlock

. e

from Esther's perspective is qualified by the reminder that
suspense must be maintained throughout the whole number: "All
) . - _Esther's Narrative? No. Pursuit interest sustained throughoutt

(Mems., No.VIII, 1LH.,795).

This concern with keeping suspense alive from part to

P IR

,.part' is perhaps best illustrated by the memoranda for No.XIXII.
In this instalment, Tulkinghorn c\onfronts Lady Dedlock about
Esther. Dickens first considers winding up with Esther's

i narrative and then decides "No. French woman. Lay that ground”

- ¢ -
BN R R "SIy

o {Mems., No.XIII, LH.,790). The sketch for Ch. xli reads
. } .
"Pulkinghorn's room at night. Lady Dedlock comes to him there.

oy

Begin grim shadow on him" (Mems., ‘No.XIII, RH.,790). The
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plan thus shows Dickens bringing Tulkinghorn's pursuit of i.ady

Dedlock to a climax, while at the same .time setting the stage

Y for yet another mystery, the "whodunit" 'my,stery of 'Tulking-

horn's murder.

-

. Dickens was opposed to-'_over-ingenuity and severity of

technique. He did not believe in forcing points upon the

reader. As he remarks in a letter to Collins:
I think the business of art is to lay all
that ground carefully, not with the care
that conceals itself-~- to shew, by a back-
ward light, what e(rerything has been working
to -~ but or&lg to suggest until the fulfil-
ment comes .l )

' As we have seen, the number plans show him doing just that.

Without baiting or trapping the reader, he throws out sugges-

tions for future events, discreetly leading up to occurrences

'

:’L’n the later divisions qf‘ the novel. He there}oy engages the
reader's imagination. The effect is ra‘ther subliminal; it is
only in ret:.rospect that we are conscious of how we have been
prepared for the novel's leading events. Notably, in his
memoranda, Dickens makes extensive u‘.se of such phrases as .

w . .
“Lead up to" (Mems., No.XV, iLH.,792), and “"Lay that ground"

<

(Mems., No.XIII, LH,.,790).

-

15, Charles Dickens, from a fletter to Wilkie Collins,’
6 Oct. 1859, rpt. in Letters of rles Dickens to Wilkie
Collins, ed. Laurence Hutton, 2nd ed. (1893: rpt. New York:

_Kraus Reprint, 1969), p. 95.

1
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' &
.. * In his technical directives to himself, he also draws
on the vbcabulafy of weaving. As the following extracts

i;lustrate: “Gather up Ifonmaster and Rosa" (Mems., No.XV,

<

RH.,793) and "Take up from fir§t chapter"” (Mems., No.XVIII,
RH._,797). Such nc:tes recall the metaphor of thé story-weaver
at his loom which Dickens uses, in the Postscript to Our’
Mutual Friend, in reference to the serial artist. And like
the metaphor, these notes underscore his attention to unity
of degign. ‘

Unguestionably, th; number plans offer many rich in-

sights into the construction of Bleak House. Perhaps the most

strikiné one has been noted by Sucksmith: *". . . a comparison
of the plan for No.l with the m’anuscx:ipt shows that Chapter 1I,
“In Fashign" was written and interpolated_ after the first num-
ber had been completed but before, the second number had

» biegun." 16 In other words, Dickens had originaliy intended
for "In Chancery" (Ch. i) to be followed by "A Progress"
(Ch. iii), which is narrated from Esther's viewpoint. His
strategic decision to interpolate the chapter "In Fashion"

between the two exemplifies his feeling for organic unity.

v Begides introducing the Dedlock story, this chapter serves

-~

{

16 Sucksmith, p. 50.: .
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to m;;E a thematic point, a point which will resonate through-

R e

out ‘the rest of the book. The world of'Chancery and the iérld

©n tem e etk 4”5 £alS

of Fashion are mirror images of each other. "Both . . . ére
things of precedent and usage" (BH,10): both, that is, are
. obétructively archaic. The relation is explicitly reinforced

by the title "In~Fashion" which echoes "In Chancery." 1In

"
A RO Rk R R, e,

fact, Dickens altered the title from "In the fashionable world"
4 (Mems., No.I, RH.,778) in order to achieve this parallel.

Clearly, he went out of his way to link these two chapters

O R

as .aspects of a single satirical view. He thus established,
R ot
at the very outset, a basis for later comparisons.

v

After he had planned"tﬁe monthly part, Dickens then

T SR

settled down to write it. As the above example attests, he

occasionally modified the original plan, but such alterations

R

were the exception rather than the rule. For each instalment,

excepting the final double number which was of more flexible

length, he aimed at providing the equivalent of thirty-two

NN o ST 3 S0 O

printed pages. 'He corrected his manuscript as he wrote, sen-

tence by sentence. There are countless revisions, but one in
particular deserves mention here.
As Sucksmith has observed, in the original manuscript

‘ for Ch. ii, .the qualifying clause "who lis childless".(ggyll),

7



61
which refers t; Lady Dedlock: was, later inserted byiDicke'ns.l7
IF is a pivotal cla;seg fusing both the ‘irony énd the pathos
of Laéy Dedlock's situation, and Dickens surely mugé have 3
calcul#ted igs effect. The clause ;;oFically conceal; thé
truth which precipitates the éragédy. Lédy Dedlock,‘of
: course, at this point is unaware of Esther';‘existencen. At
the same time, the clause, which shlfts the reader to Lady

Dedlock‘s viewpoint, serves to soften the harsh portrait of

her; the reader feels sympathy for her in her barren state. ]

P

Moreover, ' the Suppositidﬁ that she is childless di%cou:aées

the reader from'causally connecting Lady Dedlock and Esther,

and thus preplongs the mystery surrounding the latter''s .

» .

parentage.

t

0Publicat'ior; day was the last dayvof each month.
Dickens tried to deliverlthe manuscript to th; printer by
© the 20th. Proofs then had to be cor?écted and sent to press.
Quite often Dickéné found that he had exceeded the limit of
vthirty—two page;. He wouid éhep cut dow; on the material, -
\._ usually at the expense of cdmedy; For example, in the proofs ¥

for Ch. vi, he cancelled several of Skimpole's speeches‘.l8

‘. . 17 Sucksmith, p. 69 , : : u B

o 18 Sée "Textual Notes," Bleak House, Norton’Critical
- ' Bd., pp. 882-83, nos. 68.17, 71.23, and 71.45-46.

P
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v : A .
. Like the nugber plans, the corrected proofs-afford

J

N - <y . .
evidence of Dickens' concern with sustaining suspense.

62.

Cléarly, he was more than once afraid of haviﬁg.tevealed too

much -about Esther's parentage. He deleted, for instance, a~

/

‘gentence in Ch. ix describing Guppf 1doking at Esther "in &

ﬁanner that reminded me, waell remembered afterwards, of {

person studying a likeness in a picture."19 As Dickens must °

..have reallzed, the reader would have recalled how Guppy had

been“etruck by the familxarlty‘of Lady Dedlock's,portrait
. y " o

f
"
9

and would have immediately made the connection between the

. two 1ndxdents.

A

4
.}

versation between Jarndyce and Lady Dedlock concernlng her X

r -4
sister (Ch. xvzii) (

. - "., . Did you know her afterwards?"
R He/ shook his head. ’ ;
‘ " "You never met her?" '
ever.” .

. "You are, of course. aware that she is dead?"
- "Yes," he said, "I heard of it some time -ago.
- r“ She lived retireﬂ.bthat I heard of it by mere
acc1dent.“2° : :

»

Such.a passage would have complicated matters considerably.

Similarly, he cut the follow;nq passage from the con-

It would have imparted to Jarnéyée a more complete knowledge

{

- - B B
3ﬁ 19 "Textual Nopei,":p. 828, no. 115.24. - ’
zqmgu 'R. 838, no. 230.21-22.
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of Esther's origins; for if he had heard of the sister's o
EY

death, he would have also heard about her charge, Esther.

-

'Dickens,finished writing the last number of Bleak . .
\ 3
Housge one stormy night in Auglst 1853. The novel had been a

thuge success from the béginning, averaging a monthly circu-
g , ging L

B ¢
b4 .

lation' of 35,000, and haa‘given Dickehs much satisfaction.

O EIFY

» : 21
. As he himself wrote, "I never had so many readers."

' In conclusion, Bleak House is a .striking example ofi

AU i T

how thoroughly a-wo:kvcomposed in fragments might be calcu-~
lated fq; perusdl as a whole. Over the months, Dickens care- . °
fully spun the web q; connedtions that binds the ingtalmengs
. together. Always he kept the overallddesién in mind. This

* 3

is not to say that the development of the novel was so Btfictly'

- * ;% N .
,organized in advance that the latest topicalities could not be

by

;accommodated. In Eomposing gﬁeak House, Dickehs maintained a.

fine balance between flexlblllty and control. Although he

planned ahead he“never lost s1dht of his readers and of the .
& .
subjects that were forem§st in their minds. 1In short, he com-

o

’//yined tlre "'circumspection' of preparation with the immediate ..

~and- intimate relation to his readers which he vaiued so

Al I

22 : - s

21 charles bickens, from a letter to Mra, Richard
Watson, 27 Aug. 1853, rpt. in "Letters," p. 889. "

3 22 pytt and Tlllotsgn, Dickens at Work, p. 9.

[
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h : ~ THE INDIVIDUAL INSTALMENT: . : [

W : N »

THE STRUCTURAL UNIT OF BLEAK HOUSE

Most novels are divided into segments, usually chap-

ters, which are fusedttogether as. a continuous sequence. The '~

.\

building block of the novel“that ig issued seriéily, however, - ) 1

is the instalment which, in the case of Bleak House, consists ' ]

+

of three or four chapters.

Unlike the chapter of a novel that

ie published seriatim, the

-

sefiaI'number stands out as an
C ,
"Not only is 1t larger in scope

e v . . ) ) | ' '
. o i

_autonomeus fictidnal unit.
than the chapter unit, but lt is also lndependently publlshed
and read. Each instalﬁent, then, must make an immediate im-

ﬂ pact an@ bevveried aed;substantial enough to form an artistic

. whole in itself. At the eame time, it must convey a sens€é of
unfolding relatlonshlps between the parts by fac111tat1ng l
retention of what'has elready taken place and by fostering

) expectation of what is to come. In short, each serial part

must functien both as a self-contained mini-novélNand ag an

interwoven strand of a larger narrative pattern.

4

v An examination of the structure of lea _Qggg must
’ g
take. this dual ldentmty of the serial number into account.

~- ‘ Clearly, the serial writer is caught between two Eattling

64
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) 3 ‘ . TR “
impulses: the impulse to fully exhaust the possibilities of

a particiilar instalment and the impulse to organize and

discipline. In Bleak Housé, as I will -show, Dickens mediates
between these two impulses so0 that ;he'centri;ngai vitality |
of the gerial parfs coheres with the centribetal movement of

the novel aé a whole. Each.instalmeng"is carefully packed

with a variety of narrative material and thus. creates an

immediate center of interest.

“Yetthowever,divéraified a
particular instalment is, the reader can always perceivé
some relaéionship to thL restpof the book. Admittedly,
Dickens exploits the draéatic power of episodes like Krook's
Spontaneous Combdstion and Jo's death. But these local in-
tensities do not threaten the integrity of the overall design.
By relating th;m to the novel's larger issues, Dickens har-
nesses the energy of:individual scehes and uses it to enforce
his mess;ée. Indeed,- at -nearly every turnﬂin the multiple
catastroph;s, we are reminded of thh-novel’; overriding

social concefns and of the urgent neéd for action.

While dealing generally with the piecemeal construc-

3

tion of Bleak House, this discussion will focus on the first

and tenth instalments. Each of these represents a crucial
\ . .
stage in the serial's developmént and will be studied in

detail. Particular attention will also be paid to the

o
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¢ e

various kinds of instalment conclusions.

Obviously, the opening number ofi} serial novel is of

particular importance. Like the preview of a new movie, it

must seize the audience's attention and give them an idea of
) )

'what sort of story to expect. The first . instalment of Bleak

3

House, accordingly, serves as an overture for the drama which
follows. In four well-balanced chapters, Dickens introduces

the main characters and plog\lines, strikes the key theﬁatic

’
I3

noteé: and defines the principal iﬁages.

The celebrated opening chapter focuses on’Chanbery
and the Jarndyce case, and, K sets the dominant mood of the book .
At the very ouzset, aﬁ eqﬁation is drawn betweén the physical
muddle o% Englanf and a deeper moral disorder. The first

paragraph depicts the soot—ﬁlaci;néd landscape of London, the

streets of which are so encrusted with mud that footing is

treacherous. There is, in fact, such an abundance of mud
. . ‘
3

that it seems "as if the waters had but newly retired from by

the face of the earth." The narrator goes on to entertain

3

‘the possibility of "a Mesalosaurus, forty feet long or so, °
A

;waddling 1%ke an elephantine lizard up Holburn Hill" (BH, 5).

Both images, the first of which mécalls the biblical flood
. . - ‘ . ‘
and the second, the primordial past, establish that this is

o

a world out of touch with the portents of time. The

T "
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~ people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether

A i h U S
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AN ° . i
‘paragraph ends wAth a metaphor which likens the accumulation : ﬁ
of mud deposits to that of compound interest. Dickens thus °
suggests that people are in danger of becoming mired down in
‘their own greed. ( S ‘ 1

The second paragraph describes the choking fog which

envelops not only London but the whole of England. It con-
, 3, - o
cludes with a vignette that epitomizes the floundering and

%

groping condition of the country's inhabitants: "Chance

sky of fog, with fog all around them, as if they weré.up iﬁ a
. . .
balloon, and hanging in the mis?y clouds" (BH, 5). England,
‘ . . « “ '
then, has lost its spatial as well as its temporal bearings.

- o

Clearly, the external confusion’ so powerfully evoked
in’ the opening paragraphs signifies the loss of con;ection '
and vitality. Like a camera zooming in for a’close-up, the
description then moves to the "verf heart of the gog" where-
in lies the Court of Chancery, at onéé a symbol and a cause
of the pervading ennui. Here the Lord High éhancellor sits,
“outwardly.directing his contemplation to the lantern in
the roof, where he can seé‘nothing but fog" jgg,.e). What
follows is a detailed account of the’court and;the Jarndyce

case, the cause in hand that is obviously destined to last -

a long while yet.

v
[
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.Primarily descriptive, the first chapter serves to
frame the narrative. The fog-mud con;tellation of images
around which it is, structured is in?ffibly imprinted on oﬁr
consciousness like the opening séquence of a superbly crafted
film. These images will be picked up and repe%ted throughout
the succeeding instalments.

Very little actually happens:in the opening chapter.

Although there is a great deal of activity going on, it is

all directionless and purposeless. The chapter ends with the
Lord Chancellor preparing to see two young wards of the court
"and thus brings us’ to the edge of an event. But then~the

Chancellor adroitly vanishes, and we, too, must wait for his

—

decision conderning the resillence of the two young peoplée.
The first chapter thus ‘creates the stchological atmosphere

of oppression. As Robert'Newsom notes in a recent study of

* the novel: ‘\\

! . e
Reading the opening chapte} is like watching.
the workings.  of a complex machine when all
the gears have been disengaged, but continue
to turn under their own momentum; indeed like
being caught up in such a machine ourselves.

The second chapter abruptly shifts the locale to the

1 Robert Newsom, _i.cL.eAg on the __m;l.s _j.gs Q.f.

Familiar Things: Bleak House and m_mzr_ii_t;gn
(New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1977), p. 25. ’

©
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fashionable world of the Dedlocks. This chapter repeats the’
pattern of the first. It moves from the general to the par-
ticular, fro@ a sweeping depiction of Chesney Wold to a
description of Lady Dedlock and Sir Leicester. Again, a cor--
respondence. is assumed between the naturalistic details-of
the setting and the inner condition of the inhabitants. s
"Deadeneﬁ" and "ﬁnhealthy for want of air" (BH, 11), Chesney
Wold mirrors the aristocratic state of mind.

The chaéter concludes with the first real event, an
"event, moreover, which triggers the whole, action of‘the novel.

Lady Dedlock, who, }ike almost everyone else in the novel, is

involved in the Jarndyce case, betrays a sudden interest in

the handwriting of a certain legal document which Tulkinghorn,*

P

the Dedlocks' legal advisor, is showing her and Ner husband.
.- Although she tries to regain her composure, she subsequently
Afaihts. - Tulkinghorn takes notice of her uncharacteristic

beh;vior‘and hénceforth follows up this ciue until he

eventually¢uhea;ths Lady Dedlock's ;eéfet.

The, third chapter,’tﬁe first to be written from;

Esther Summerson's éen; shifts observation posts once again.
She takes us from her earliest memories as a forlorn, ille-

gitimate child to her iﬁtroduétion at the age of twenty into

the court of Chancery as Mr. Jarndyce's ward. eHere she meets

N, o T
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AdaﬁandwRichérd, the two wards referred to in the first chap-
ter. "While waiting for Mr. Kenge, Jarndyce's soliéitor, they
meet a mad pld woman who is one(of the inhumerable parties in
the Chancery .suit. | ‘ , ,

The final chapter of the number removes us to yet
another world, the disheveled Jellyby household. Although
the tone 'is prevailingly comic, bickens here is'élearly making
a -social point about this "“telescopic philanthropy" (c%.

title) of which Mrs. Jellyby is a leading proponent.

1] Iy - ‘\‘_‘—’_\\ .
The first instalment, then, stands by itself as a

©

pleasingly variegatgd fictiopal unit. Initially, the reader
is mystified‘b& its rapid transitions ;nd contrastigg scenes.
Confronted by a ffagmented worid, he invariably tries to im-
pose some kind of order on it. How are the heterogeneous
social groups related? What secret is.Lady Dedlock hiding?
What about the mystery of Esther's parentage? Are the two
someﬁgw related, as their juxtaposition in édjacent éhapters
might seem to iﬁply? Thesg are the questions which the .

-

;eader asks himself upon finishing the first four chapters.

»

From the opening instalment, then, the reader is inducted

.1nto what will prove to be his major experience of the novel:

: 4
the search for connections between seemingly disparate

characters and events.

R L Y
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This is not. to say that éhe first number falls apart
internally. jhe discontinuity of the chapters is only appa-
‘rent. As was shown earlier, the world of Chancery and the
world of fashion are reflections of ope another. , Admittedl;,
the th£¥d chapter is a E?mplete change, but.&ith ﬁsther‘s
arrival in court, it Ffeturns us to the "same miry.gfternoon"
(gg;’lo)\portgayed in.the first two chapters and picks up the
inter?upted garrat;ve thread pértaining to ﬁhé plight of the "
£wo young wards. |

All thé characters in the first three chapters’ are
somehow involved, if only indirectly, in the Jarndyce case.
A;Ehough there is no plot ' connection between Chancery and
the Jellyby family,gwhom we meet 'in Ch. iv, there is definitely
a thematic link. The tumbledown Jellyby house obviously
mirrors the chaos of Chancery. Mrs. Jellyby's misdiréctgd
philanthropy.is vet another instance of the obstruction of’
Englgnd;éiimmediate needs. Her nearsightedness parallels the

»

mental darkness in which the court operates. Notably, the
‘ |

> !
Jellyby abode is located in a "narrow street of high houses/’“\\i

like an oblong cistern to hold the fog" (BH, 36).

Moreover, this chapter meshes nicely with the pre-

ceding one in which we meet the two orphans, Richard and Ada,

‘as well as Esther who we also presume is parentless. And

)

-
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Peepy and Caddy, Mrs. Jéllyby's éhildren, are so uncared for

that they might as well be withodt parents. Thus we are

®

introduced to'what will prove to be one of the major themes
of the novel: the pllght of ofphans and other neglected

children:

' *
'

. The attentive reader cannot fail to note such parallels.
14 K '

Clearly, Dickens is selecting and juxtaposind his multifarious

‘' characters, places, -and events in such a wayfas to expressoa

vision of mid-nineteenth g§ntury Englaqs\j:é an indictment of

it. Certain details, however, will not be fully understood
& ‘ . ’ . :

until later. Consider, for example, the following passage:

My Lady Dedlock {who is childless), looking
out in the early twilight from her boudoir
at a-keeper's lodge, and seeing the light of
a.fire upon the latticed panes, and smoke

. rising from the chimney,. and a child, chased
by a woman, running out into the rain to
meet the shining figure of a wrapped-up man
coming through the gate, has been put guite
out of temper. (BH, 11)

In retrospect, this dome;zIE piqture takes on a more precise
reference to Lady Dedlock's predicamént” She is vexed by
the sight of a child pursued-~by a woman because it reminds
her of the loss of her illegitimate child,"who she presuﬁés
is dead. Moreéver, as-we:learn in No.VI, Ch. xviii, the

lodge from which she’ views this tableau is the scene of her

first meeting with Esther. A purely sensational writer would

3

] |

-
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have delighted in forcing such a scene upon the reader's

iﬁage, of course, captures the complete isolation of Nemo.

nized by the reader when viewed with hindsight.

73

attention. That Dickens avoided such heavyhandedness, pre-

ferring insteaq to a;low the ﬂidﬁen implications to unfgld b
gradually, is a tribute to his control over the device.of
foreshadowing. M

The above scene testifies to Dickens' ability to in-
vest an isolated moment with echoes that link it to the rest
of the novel. Similarly, in the opening chapter of the fqu;th ]
instalment, following the discovery éf Nemo's body, he com—‘

k3

pares the law-writer to "a deserted infant™ (BH, 131). The .-~

But, at the same time, it invokes the abandonment of his love-
child, Esther. Again, this veiled meaning will only be recog-

3
»

e As we have seen, Dickens leads gradually into his

sﬁory. The plot, which congists of the leisurely disclosure
of the manifold)links between characters, is not launched
un;il the second chapter. Then Esther's narrative inter-
venes, her experience of London duplicating the. opening pic-
ture of the novel: "We dr;ve slowly through‘the dirtiesé and
da;kest‘streets that ever were seen in the world (I thought), f

and in such a distracting state of confusion that I wondered

how people kept their senses. . ." (BH, 29).

IR NI




The pext few instalments, each of which are well-
populated with a variet&lof incidents and charactérs, foliow
yéhe saﬁe giscursive éourse. As Lubbock observes: "A broad

y Stream of diversified life moves slowly in a certain direc-
tion, so‘deliberately’at first that its scope, its spread, is

. . . . 2 . '
much more evident than its movement." Slowly, almost imper-
LY Py v \
ceptibly, Dickens intensifies the alternation between the

multipie plot lines until they begin to converge. Presently,

we find ourselves in the very thick of the story, pummellingx
uL' i . 13 «
towards the climax..

o .

R

3
This method of advancing action may be. linked to ‘7

montage, a technique of film editing whereby disparate shots

\

ﬁre intercﬁt_to form a unified image. Notﬁbly, the leading
éxponent of this teéhnighe, the great Russian director,

o Sergei Eigenstein, was a;ong the first to recognize such an
affinity between‘the typical Dickensian plot andﬂmontagé
_exposition. In fact, he anglyzed the construction of Oljver

. Twigt in these terms'.3 Bleak Houge, in which seemingly

trivial and unrelated events coalesce to form an interlocking

« .

2 Lubbock, m Craft of Fiction, - 213.

, 3 See Serge1 Elsenstein, ”J;ckens, Griffith, and the
Film Today," in Film Form, ed. and trans. Jay Leda (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949}, pp. 195-255. - ~°

i v
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pattérn, inviteé the same sort of analysis.

Indeed, the individual instalments’gpyiﬁé said to be

built according to the principles of montage. In each serial
"L . ) » . '
part, the fortunes of an ever-increasing number of:characters

are played off against each other with contrapuntal skill.

There is continual movement from situation'to situation and

between x/gériety of locales. Two.or more plot lines are
\ - .

carried forward a little way. .

! ¢

For example, the fifth instalment opens with Richard.

setting off for London to start his new careé; in medicine.

-
v 5

Before he leaves, he mentions the possibility of the lawsuit

- prospering. Dickens here is forecasting Richard‘a'evenguaiﬂ

-
g .
H Yo

ruin; it is this hope which, escalating into an obsession,

ultimatelyvleads to his death. The scene then shifts to the

dance academy where Caddy Jellyby's fiancé works. Here we

]

Y Coa ,
encounter for the firqt time his father, the pretentious 9

]

: \ ' )
Turveydrop. The chapter concludes with the introduction, of

Mr. Woodcourt, Miss flite's physician and Esther's future

husband. In'the next chapter, we meet Neckett's ofphaned
N R . 4" P~

children. It is from the oldest, Charley, whom Jarndyce '
. Q‘, v

laier hires astﬁ maid, that Esther contracts Jo's illness.. -
- - )‘«7 ‘

And finally, in the last chapter, there is a porténtous ’

A

dé%elopmént.< A mysterious woman gasuthe reader éuspects, it

3~

’




— ¢ . ———_— e

¥ . ) . - . . . &
g J - - .
: N Ll . . L * » ty ‘e ‘

b .
turns out to be Lady Dedlock) asks Jo to take \her to. Nemo's

* ' .\ . v . > ' . ’ Y ’
: o ) . P N .
. grave. - ) , . N ‘ :
-, , o \ \
IR Y Lo 4/ '\

. This wewxi\:g togethier of the different strands of the

' 51 L

s ' ~ plot ansures a ple sing °coi1traLt of narratives with\i.nﬁ/the ' ’
% i \ .
1. % o ‘.gerial pax:t \But more important, by cutting “back and for\sl’\

St S hetween parallel lines of ection, Dicken's encour‘aqes the '
R & . _’ reader to fit: theuvarious p,lot developments together like

the piecea o_;» angelaborate pu!zle, 'me\rapid shifts in scen.e.\ : ‘

el 4
l < L4 f /
4 ¢ s t;hen, not only maintain the reader.'s mtereat but become the

~ 1

o L very means by which Dickens conveys the /interdependence of o
1

— o

G remote human beinga, high and low alike, ‘whose collective

- fate is me.xtricably lin(ed. o . " . b '
- . - -y . ’ ) ,
- ey 3 - *l 2 Significantly, in the’ last chapter of this instalm t,
' 2 ,

the’ third-per,aon, narrator challenges: :
. - S wr i
A S ' A 'Y What connexion can ‘there be, bétween the place ]
N A . . in Lincolnshire, the hduse 'in town, the Mercury
' - . in powder, and the whereabout of Jo the outlaw  °
Tt e _with the braom, who had. that distant ray of - ]
h ‘light upon him when he swept the churchyard- U
‘step? What connexion can there have been be-
tween many people in the nnumerable histories )
of this world,,who, from posite sides of
e - _‘great gulfs,” have, neverthelebs, been very .

curiously brought together! (gg, 197)

)

Dickens here is not simply pro\riding the reader with a clue-

to the m';stery of Lady Ded],ock's pagty in the preceding

' - ¢
i

inltélments, her cryptic inaareat in Nemo nd her dark con- ' ot

. nectioxyl Esther have Already been stronM intimated

T~ 1
~




« 0
‘

Rather, he is explicitly alerting the reaﬁef to the fore-
. ordained links which exist aﬁong the novel's haracters and
. 'is thus preparing him %9& forthcomin§ events.  Notably, what

follows is‘the.account:bf'the visit‘té Nemo's burtal place. ',

, It shoéld be %urther oﬁserved é%at this tr%nsitional passage,
which,‘ihﬂ;fiect, a@umbr;teéazhe~rest of. the novel}, occurs

.oy ' toward; the end of the first quart;r of the narrative.

e

Over

7 the xt fourteen instalments, each of which enriches the

reader's comprehension, Dickens parcels out the necessary

1

hints and revelations until the whole complex network of

. infe}relationships has been disclgsed. Over the months, the

°

. § .
reader sléﬁly comes’ to understand that the " ‘'whole bileing

of people'," as Mr. Bucket puts it,, is "'mixed up in the

_same business'" (BH, 709):. ' | . ’

IR Tﬁz mystery of Lady Dedlock's past and Esther's | .

. ¥

[. . .. ' 'parentage ig cleared away at the end of the ninth instalment.

R ‘

¢ New mysteries supplant this one. Who murdered Tulkinghorn?

» «

(Nos,.XV and XVI)

7

. . i 4
Wi1ll Bucket-and Esther £ind Lady Dteock?

v
< S .

o (Nos.XVII and XVIII) By transferring the reader's curiesity
' . N ‘ - - .

. an

co from one puzzle to another, Dickens keeps the suspehse alive _ -
- . B ) s N - . N .
i o “from part to ?art.

v

-
. ¥

' . R 1 . ' ' A
* - As anggult of the multiple mysteries, the movement

, - l of the novel becomeés hoth regressive and progressive; wﬁixe‘

A4 ]

o ' ~ d . .
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proceeding forward, each ;pccessive instalment also exposés 1
. more and more layers of the past. There is frequent recol-

lection of pas% events and subtle an?jpigglzag\of future ones.
. /\

, This twofold movement cdg.perhaps be best illustrated

[ —
° .

o " L]
by the tenth instalment. Standing at the center qf the nar-

° .

rative, this number marks a decigive stage in the serial's N
"development. In his incisive study of the significance of

the middle instalments of Dickens' novels, William Akton notes: ' i
~ . A
The mid-point of a novel to Dickens was a Jand-

mark of sorts: characfer relationships had to

be defined by then and decisive causal events

for, plot established; but it was as well the
e : deadline for bridging, the novel's literal and
’ ' figurative dimensions of meaning." - P

In.short, for Dickens, the middle instalment of a novel repre-
sented a turning point of sorts. While.working on the tenth

instalment of Bleak House, he himself confided to a friend

M ~
,

' . : 5
that he was busy leading up to "the great turning idea" of

the novel. ‘ . e ‘

.
Pl N . - ]

Like the other instalments, No.X “a'strikingl& di-

; ‘ b 'verse: Tpe girst chapter dé%cribes Cad y:s weddiﬁé, aﬁa,.t
: | N _ B 3 .
] - ) v - o '&‘1‘ ST
| - 4 William Axton, "'Keystone' Structure in Dickens'
Serial Novels," Universitv of Toronto Quarterlv.” 37 (Oct.

Yo =

1967?, 50. WY
- PN
. 5 0 . L\\
. . T Chakles Dickens, from a letter to Miss Argela \
Burdg:t-Coutts‘.IQ Nov. 1B852; xrpt. in "Letters,““B:ZZE %%gggb

Nortdén Critical Ed., p. 888..

"
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despite the satiric treatment of Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Par-.
diggle, its mood isfpredominantly humorous. Like the account

of Mrs. Bagnet's birthday dinner which follows the death of

Tulkinghorn, this scene serves to fill out the canvas. Its
primary function is to entertain., By sandwiching such re-
‘laxed comic digressions between significant events, Dickens

gives the reader a chance to catch his breath.

In the next chapter, the narrative pace quickens.

Here the tone is pathetic. Upon .discovering that Jenny, the

brickmaker's wife, hascbeethafiﬂg for a young orphan boy,

- N

-Esﬁher and Charley resolve to. pay them a visit and ﬁee‘§hat

they can do. . They bring Jo back to Bleak Houyge, only to have

N I3

him diséppear nysteriously during ‘the night. Charley and
then Esther take sick. The chapter congludes with Esther

striéken biindh

. /
The last chepter of the instalment is vintage Dickens._7

»

It opéns with the vigil of Guppy and Jobling (alias Weevle)

in-Nemo's old room as they wait for their appointment with

-

Krook.. In a beauﬁifully paéed érescendo, the tension of the

scene bullds, culmlnatlng finaliy in ‘the discovcry of Krook's

- \

charred remains. . e

Encompassing a wide range of moods (the.comedy of

0

_ Caddy's wedding, the pathos of Jo's neglect ind Estheﬁrs -

-
N .
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- (BH, 445). Resigning herself to a life of self-gacrifice,

. she submits to Jarndyce's, conception of her as a litt%e

———— -t -
-

80

blindness, the sensationalism of Krook's éeath), the tenth
instalment forms a self-contained story unit. At the same
time, however, it acts as a structural hinge of fhe novel as

a whole., As Axton recognizes, its two central events—-:

. N Al

Esther's contraction of the fever and the Spontaneocus Com-

bustion of Krook--have great significance in the literal and °
N .
' 6 - ? -
figurative scheme of Bleak House. Casting .their shadow both

o

backwards and forwards, thex$encourageuthe‘reader to reflect

on past eventi and speculate about future ones. )

a

In terms of the plot, the ramifications of Esther's ;
sidkness are‘numergus. Although she is aware that she haeﬂ
undergone some physical transformation as a result of the . .
fever, she is nevertheless quite s@oﬁyed when, in the twelfth
instalment, she first looks at her reflection in the mirror:

"I had never been a beauty, and had never thought ﬁyself one;

but I had beéen very dﬁfferent from this. It was all gone now:."

- _—

And with the loss of her looks, she reasons, her dream of

winning Woddcourt's love is alsof“irrevocably past and gone"

housekeeper and accepts his proposal of magriage out of

gratitude.

N 6 See Axton, pp- 43—46Q>ﬁ(f : |

1
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. Guppy to withdraw his proposal.

_”?orcef her to come to terms with her identity.

81

It is Esther's marred beauty, moreover, that causes

No longer is she a perfect .

o

likeness of Lady Dedlock. Upon discovering the circumstances

#+

of her birth knotablf,

her' altered self in the mirror), Esther feels“grateful that

‘ no .one will be ablg'Eo connect her with her real mother:

. . « I.felt, through all my tumult of emotion,
a burst of gratitude to the providence of God
that I was so changed as that I never could
disgrace her by any trace of likeness; as that
nobody could ever now look at me, and look at
her, and remotely think of any near t1e be~
tween us. (BH, 449)
{
But her illness only sunders the physical connection

between mother and daughter. Because the fever leaves her

disfigured, it externalizes ths sense of.moral taint Esther

has been led to believe is the legacy of her illegitimacy.
i ! .

Even ‘in the security of her role as Dame Durden, she feels

<« -~ A

set apart; there remains "an undefinable impreséion'of myself

as being something different from what I then wa7" (BH, 380).

—

, Her illness, by literally branding her and isolating her from

others, obﬁect%fies her doubta about her own moral worth and

—

" Initially,

she feels "as if the blame and shame were all in me, and the
v

vigitation had -come down"- But gradually, through

’

Woodcourt's love and the continual affection of her ffiends,
. . ' ' S

(BH, 453).

e
“
¢

this occurs immediately after she faces

i
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her psychological wounds are healed. Notably, at the end of

the novel, Woodcourt pronounces her prettier than ever before.

] .

; Esther's fever is also symbolically related to the

. novel's laréer theme of social responsibility. Her con-

. traction of the fever from Charley, who caught it from Jo,

/
serves to image the inescapable connections between high and

. <
low in society. Dic¢kens does not specify whether the disease

[

originated in Tbm—all—Aléne's, the slum created by the legal
at

stagnation of Chancery, or in the graveyard where Esther's

fa?#ér is buried. The ambiguity is appropriate, for both

e §

possible sources are infected by a corruption that is at once

literal and metaphorical. Esther is the victim of both
. Il

society'gvdesertion of Jo and her mother's desertion of her

’

“father. Lady Dedlock's sin is not the bearing of a child

L]
but, rather, her failure to acknowledge the love that brought
that child into being. Similarly, society refuses to acéept
responsibility for offspring like Jo.

Like Esther's sickness, beok‘s_Spontaneous Combustion

»

carries a multiple significance. In terms of the literal

- ’ ’
narrative, it results in the uncovering of an important docu-

menéa&: the Jarndy¢e case. It also prevents Guppy from se-
curfhg Hawdon's papers for suppresgion by Lad§ Dedlock. ,
Instead, the Smallweeds, who-turn out to b3 Krook's next of

.
v
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kin, c¢ome into possession of them and thus discover Lady

I T Ay
X 3

\ ' Dedlock's secret. In turn, they hand this evidence over to.

T

s MG o
—

»

Tulkinghorn. Kro€§\s death, therefore, eventually leads to
Lady Dedlock's ruiqc When Guppy informs her that Hawdon's

papers were not destroyed as or}ginally suspected, her fear.

v ..

of public exposure causes her to take flight.

s

Despite its melodrématic trappings, Krook's death is

-
&
-

>

* also dgéply symbolic, the inevitable culmination of a’'pattern

o alphadene %

o ‘ of action and images that has been developing since Jhe begin-
~ning of the novel. As we learn in the second instalment,
! Krook is the parodic double of the Lord Chancellor. Both are ‘

~obsessed with the accumulation of old documents which repre-

sent.the debris of wasted lives. And like the court of

Ll
- T et SRR

Chancery, Krook is slowly deca;}ng, ‘consuming himself in his

7 ’ own internal coiruptlon. Hﬁs/;ctuaINé%compos1tlon, then, 1
& :

foreshadows the collapse of Chancery and all those associated

L3

with its smug archaism; indeed, it forecasts the dissolution

g g e L
e

. R s

y " of society itself. As the third-person narrator warns.‘
. Krook's fate is the fate "of all Lord Chancellors in all
Cour%s, and of all\authorities'in all places ynder all names

: . |
' "soever, where false pretences are made, and where injustice

is done" (BH, 403).

4

’ ' P Esther's-il@ness and -Krook's incineration, then,' are

— . v
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both pivotal events-in which the literal and figqurative

levels of meaning intersect. By'placing them at the mid-
point of his narrative; Dickens ensured the structural sym- '
metry of the novel .as a whole. At the same time, by develop-

ting such a decisive center, he~gave Iis original s;rial 3

readers a clear vi;w of the ovérall pattefn and focused

their attention on the novel's major issues.

Furthermcre, getause both events occur in a single
. : ¥
instalment, the full impact of their juxtaposition came .
- .across to the original audience. Similarly, in the fifteenth

instalment, Jo's deatﬁ is immediaéely followed by Tulking- | : 1

horn's murder. In‘éther numbefs, a qomic:catastrophe is

echoed by a gf&gic oﬁe. For e&aﬁple, in the final doublé )
. number, the ironic comedy of Guppy's final but unsucceséfui ‘ 1

proposal to Esther is couhterpoiﬁted‘by the ironic traggg? ’ y

of Richaé&is/fénal disappofhtment and death. B§ employi‘g'~' ‘ By 1 -

su;h parallelism within the serial part, Dickens suggests |

that life, despite its multifarious appearances;‘has an

w

i . underlying design.

»

Krook's death by Spontaneous Combustion is one of tgég -

¥
P {

: . . ’
. few instances of Dickens concluding an instalment with a ° T

startling incident. Like Lady Dedlock's discovery that

) Esther is her daughter (No.IX), it serves to bring the number

] .
A\ ‘ ,

& . &
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to a rousing close and thereby contributes to ‘the form of the

individual part. At the same time, this incident is linked

to the novel's wider concerns and, in this sense, functions

-

to interconhec£ the serial parts.
Usually, the most dramdtic event is {;&3&§d at the
beginning or near the ﬁiddle a number. -‘Indeed, it is not
so much the instalment conclusioﬁs that are emphasized as the .
. natural clima#es of the story. This is borne out by the(fact

that when reading the novel as a whole, the monthly part

-

e

divisions are by no means readily apparent. In fact, as a

survey of the variqQus instalments reveals, many of the chap-
7 .

ters themselves end with a dramatiic curtain. For example,

P i

the second chapter of the first instalment concludes' with

PECERIEEIGA-Y 0 S

i ' " ' Lady Dedlock's mysterious féinting. This event, which repre-
i

{ ‘ , sents theﬂclimax(of the opening number, serves to sustain the

R g

-+,

§ I _ reader's interest throughout the serial part.  Similarly, the
, o s : : e g

E ' second chapter of the fourth instalment closes with Lady

. Y\ ’

w Dedlock and Tﬁlkinghorn suspiciously eyeing each other.

Again, duch a chapter conclusion is clearly designed to

create suspense. \\El
. In refutation of those criPics who have attributed-a

-
14

\ . .
rash sensationalism to him, Dickens does not simply drag the

reader from number to number-by means of
D ' '

anxiety. Only two

e
» .
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instalment co;xclusicms are cliffhdngers. At the end of the
fourth, instalment, Tulkinghorn enters Nemo's roocm, sees the
";Banshee of the man upon the bed" (BH, 124), and then the
candle ominously goeg out. 'I'her:reader, then, must await

the sequel to find out what has inapPened to the law-writer. “
The coxlaclusion of the sixteenth instalment also leaves the |
reader on tente}hooks. B?cket's discoverj that Lady Dedlock‘
was out the night of Tulkinghorn's murder Ninunediately ra;i,ées

A

the question,\ "Did she kill him?"

Other instalment endings hin’t':t future plot develop-
ments. Both the fourth and eleventh numbers, for exa;x\plg,
~conclude with Esther’ c;yly referring to Allan Woodcourt.

Nos.II and '\‘I are rounded off with the fore}.-;oding- legend of

the Ghost's Walk, which is based on the past's tendehcy't;b ‘“
assert itself in the present. 'And the twelfth instalment
concludes with an allusion to the pointing Roman in Tulking-'
hérn's chambers. Like the Ghost's Walk story, this Icafalyzes
the reader's awareness that an ironic providence is at work. |
We are left asking not "What will happen next?" but, rather,
_"What does fate hold in store?" o ‘ p

\
The majority of the instalment conclusions, however,

.

are calculated to discreetly reinforce the noveIr's salient

themes. For example, the~first instalment ends 6n. a .

0 . .
) } ""; " )
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. comparatively mild note with the following passage:

The purblind day was feebly struggling with the
fog, when I opened my eyes to encounter those
of a dirty~faced little spectre fixed upon me.
Peepy had scaled his crib, and crept down in
his bedgown and cap, and was cold that his
teeth were chattering as if he'/had cut them
all., (BH, 45)

: QPicking up the images of the opening ch ter,: this passage

N

underscores the coldness and blindness of thg" Jellyby house-
hold. ‘Similarly, the sixth instalxﬁent closes with the fol-
lowing picture of Jo which spotlights the social and reli-
gious implications ‘Of the novel:

And: there he sits, munching and gnawing, and
looking up at the great Cross on thie summit
of St. Paul's Cathedral, glittering above a
red and violet-tinted cloud of smoke. From
the boy's face one might suppose that sacred
emblem to be, in his eyes, the crowning con-
fusion of the great, confused city: so golden,
so high up, so far out of his reach. There
he sits, the sun going down, the river run-
ning fast, the crowd flowing by him in two
streams - ~ everything moving on to some pur-
pose and to one end--— until he is stirred up,
\ and told to "move on" too. (BH, 243-44)

The ‘effect of these conclusions is comparable to that of a
slow, poignant fade-out between scenes in a movie.

o

The monthly interruptions of Bleak Houge, then, are

.

neither abrupt nor arbitrary. In this novel, Dickens has
eschewed the usual crowd-catching devices 6f serialization

.. for a more subtle appréac 2 -The insi;almgnt’conclusioxis,.do

., 4
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pathizes with its victims and retreats to the private world.

.Bleak House. is expressive of this dnner debate helps explaln
" why Esther occasionally falls into the vcice of the other

N R . . . - -
- v d
s . B
- ‘ ’ .
N ’
- f S ey o o e = ~ . oC
X ’ - B 1
. ~ 3 - B skt = ca

-,
intertwines the two points of view throughout the serial "
. - A -

parts. There is continual dilation and constriction from

7 ' [}

the sweeping eye of the third-person narrator to Esther's

4 . . . _ -
more limited perspective. Neither of the narrators' atti- ' . o

B

tudes, however, is necessarily the correct one; rather, each

' - .
Exs

.represents a stratagem for existence in a fogbound, disordered

society. Whereas one narrator attacks society, the other sym-

By oscillating between these. two positiphs, Dickens adds a

wholl e ﬁeW“dimensién to his story, what Morton Zabel refers to

"an imﬁlicit ambiguity of sympathy and‘insight.fl Indeed,

this double-focus, which is suggestive of' the ‘conflict between

- ‘

). ." ' . ,1 3 [ 2
"the sentimentalist and the, rebel in the author's own nature,

u

supportsxthe compllcatlon of the novel s subject - The

’

ccuhterbalanc1ng sympathy of Esther s narratlve mirrors,

1 Morton Diuwin Zabel, “Introductlon, 'Bleak House, R
by Charles Dickens, ed. Morton Dauwin Zabel, Riverside ed

(Boston Hougliton . leflln, 1956), p. xxiis

1

The apparent dlchotomy between the genlal senti-~-
mental side of Dickens' nature and the dark, recalcitrant
side is the focus -of Edmund Wilson's study *Dickens: The Two
Scrooges,” The Wound and the Bow (1941; rpt. New. York: Oxford .’ -
Univ. Press,’ 1965) pp- 3-85. That the dual narratlve of

narrator. These slips are an indication of how ciosely the
sentimental and rebelllous facets ‘of chkens personal;ty
were intertwined. . .

.
\
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rather than contradicts, the bitter social criticism of the

. third-person narrative. The ultimate effect is comparable

to .that oflstéreophopic sound: the voices of the story's two

‘tellers merge together in a final, complex harmony.

Most critics, however, while recognizing the advan-

»
.

tages of a changing perspective, view the split-narrative

technique as{;‘quaiified success at best,/ The main objection
is tg Esther, who has ggnerally been dismisgeénas one of
Dickens' legless Victoriaq gngels{‘,Edga¥ Johnson describes
her asg "almost cloyingiy unselfish, noble a@d devoted,‘and

rathér tiresome in her domestié efficiency."3 Sylvére Monod

claims that "it would be sheer waste of time to attempt a

4
psychological portrait of such an insignificant personality.”

Angus Wilson declares that she has "a complete lack of a

physical body--a deficiency so great that Esther's smallpox-

spoilt face jars us because she has no body upon which a

’

‘ 5 . o :
.head could rest." Zabel applauds the "high-stilted irony"

3 Edgar Johnson, gharles ;cgeng § Tragedy and
gzlgmgh (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1952), II, p 766.

4 Sylvere Monod, Dickens the Novel;st (Norman:
Uhlv of Oklahoma Press, 1968), p. 415.

L

Angus Wilsgon, “The Heroes and Heroines of D1ckens."

_i.ckgna and the Twentieth Qsp.;m ed. Gross and Pearson,
1p. 8. ,
;
r'4 [
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* in execution is, in my view, a deliberate device. Esther's

L oL ' " .97

of "Dickénskrchaptersf but is irfitated‘by Esther's "mock- -
i R ,
modesty" and "expeditious canvassing of events and sub-plots.”
) « ‘ s r‘ “
This elevation of the "Dickensian" strand and dimi- -

.

nution of the Esther component is no mere fashion. Esther

hasﬂrarely been févourably feviewed; Over seventy wears ago,

Gissing complained that “Eéthe; Summer son.cannot count, she

1

- . 7. . - .
has no existence." And Dickens' contemporary, John Forster,

- . e . . ‘w8
. protested over her "too conscious unconsciousness.".

In recent years, some enterprising critics have tried

to defend Esther. But even they have tended to disparage her.

Tqm,Middlébro, for instance, contends‘that"ﬁsther's flaw- is

[N ]

that she fails to develop an inner sense of mofal‘identity."a ‘

Y That Esther is.one of Dickens' ‘flat, good éhaiatters‘

is unquestionable. Moreover, her self-abasement and coyness

can be annoying. But what critics have argued is a fajlure .

.
IS
‘

'

insipid, "dear me, dear re" personality, that is, subserves
. A N

’

® zabel, p. xxi. - e

7 George Gissing, Charles Dickens: A Critical Study
(1904; rpt. .8t. Clair Shores, Mich.: Scho;arly Press, 1972),
. 186. ; . ' ' )

® Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, II, p. 115.

3 Tom Middlebro, "Esther Summerson: A élea for Jus-~
tice," Queen's Quarterly, No. 2 (Summer 1977), p. 258.
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_he¥ narrative function. In the' first place, the plodding

1

Lo [ .. , . . . ; N o
style of her narrative heightens the imaginative ivirtuogity

- of the t{hird-person narrative. In the second place, because

she is the mediating consciousness for a large part of the

"

novel, it is essential that she be as transparent as glass

and play a relatively submissive role. As W. J. Harvey, one

. | / N
of Esther's few fans, points out, the reader is meant not to

4 .

)

"look at Esther” but "through her at the teeming Dickensian

world."lo . '

Esther's structural function can perhaps be best
understood when considered in the light of the novel's

serialization. As was mentioned in the third chapter, unlike

Dickens' earlier novels, Bleak House is not organized around

-

. ¢ . ' 1 « s .
the action of one principal character. Rather,” its main

thrust is a penetrating inquisition into mid-nineteenth cen-

L]

tury soc'iety. One of the dangers inherent in this type of

fiction is a lack of affective involvement on the reader's

v

part. A novel of such diversified life needs a center of

morality and feeling around which the reader can orient him-

self. This is particularly important when the novel is "

-
]

being issued in parts; unless the serial reader is concerned
H

s

10 W. J. Barvey, "Chance and Design in Bleak House,"

Dickeng and the Twentjeth Century, p. 150.
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about the fate of one or more of the dﬁﬁracters, he will not
continue to buy the instalments. Dickens golves this problem

-

gy having Esther share the burden of telliﬁq the story. The
3

sympathy. e11c1téﬁ by her first-person narratlve gsecures the

reader's interest in the unfolding soc1al fable!

Sympathy. after all, is vital to the broper worki;g ;,_\;;/ E
of suspense:; Ruth Roland, a pépular heroine o? serialize§ |
filmg, once remafked that "unless audiences look on §6u as a o
dear old friend, they won't get hélf the fun out of\seeing
you in dangef.“ll Th&s Esther's anxiety that she may betiay
her mother's secret 1nten91f1es the reader 8 concern for both .
7 women. ., The agony Esther suffers during -the seardh for Lady
Dedlock has'the same effect. Without this sympathetic in-

- (
yolvement, " the suspenseful chase scene would seem a contrived.

]

) <

pieée of machinerf."
With the t#ird-persén nafrator, we view the crowded

canvas of thé novel from above, from the detaghed perspective
of a crow skimming across the London sky. But with Esther,

.Qe view it from within, from the subjective perspective of a

woman lookiﬁé back on childhood and growth. Esther, there- . o

fore, acts as an intimate point ¢f contact for the reader as

11 guoted by Stedman, The Seri&;g, p. 45.

o
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he trids to fathom the sprawling panorama sﬁreaé‘aggﬂpefore
" " e ) \ 31:‘ ' N 3 con .

;
r -

’moﬁtﬁly’pérfs. That she fondly greets the reader. as
"the unknown friend to whom,I write" and'hOpes for some

"Jear remembrance . . . his or hers" (BH, 663) is a measure

of the personalism.of her narrative.

wr f

To be fair, the third-

petsdn,narrator can hardly be labelled "impersonal." Behind

' ‘

‘the 'periodic impassioned outbursts of this other speaker, we

e

. discern a humanizing, albeit outraged, personality.. But in

_contrast to Esther, .this voice formally addresses the:

audience as "men and women" (BH, 572).

t

» It is fitting that Esther should refer to her s
‘audienéé as her friend, for it is she-who guides us ;ﬁroggh
tI:Le ‘labyrinthine \;JOILd of the novel. Her sgrnamé reflects -
her narr;tive roie: as the "summer sun," she is a sustaining
force for the reader as well as for those around her.m Al-
thopgh she jouineys through a dark, satirié landgcapé, she
is never in danger of bécominé corrupéed by it. In the words
~_of Harvey, she "has the gtability of a gyfogcope; by ﬁer we
chart our way."12

Initially, Esther only dimly comprehends the muddle

and,

nace surrounding her. As we have séen, she begins in.
i i

H

,12 Harvey, p. 1l52.

1
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‘a

- ' a state of benign confusion about the law and, at first,.

N B
2 o . T

admir‘es,the Lord Chancellor. She is similarly deceived by’ o ‘
Je ’Sklmpole, the perennial Chlld who survives by exp101t1ng the 1
= benevolence of pecople like Jarndyce. When she first meets
"him in No.II, Ch. vi, she is encHantéd by hi§ spSntaﬂeity

S
;

and entertaining manner, At the same time, however, she is

Vv

vaguely aware of the "contrast in respect of meaning and in-
. tention" (BH, 69); in other. words, she is suspicious of his
seemingly guileless candour. oo ) ’ . : ‘

As she gets to know him better, this feeling grows

- stronger. 1In No.V, Ch. xv, after noting the hypocriticai

T i AR

' philanthropy of Mr. Quale and Mr. Guster, she pérceptively
. \ ¢ ‘
.remarks: ~ -
&

e It seemed to me that his off-hand professions

Of childishness and carelessness were a
great relief to my guardian, by contrast with <
such things, and were the more readily be-
lieved in; since, to find one perfectly un-
designing and candid man, among many oppo-
sites, sould not fail to give him pleasure.
I should be sorry to imply that Mr. Skimpole

'n ’ divined this and was politic: I really never
understood him well enough to know., What he

\ . was to my Guardian, he certainly was to the -

- - rest of the world. (BH, 183-84)

TR

s

Accordlngly, the reader also begins "to questlon his motives.
Our doubts are confirmed when we discover in No.XVIII, Ch. lvii ) s
that it was he who so cold-heartedly betrayed Jo.

-

- That’ Esther, along with the reader, 'is initially -
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. ' - , ! ) .
charmed by Skimpole is indicative of his insidiousness. Like’

3 .
. .

Milton's Satan, he exercises a certain .fascination over

»

people. His evil is of'the type that is best QQderstoqd
whenugradually disclosed. Indeed, iﬁ hischlculated iﬂno—
cence, he is as ruinous as the dilatory pfocedure; of Chan-'
c;ry. The court, it should be remarked, also has a:meSmeri-
zing effect. As Miss Fliéessayg, "IThere's a cruel attraction
in the placé:" (BH, -440). bickens coﬁld have shown us the
real :Skimpole in one dramatié unveiiing from‘the pgpetratihg
viewpoint of the third-person narrator. By éhooéigg instead
to slowiy reve;l his trye characéer, instalment by instalment,
th?ough Esther's eyes, he impresses upon the reader the.threat
posed by the Skimpoles af tbe‘world.

° *

Althouygh she\?oes not perceive the'destructiveress of

Skimpoié épd Chancery right away, for the most part Esther:

quickly éees»through sham andéﬁypocrisy.’ For éxample, in her
"no£iging way' (BH, 17), she immediatély recognizes the false
Qélues of Mrs. Pardiggle and’Mrs. Jellyby and the fraudulent
intentionsrof Turveydrop. Usually, she reserves, judgment,

but her observations can be surprisingly caustic. /For

. example, usidg the device of ekaggérated praise, she mocks

Mrs. Jell&by's charitable efforts: - .
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I was so occupied with Peepy that I 10st the

~ letter in detail, though I derived such a
general impression from it of the momentous
importance of Africa, and the utter insigni-
ficance of all other places and things, that
I felt quite ashamed to have thought so-

y ' llttle about it. (BH, 39) . ~

And with each insti;ment, Esther becomes progressively

more insightful. 'This'qorresponds to the reader's own ad-

)

‘'vances in understanding "the novel. Through Esther, for in-

stance, we*immediately apprehehd the predatory nature of ‘

c

Vholes: . e ( &

A |
I never shall forget those two seated side
© by side’'in the lantern's$ light; Richard, all
flush and fire and_laughter, with the reins '
\ in his hand; Mr. Vholes, quite still, black- = °
gloved, 'and buttoned up, lodking at him' as
if he were looking at his prey and devouring
it.(BH, 471) ; L

fhiJC;ortrayal, dhich occurs in No.XII, Ch. xxxvii, effec-

1]
tively counterpoints the other narrator's ironic characteri-

I

N

o

zation of Vholes in the succeeding number (Ch. xxxix) as a

respectable,man" (BH, 482).

y

psychologlcally consxstent. Throughout the’ nzneteen 1nstal—

"very

Esth@r is a statlc character in the sense that ghe is

mehts she is contlﬂually 1mput1ng to others virtues which the

a

reader is clearly meant to‘ascribe to her. This is not‘to pay,

ui

L

. ) ‘ Wl
~however, ghat she does not mature and develop. Indeed, her .

quest for identity is’ one of:the'majo; movéments of the book.

R S0 S
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v
Her de}irious dream of the staircase in No.XI, Ch. xxxv
symbolizes hef laborious progress towafds self-realization.
And this.search for self éarallels the reader's.own search
for meaning in the seemingly atomistic chaos of the world
of the novel.’
The éiowth of Esther's understanding of her self and

her past culminates in No.XVIII, Ch. lix, when she discovers

., her dead mother at the graveyard where her father is buried.

Although at this point she knows who her parents are, she

does ‘not fully comprehend her situation. During the long
. ¥
- LS
coach journey to the cemetery, this ig signified by her

muddled perception of her surroundings. She describes the °

search for he{amother in terms of a maze: . .
' Where we drove, I neither knew then, nor have
‘ever known since; but we appeared to seek out
the narrowest and worst streets in London.
Whenever I saw him directing the driver, I

was prepared for our descending into a deeper.
“complication of such streets, and we never .
failed to do so.(BH, 704)

She transcends this baffled viewpoint with the aid of Bucket
who, in leading her to her dead mother and father, leads her
out of the labyrinth and towards Qelf-knowledge. At first,

Esther mistgkes the woman for Jenny, Ehe brickmaker's wife,

but presently she realizes it is her own mother:

- -

o e
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4 ’

Loy I saw her before me,‘lying on the step, the
. ‘mother of the dead child. She lay there, with
one arm creeping around a bar of the irem gate,
and seeming to embrace it.

. . L] LI . . . . . . - . . - . . - - - . . -

I passed on to the gate, and 'stooped down.
,I lifted the heavy hand, put the long dark hair
aside, and turned the face. And it was my
mother, cold and dead. (BH, 713-14)
y 4

. . . C o 13
- As Ian Ousby observed, this tableau is highly significant.

Because it shows Lady Dedlock struggling to surmount the

»

barrie;qgeparating her from her lover, it succinctly sum-

marizes Egther's family history. It enables Esther to under-
. . C . !

stand her pagt/and thus liberates her from its destructive

influence. The scene also completes the reader's education,
g P on

-y

 for it is‘invested with a social as well as a personal signi-~

ficance. Figured forth here are the social conventigns which

barred Lady Dedlock from recognizing her lover and her

.Y

L}

. \, daughter.
' At the.end of the novel, the external disorder s£ill
remalns, but at least Esther has found self—deflnltlon. Her
ldylllc happlness w1th Woodcourt may, not satisfactorily

.answer the social problems exposed by the third-person nar-

©." " rator, but she has nevertheless affirmed the power of the

. 13 1an Ousby, "The Broken Glass: Vision and Compre-

-« hension in- leak House," Nineteenth-Century F;gtlon, 29
(March.1975) 392. g
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individual to rise above the widespread confusion. - Un-~
) - -
doubtedly, without Esther, Bleak gggég would be bleak undeed. ' ,': -
Iﬁlseems pviéent, then, that'Dickens'inéénded Esther
ﬁo act as a restigg,pqint’fok highoriginal-readers as éhey
pursued mystery- after mystery throughout the igstalﬁgnts qf
the novel. Admittedly, she ipbresées the modern feader'as f«' \
little more th;n a cardboard herbine.' In a feéent séudy of
the novel, P. J. M. Scott remarks, QOur mest seriousbaiféi-
culty with her is that everything she dﬁes or thinks is | . ,’ , :
predictable."14 Yet it is’ this very quality th;t enabfeé |
the reader to come to grlps with the novel's ramlflcatlons.
Although she w1nds her way through a, maze of traps and
dangers, she remains, froin beglnnlng to end, dutiful effi; . - i
cient, and cheerful. The jlngllng of her housekeeplng keys
reverbﬁraﬁes throughout the novel. Esther is,‘?s Bucket
remarks, "'a pattern'" (BH, 704). And in view of the-ﬁoral
chaos of the‘novel, such a pattern,'no matter how hum@ruﬁ
a%d idealized by modern standards, is welcome.
Straightforward and lucid, Esther's writing style

alsd lends a,certain coherence tq the flux of Bleak House.'

Moreover, because she is reviewing events that occurred

N . #
. ' 14 P. J. M. Scott, Realitx and Qomic ggﬁ;denge in N
_ .. Charleg Dickeng (London: M*cmillan,"l979) p. 84. '
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seven years before, her portion*of the story is marked by a
\ ' ' .

-

. .
» . ‘.

P
° retrospective tranquility and finality. For example, at the

. end of No.XII, Ch. xxxvii, after describing Ada's determi-

- nation to stick by Richard, she remarks:

And she kept, her word? . '*e5
I look along the road before me, where the
‘ distance already shortens and the urneﬁ)s
Coe b - end is growing visible; and, true ahd good
e above the deal sea of the Chancer&usult and
B ’ all the ashey fruit it casts ashore, I think
.1 see my darlﬁng (BH, 472) » ‘ oo

* . Simjlarly, in the opening chapter of No.XIV she writes:

. cdPma

It matters little now how often I recalled \
the tones of my mother's voiée, wondered
whether I should ever hear it’ ‘again as I, so0 ©
longed to d6, and thought how strange and .
desolate it was' that it should be so new“to
me. It is all, all over.(BH, 521) . - :

1

The effect of such Qassageé‘is to reassure the reader that ‘:‘
there'is an overriding direction inhering ih evedig, that
there is a light, 'so to speak, at the ené of lhe tunnel.

The third-person narrative, in contf?st. is‘written(
in the progreésive present tense ahd suggests the disorderly -
jumble of immediate experience. There is:no sense of B
causally ordered progression; r;ther, events seeim coinci-
dental and disconnected. Written from the securé vantage
point in time long after events have tranépired and their

consequences realized, however, Esther's narrative-offers a

perspective which can see the order immanent in the apparent

. , .
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, randomness Qf human affairs. As she lergelf comments .in'

reference to Ada's suffering over Richard's entanglement in
the lawsuit: "I observed it in many slight particulars, which

were nothing in themselves, apd only became something when
. ! N \
they were pieced together" (BH, 604).

s

Dickens also uses this retrospective viewpoint to )

c;eate-expectatibn of what is to come and thereby arouse the

¢ N '

reader's curiosity. Throughout her narrative, Esther inter~

o

A \

mittenE;x hints at various plot developments. In the opening
\ : .

/“ )
chaZler'of the third instalment, for instance,. after relating

T ' . . ' . '
how she covered Jenny's dead baby-with her handkerchief, she

#
\

cryptically remarks:

1

' How little I thought, when I raised my hand-
kerchief to look upon the tiny sleeper under-
rieath, and seemed to see a halo“shine around
the child through Ada‘'s drooping hair as her
pity beht her head --how little I thought in

4 N whose unquiet bosom that handkerchief would

s ‘ come to lie, after covering the motionless

and peaceful breast. (BH, 102)

She thus casts an anticipatory light into ‘the nebulous. future.

’

As the reader will learn nine instalments and several hundred

"

pages later, it is to Lady Dedlock that Esther is referring.
In the scene where she discloses their relationship, Lady
Dedlock carries the handkerchief as a symbol of her recog-

nition. One further notes that it ;g the same handkerchief

L

that' leads Bucket, who finds .it among her possessions, to

\

"
- . - .
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Richard's tragic fate. In No.XII, Ch. xxxvii,,fpp e%ample,:

his death. However, for the most part, in the interest of

oo

'
‘.,
’ PR

the truth of Lady Dedlock's position and Prompté‘hiﬁ~tp seek
her daughter's help in finding her. -

It is Esther,'too,\who prepares tﬁejfeader for

she observes:
Still, I had a tormenting idea that the ;n—/
fluence upon him extended ever here; that
he was postponing his best truth -and earnest—
ness, in this as in all thlngs, until Jarn-
- dyce and Jarndyce should be off his mlgd///*

Ah me! what Richard would have been without

"'that blight, I never shall know !, (BH, 461) .

In this péntemt, it ghould—be remarked. that thé third-
. . ‘ . e )

person narrator also gives portentous hints of doom and =~

»

"danger--the sounds of the Ghost's Walk, for instance, or-the

ominous "Don't go home" -refrain as Tulkinghorn walks tohaxﬂs

a

avoiding brematdre disclosures, this other voice is denied
P
knowledge of past and future. Moreover,'despite his. aerial-

like perspective, the third-person narrator, like Esther,.

can onlyféuess at the characters'.mqfives and secrets, as,

the following sequence of speculations in No.IX, Ch. xxix

illustrates: -
. . , I
Yet it may be ;hat my* Lady fears this Mr.
Tulkinghorn, 'and "that he knows it. - It may
, be that he pursues her doggedly and steadlly,
i with no touch of compunction, remorse, or

¥

AV T

pity. It may be that-her beauty, and all e
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the state and brilliance surrouéding her, only
give him the greater zest for what he is set
upon, and make him the more infléxible in it.

" (BH, 357) ; :

This iﬁpenetra@il;ty qf"tﬁe leading characters preserves the

2

drawn into a world Wherq behavior can be observed, only to

remain ultimately enigmatic.

.
e ¥

As we have seen, Esther's role as a character is
subordinate to her role as a narrator. She is, Hhowever, much °
. more than a faithful recorder of events. Although she sets

r ’ ¢ R ,
very little of the drama in motion (but for her hospitality

toﬁgrds the stricken Jo in No.X, Ch. xxxi), she herself is
deeply involved in the action. She tries to stay in the back-

v N
'

4 ground, -but her terial insists on~-moving in to encompass
herself and her sto y. As she'explains in No.III, Ch. ix:

I QOn'ﬁ know how it is, I seem to be always
writing about myself. I mean all the time

think about myself as little as possible,

-+ and I am sure, when I find myself coming
into the story again, I am really vexed and
say, "Dear, dear, you tiresome little crea-
ture, I wish you wouldn't!" but it is all
of no use. I hope any one who may read
what I write, will understand that if these
pages contain a, great deal about me, I can
only suppose it must be because I have _
really something to do with them, and can't-
be kept out. (BE, 102-03) : :

¢

Like her coyness regarding Allan Woodcourt, this self-,

.

o , . .
- P T R ot i

|

. to write about other people, and I try to o

. a;

. ] ) pe
sense of mystery which suffuses the novel. We find ourselves .
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deprecating apology préduces an antic;pation in the reader.
'We.inevitabi§ wonder how Esther fits into the scheme of ﬁhe‘
novel. Or more éxpiic?tly, how does her story relate té
Lady Ded1dck ' s story as told by the third-person narrator?

The very division of the novel into two parallel

_story lines serves to héighten the reader's alertness for

o~ &

liﬁkage. Although fragments of one narrative crop up in the

H

other, initially it seems as if there are two distinct

¢

spheres of action. Esther's narrative deals- primarily with
the middle-cléss milieu of John Jarndyce and his two wards,
Ada and Richard. Temporarily split itself, the third-person
narrative deals primarily with the fashionable circle of the .
Dedlocks and the poverty-stricken group at Cursitor Street
and Tom-all-Alone's, one of whom dies in the second instél-
ment. The different temporal perspectiveé furthe;icontri—

butes to this sense of separateness.

The reader soon suspects, however, that there is some

vital connection between the two narrative worlds. Comments

F

like "While Esther sleéps and while Esther wakes, it is still
éwet weather down at the place in Lincolnshire" (BH, 76) re-

inforce this impression. Smoothly accomplishing the tran-
|

sition between the two points of view in the second instalment,

-

this allusion to Esther suggests that she is somehow involved

L
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the present-tense narrative. For Esther, the discovery is

112

\
in the fashionable world. . _ ' y
As the novel proceeds, the two narratives move pro-
g;essively closer to one another until; finally,uthey become
inextrifébly linked. This ultimate fusion is prefigured by

the repeated meetings between Esther and Lady Dedlock. The

first of these occurs approximately one-third of the way

-

through the novel in No.VI, Ch. xviii. Seeking shelter in

“ A

the keeperig lodge from a sudden rainstorm, Ada, Jarndyce,

and Esther unexpectedly encounter Lady Dedlock. The scéne,

-~

recounted from Esther's perspective, is invested with an
]

obscure significance. The reader notes that Ada initially

mistakes Lady Dedlock's voice for Esther's. Esther herself

experiences a mysterious reaction, one which recalls her
i ' ¢

reaction when, a few pages earlier,~ she first glimpsed Lady

Dedlock in the church:

The beating‘ of my heart came back again. I
had never heard the voice, as I had never
seen the face, but it affected me in the
same strange way. Again, in a moment, there” .
arose before my mind innumerable pictures of

- myself.(BH, 228) -

&

-

Of course, at this point neither Lady Dedlock nor
Esther is aware of their familial relation. For the former,"

this revelation comes at the end of the ninth instalment in

delayed for three instalments. In No.XII, Ch. xxxvi, two-

3
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thirds of the way thfough the novel, Lady Dedlock literally

steps over into Esther's narrative once again and personally
[
. y o N
discloses their connection.

As we péve seeh, Lady Dedlock finds her way into .
Esther's story for the last time at the end of the penulti-
mate part. Occurring every six instalments, then, the meet-
ings between mother éand daughter‘;réate a structural rhythm

~

that plays upon the reader's anticipation and emphasizes the

‘

Qignifiéant stages of the serial's developmeﬁt; 

. Th; final revelation scene i; precéded Syuyaé

flight and pursuit of Lady Dedlock. )This chase se&uence
v spans Nos.XVII and XVIII and keeps the reader on tenterhooks.
The suspense is raised to a feve;;sh pitch by the alternation

of single chapters from the two narrative lines. For the

v

first time in the novel, the two story lines converge in

their focusing of time and space.

% This
’ place at the
ding chapter

’

third-person

joining together of the two perspectives takes
juncture of Nos.XVII and XVIII. 1In the conclu-
of No.XVII, written from the viewpoint of the

—

narrator, Bucket calls at the Jarndyce residence

e ddan G ieweew s s, T
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and asks Esther to join in the chase for her mather. 1In the
opening chapter of the sequel, Esther takes up the search at

precisely the point where the other narrative has ended. .

o ' i
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Bucket, who has made a brief appearance in Egther's narrative
7 ‘at the time of Gridley's death, is now taken into her story ‘ .
completely. Together they comb the city and countryside for

any clues about Lady Dedlock's whereabouts. The chapter con-

S
-

cludes with, Bucket's decisipn - to return to London. His
- * 4 & i -
z .-

reasons for the turnabout are intimated but not disclosed.

’
/ w iy

The next chapter is written from the berspecﬁi&e of
/! . the third-person narrator and removes the reader to the Ded-

. lock house (Ymeanwhile, baqk;at the ranch") where the stricken

Sir Leicester anxiously awaits for his wife's return. By
| ) cutting back to this parallel line of action, Dickens greatly \
4 '3 N B

increases the dramatic tension. This tension, in turn, is
| ' - . . c e ‘ . . . -
used to generate sympathy for Sir Leicester, who, up to this

point, has been the butt of much satire.
The following chapter is from Esther's pen and returns
~ the reader to the frantic chase scene, bringipg us finally to

A 7

’ . - the buriél ground of her father., Notably, this site has

A e L B

nevexr before appeared in her narrative}u This is appropriate,:

for hitherto Esther has been unaware of her personal con-

L L I S

. ‘ nection with the social world of poverty and misery.

With Esther's discovery of her mbthef at the gates, " ’“1

Ao YIPRL T B

the two story lines merge completely. Her motheér's story, ' .

that is to say, has become Esther's story. This final .

v DR —————— - . .
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meeting represents the consummation of the narrative design. .

"\ The connection that has. béen quietly posited by the dual .

narrative throughout the preceding ‘serial parts is now fully
realized., As Taylor Stoehr reqarks, "Lady Dedlock is thus

bréught 'into her daughter's story for. good and'all."l5

: o ’ i Hence, in additron.to.affordiné the reaﬁef‘two angles
of vision and thefeby offer#ng him variety éné relief, the‘
sp;iﬁ—ngrfatiVe technique also imp;rls a final ah£hority‘tq

. . ' . . ! 3
the novel's message. '.As John Lucas comments, the reader is
"brought to accept the.inevitability of what had appeared to

. . 16 ° . ) . .
be only contingent.": By .the end of the penultimate part, ,.

‘the apparently exclusive.worlds of Esther and Lde Dedlock

\

, have been collapsed to their essential. unity.

The dual parrative, then, is more than a device to
gvoke‘mystery in a detective novel; it is also a deeply sym-

bolic-design. The crossings and re-crossings and final en-.

\

i

mesﬁing of the two nartrative systems enunciate the novel's,

‘visian of human inéérdependéhce and thévfatal coﬁsequences
. C o / . ’
of this oneness being thwarted or perverted. ‘The twofold

s

L)

' 1S'Taylor Stoehr, Dickens: The Dreamer's Stance-
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univ. Press, 1965), p. 149.

: : ' 16 John Lucas, The Melancholy Man: A Study of Dickens'
- T . Novels (London: Methuen, 1970), p. 208. '
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narrative 'structure, in other words, while imitating ‘the

3
«

~ . _
disintegration of a social framework, simultaneously weaves -
a moral pattern. C ’
As he mediates between Esther's, .and the-third-pefson

'

narrative, the reader is encouraged to stitch this pattern

_the links between

s

' . . ,.7' v
for himself. .And'becaus# he himself makes;
the: two ndrrafives, instalment.by instdlment,

cance is greatly enhanced. 1In this sense, by,dividing the

their signifi- -

! -

P
o«

novel inpo‘two story lines, Dickens draws the reader into the | :

1 -
imaginat%ve process of creating the .novel for himself. , ,
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Chapter 6 | - -
: : ' v ‘ ) v
" “A VAST GLASS, VIBRATING": :
] : THE ECHOIC PATTERN OF BLEAK HOUSE
The divided point of View is only the most general

.

'exéhple‘of the principle of duplication whicH pervades the
. . ¢

;o * structure of Bleak House and contributes greatiQ'tq ipé over- ’

~

"all unity. Throughout the hiheteen instalmentg, there'is an

t R 5

insistent mirroring of seemingly unconnected characters, -
i N 1 3 g ) . ‘);
T places, and events. We enter a world of infinite corresz

3 §

: : 1 pondences, whére each narrative component is made'to.feflect
, 4 o . N v

upon and comment on others. Themes that are introduced in
v . v, ¥

: *. . ©ne ingtalment recur in later instalments irj new but oddly \ .

repetitive forms. To borrow Dickens' own metaphor’of London,

-
2

T the novel is like "a vast glass, vibrating" (§§71584). The

‘, Y ©  experience of reading ‘Bleak House, then, whether ig,monthly'}
R .7 ' ’ k . R .

™ s " parts or as a whole, becomes increasingly one of déid wvu. o 5 .

-

.In his . classic expoéition'of(thq novel, J. Hillis Miller .

“

b . comments gh\this'effebt:‘ .

N Y : " o

£ N . . N ‘e Ve ' ‘
) . | Thé world of Bleak House at fifst seemed to be. -

. <: : ‘ Lo a collection of unrelated fragmengguplunged‘ ‘

' into a ubiquitous fog. Then we recognized the ;

.
¥ A4
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-

)

.

. presence, in isolated centers, of repetitive -
sameness. .

Indeed, Bleak Houge takes the form of a varied but resounding
image of the disorder and corrﬁption of Victorian society.

This chapter will examine the devices of secondary elabora-

tion used by Dickens to weld the diverse narrative elements '

into this complex thematic unity. . .

¢

Repetition is one of the chief techniques employed to

o

-
i

enforce the novel's issues and sustain continuity among the

different numbers. It is most strikingly evident in the

Y ) .
recurrin% imagery which runs through the individual instal-

‘ments. Concrete details which appear in one number are in-

vested Jkth a greater significance through their reiteration

in different contexts in later instalments. This use of

¢

repetition will be studied in detail in the next chapter

* which focuses on the symbolic design of the novel. The

present discussion will concentrate on the repetiticn and

.

thematic development of various other stylistic elements. -
. < A .
As in all Dickens' novels, many of the characters
are reduced to tag lines or idiosyncratic gestures whichi

Ly . .
‘invite .satiric or simply incessant repetition. Thus Snagsby

1

»

{3

1 7. Hillis Miller, Charles Dickens: The World of .
His Novelg (Cambridge, Masgs.: Harvard Univ. Press,r1958).r

Y Ps, 205. .
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is defined by his apologetic cough, Bucket by his pointing

forefinger, Jarndyce by his "east wind" .caprice, Guppy by

»

his clichéd " There are ®hords in the human mind," and.Esther

[
by her jingling housekeeping keys. These external signs

serve ‘to impress the character on the memory of the serial
readeér. But, very often, they also serve to figure forth a

particular theme. Jarndygels "east wind" motif, for example,

4

which ‘oc¢urs .whenever he is dismayed by an instance of adult
irresponsibility, underscores the larger issue.of national

irresponsibility. Bucket's pointing finger, of course, is

emblematic of his keen perception, but, like the painted
figure prophetically pointing.at the place where Tulkinghorn

is to come to rest, it is also suggestive of the element of

fate at work in the novel. And Esther's housekeeping keys

signify domestic ordger.

e W
a

“*The characterization of Chadband provides a parti-
cularly interesting illustration of the thematic‘deﬁeiopgent

©of linguistic motifs. When we first meet this "Wrong

A

Reverend" {BH,.572) in No.VI, Ch. xix, we~léarn that he con-

~n

ceives of himself as a "“vessel" (BH, 234) of the Lord.
Focusing on Chadband's oily fatness, his dominant trait, the

) third-person narrator ironically remarks:

c

"o
. »
Naad
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The conversion of material of any sort into

0il of the’'quality already mentioned, appears
to be a process so inseparable from the con-
stitution of the exemplary vessel, that is
beginning to eat and drink, he may be described
as always becoming a kind of considerable 0Oil
Mills, or other large factory for the pro-
duction of that article on a wholesale scale.
(BH, 237) ' : .

Chadband, then, is depicted as a consuming vessel. A false
pietist who feeds off his parish, he is one of the many

instances of the parasitism infecting society.

Later appearances of Chadband continue to exploit the

comic possibilities of the vegsel pun. 1In Nb.VI;I, Ch. xxv,

he deiivers a sermon which, although ostensibly for Jo's

t

. ]
benefit, is more for his own edification. His pretension to

religious unction is satirized b§ the description of him as

a "gorging vessel” with a "fat smile" and "oily exudations"

(BH, 318) from his foreheaé. Clearly, Chadband shines not

with holy oil, the grace of the divine, but with the ojil of
high-living. '

He makes his final appearance in No.XVII,. Ch. liv

a

when, élong with Mrs. Snagsby, Grandfather Smallweed, and
Mfs. Chédband, he attempts to blackmail the debilitated Sir
Leicester. He is d;picted iﬂ terms of the saﬁe motifs by
which he is intro%uced. "With a little sleek smiling and a

little oil-grinding with the .palms of his hands" (BH, 643),

«
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>

" he stebs forward to try his hand at extortion.' Thus, whereas .

‘before these motifs had comically underlined Chadband's ' ~

foolishness and false religion, they now combine to expose

his fawning viciousness. . ‘
\

Similarly, the reiterations of Miss Flite's speech-

~

tag, "“youth, hope, and béauty," aré accompanied by noticeable
%ncrements of significance. When she first meets Esther,
Richard, and Ada in No.I, Ch. iii, Miss Flite remarks: |
“The wards in Jarndyce! Very happy, I aé'sure,
to have the honour! It is a good omen for -

) youth, and hope, and beauty, when they find - .
themselves in this place, and don't know what's
to come of it." (BH, 34)

And in the opening chapter of the sequel, when she encounters
the trio'once again, she implores them to visit her room, be-
cause J'youth,‘and hOpe,”and beauty, are very seldom there'"
(BH, 48). Initially: hér use of these abstraéti055'seems
insignificaﬁt. If anything,’it only underscores her eccen-
tricity and the pathOS‘bf her situation. But when we dis~
cover the names of her bifds {which trace the detérioration*g
of'aqyone entyapped in Chancery proceedings), and realize
that their cage is a grotesqgue microcosm of the court, her

\

words take on a more ominous meaning. What is suggested is

. - 3
that the young people, too, will be ensrared in Chancery. ‘.

This elegiac note is 'sounded again in No.IV, Ch. xiii

\

/ . -~ .
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| at\the\announéement of ﬁiéhard's and,Ad;)sfengaggigntA "So '
y§;§g, so beautiful, so‘fﬁll}of hope and promise, tbgy went
iy on liéhtly through the gunlight? (éﬂ;‘163)‘. The phrase is
': "I‘ « also echoed by M;.’George in No.VII, Chl'xxi in referenqe‘to
’Caétain Haydoﬁ: "'%'. . -he had b?én youné,'hoéeful, and hand-

'some. in days gone'" (BH, 269)."Bu£\Hawdon, like Miss\Flite N
and Richard, went to ruin. It.is £hﬁs;implié§ tpaﬁ\this is

the destiny of mankind in genefal in Chancery. The signifi-

pr . . cance of the phrase is further underlined in No.XVI, Ch. .1i

D

_when Esther fémarks in reference to Richard &ha Adaj; home:

~ I thougﬁ?’of‘the'yodth'and love and beauty of my dear girl,
shut uﬁ in such an ill-assorted refuge, almost as if it werel
a cruel place" (BH, 615).

Such repetition conditions the ‘reader by creéting a

fluid and resonant medium within which every detail seems

0 4 “

capable of a larger meaning. In this regard, it is interest-
~ing to note that certain words recur so often that they attain
N 4 (
the status of a thematic motif. For instance, the persistent

repetition of the word “cause" in reference to Jarndyce and

Jarndyce evokes a significance beyond the legal one. As the

o

third-person narrator cbserves in the opening chaptér, the s

"ill-fated cause" has sown the seeds of "shirking and shark-

ing, in all their many varieties" (BH, 9). Jarndyce and

4
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Jarndyce, 'in other words, is literally one of the causes of

‘the moral corruption. This sense of the word is reinforced

by 'its consistent capitalization as the novel progresses.

The word "shadow" is another recurring motif. Through

its repetition in different contexts, Dickens establishes the

internal links between various characters. Usually, the word

. ig used to connote the destiny building up for a particular

éharacyer. Thus, after the celebration of their engagement
in No.IV; Cﬁ. xiii, Richard'and Ada "passe& away into the
shadow, andlweré géné“ (BH, 163). Similarly, Miss‘Fl{te and
Gridley both cast a foreboding shaaow on Richard's fate. As
Esther notes a%ﬁer Gridle&'s death in No.VIII, Ch. xxiv:

The sun was down, the light had gradually

stolen from the roof, -and the shadow had

crept upward. But, to me, the shadow of

that pair, "one living and one dead, fell ‘
heavier on Richard's departure, than the

darkness of the darkest night. (BH, 315)

And after learning about his wife's socio-sexual crime in
No.XVIII, Ch. liv, Sir Leicester ig beseiged by premonitory .

shadows of the future: .
' The green, green woods of Chesney Wold, the

noble house, the pictures of his forefathers, t
strangers defacing them, officers of police

coarsely handling his most precious heir-

looms, thousands of fingers pointing at him,

thousands of faces sneering at him. But if

such shadows flit before him to his bewilder-

ment, there is one other shadow which he can -

3
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name with something like distinctness even
yvet, and to which alone he addresses his
tearing of his white hair, and his extended
arms . (BH, 653) ) N

Scmetimes' the word is used to suggest both the.pres-

sure of fate and the haunting presence of the past in the
present, as the following passage from No.XIII, ch. xl
illustrates:

And now, upon my Lady's picture over the
great chimney-piece, a weird shade falls

from some old tree, that turns it pale, and
flutters it, and looks as if a great arm
held a veil or hood, watching an opportunity
to draw it over her. Higher and darker

riges the shadow on the wall--now a red

gloom on the ceiling--now the fire is out..
(BH, 498)

.

. ‘ (8
Parallelism is another technique employed by Dickens

to th;matically organize his crowded canvas. I have already
exémined its use within the serial part (as in the yoking of
Jo‘é death and Tulkinghorn's murder in No.XV). ‘But Diékens
also juxtaposes materials drawn from’different instalments.
Through a process of lateral reference which gene&ates com-
plements, parodies, and similar relationships, characters
and events that appear at varying points in éhe narrative .
gaih a deeper import and begome fegpgnized by the reader as
elements of a complex, integrated 'design. Indeed, as he
fathoms these internal correspondences between the parts,

the reader himself is encouraged to participate in the
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unification of the novel. s

Throughout the instalments, Dickens juxtaposes similar
actions.J The multiple detective pursuits which pervade the
different numbers are a case in péint. Numerous characters
share the reader's need to penetrate to the heart of the

novel's mysteries. S8nagsby, for ‘example, aptl&'expreéses the

reader's experience of the novel when he tells Jobling in

No.XV, Ch. xlvii: "'I f£ind myself wrapped round with secrecy

and mystery'" (BH, 568). Esther is similarly troubled by the
mysté;y surrounaing,her origins. And both Krook and Grand-
father Smallweed pore over Hawdgﬁ‘s letters in an attempt to
uncover his obscure pastt

°

The various detectives of Bleak House, with whom we

match wits, help secure the reader's continuing involvemen
g

in the serial by acting independently and in different num-

'

bers. The central riddle of the novel, of course, revolves

around the connection between Lady Dedlock and Esther.

v

'Guppy, motivated by his désire to ingratiate himself with

Esther, eventually discovers their relation. His investi-.

IS .

"gation is launched in No.IX, Ch. vii when he notices the

stfiking similarity between Esther and Lady Dedlock's portrait.

By No.X, Ch. xxxii, he has fitted the pieces of the puzzle

‘together. Propelled by Lady Dedlock's bBetrayal of interest
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in Hawdon's handwriting in No.I, Ch. ii, Tulkinghorn per-
sistently stalks the same secret.‘ The various stages of his
inqﬁstigation are charted in No.III, Ch. x; No.IV, Ch. xii;
No.VII, Ch. xxii; No.IX, Ch. xxvii; No.XI, Ch. xxx&i;; and
No.XIXI, Chs. xxxix and xli. Initially, the readervd;eé not -
réalize thattheﬁragmentary clues uncovered by these twq

detectives belong to the same structure gf evegts. It is

pnly with the death of qukinghorn in No.XV, éh. xlvi;i that

their paths of discovery converge and tﬁé whole complex of

past and present actions springs to life.

The\pre-eminent detective of the novel, however, is

s b

8

Inspector Bucket, As detailed in No.XVII, éh.,liv, it is he
who, aided by his wife, gnoéher person of "natﬁra; detective <§i¢‘
genius" (BH, 627), unearths the evidence that identifies -
Hortengelas Tulkinghorn's muiderer. It is Bucket, too, whp, !

—

in Nos.XVII and XVIII, tracks down Lady Dedlock.

Y WS SRR

Although they are impelled by different motives, -
these detectives al; share a desire to uncover the obscured

v relations between seemingly remote human beings. Morton:

v

‘Zabel notes that "they all cut ruthlessly across the class

- distinctions, protective barriers and social ranks that -

i

foster mystery and breed crime, alienate souls and corrupt

P
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human instincts."2 Indeed, the xr:eal mystery of the. novel

* hinges on the fact that the inhabitants _of Chancery Lane,
Tom—-all-Alone's, Chesney Wold, and Bleak“House are all in-
extricably related. The growing awarenefs of this fact on

' ‘the part of the novel's detectives is the animating principle

_ of the novel. The tragedy isLthat the revelatién of the
total network of connpctions (and the accompanying reali-
iz‘ation of 'human respbnsibility) comes too late. Mystéryl is
thus converted into social criticism.

In this sense, Mrs. Bagnet, who also indulges n.n a

bent for’ detection, stands apart from Bucket, Tulkinghorn,‘ :

“ and Guppy. At the end of Ch. lii (No.XVI), after inferring
that George has recently seen his mother, she sets out to ' :
bring Mrs. Rouncewell back to London. Although she exposes
only a fragment of the total pattern of relationships, she
is prompted by her belief in human brotherhood to take imme-

diate action. She thus effects the reunion of a mother and

son whp have been estranged for many years.

N R

Einall{;, there is Mrs. Snagsby who is the parodic ,

counterpart of the other detectives. The seriousness of

. their searches is offset by her absurd suspicions. ¥Nothing

\J

L

1 C 2 Zabel, "Introduction," Bleak House, Riversic}e Ed.,
. p. xxiii. |
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- o
can sway her from her conviction.that her husband has guilty
connections. Her detective activity culminates i‘n No.VIII, -
Ch. xxv (ironically éntitled “Mrs. Snagsby Sees It All"),s
when she leaps to &he conc]_.usj:i.on that Mr. Snagsby is Jo's
fa.therl.

A more complex use of paralleli:fm is evident in the
thematicvlinking of apparently disparate events and charac—‘
ters within each of the sub—plots;. These analogies are set a
up by reference to common denominators’ which ar.e: de‘li'cate‘ly
veiled because they occur in sucgessively diffe‘r;nt contexts.
Not only do they help bind the diffe're'nt‘ir.tstarlments' together,
but thef also ;einforce the sense that écgfztered events‘ and :
people are qften related té one another in coun;less, unpre-’
dictable ways.

The Spontaneous Combustion of Krook at the end of

%

No.X, for instance, is repeated on several levels. Just as

* o

Krook is consumed by the corrupted humors of his own vicious

body, so is the disputed estate of Jarndyce an’d Jarndyce

eventually consumed in costs. As Woodcourt remarks, . . .

the suit lapses and melts away‘* (BH, 760)." Richard, tog,

is “slowl.y consumed by his absorption in the lawsuit. His

. fate is explicitly related to Krook's in No.XIII, Ch. xxix

when Guppy and Jobling observe his directionless fneandering
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//fhrough Lincoln's Inn: "'William, ' says Mr. Weevle, adjust-

ing his whiskers; 'there's combustion going on there! 1It's

o2

not a case of Spontaneous, but it's smouldering combustion <3

it is'" (BH, 489).

*» Clearly, the dissolutio§ of the lawsuit and the resul-

tdnt collapse of Richard dramatically fulfill the ominous pre- o

diction of the earlier symbolic éeqomposition of Krook. One

further notes that both of these events take place in the last

w

instalment. As Miller remarks, "these events inevitably occur . .

)

together as the vanishing point toward which all the parallel

L B > St -

. 3
motions have been-conyerging, as, toward their final cause.”

2

Other characters undergo a similar process of deterio-

~

:ration. Just as the Spontaneous Combustion of Krook haé.long
' . 1

been mined from within by corruption, so is Sir Léicegter's 5

paralytic stroke the inevitable culmination of an inner pro-

cesg of decay. Mumbling "mere ‘jumble and jargon” (BH, 6@8),

he becomes what he has really been all along--a rigid and

. : ¥
antiquated form of existence. His collapse is anticipated in |,
. T . .

No.XII, Ch. xxxvii by the description of "Sir Somebody Dedlock,

LY

with a battle, a sprung-mine, volumes of simoke, flashes of
-

o

lightning, a town on fire, and a stormed fort, all in full

3 Miller, p. 201.
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action between his horse's two hind legs" (BH, ,468-69). One
further notes that the chapter in which Sir Leicester finds

out about his ‘wife's past is called "Springing a Mine" (Ch.

"'Bored to death'" (BH, 11) behind her frozen hask;
Lady Dedlock also undergoes an internal combustion, becoming
physically what she has spiritually been since ihe‘béginning

. v ’
of the novel--dead. After her "freﬁfipg mood”"” (BH, 13) has
’ -

O

been broken by Tulkinghorn's ﬁ&rder, she moves rapidly towards

' disintegration and formlessness. This is powerfully conveyed

4

. ) 4
through the image of the thawing snow in No.XVII, Ch. l{?ii:

From the portice, from the eaves, from, the
parapet, from every hridge and pest and pillar,

drips the thawed snow. It has crept, as if for

shelter, into the lintels of the great door--

under it, into the cotrners of windows, into )

every chink and crevice of retreat, and there
wastes and dies. It is falling still, upon the
roof, upon the skylight; even through the sky-
light, and drip, drip, drip, with the regu- |
larity of the Ghost's Walk, on the stone floor
below. (BH, 701-02) '

o
¥

The allusion to the Ghost's Walk cements the parallel Ee%ween

théxmelting image and Lady Dedlock's journey towards 'death.

. : Finally, there is Captain Hawdon who has been.slowly

wasting away since the beginning of the novel. He acknowledges

“ o, -

3

e e -

4 This point is made by Miller, pp. 203-04.
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his own annihilation by taking on the pseudonym Nemo,

-

means "No one." - S -

These duplications of Krook's disintegratién\serve
. ’ 1
¢ 4

to Xeep "the corruption ‘and decay of Victorian society con-

[N

s . * ' . ; M ' T .

stantly before the eye of the reader. ‘Moreover, they esta-
v N

blish that the likeély fate of society is that of the indivi-

duals in it. " One ‘further notes how the process of disinte-

> N . .

gration is mirrored in the tumbling down of houses in Tom-

. e
R A R e TA UL W e T PO

nt . . v S

‘all-Alone's in No.V, Ch. xvi:

ot

»

Twice lately, there has been a crash and a
cloud of dust,Jllke the sprlnging of a mine, “
. i Tom-all-Alfne's; and, each- time, a house
has "fallen. . . .As several more houses are
¢ nearly ready toc go, the next crash may be
expected to.be-a good,one.(BHgA197-9B)

CIT TR e

Notably, the phrase “sprlnglng of a mine" looks far ahead to

L

‘No.XVIII Whlch contaxns the chapter entitled “Spr;nglng a

a . B f -
Mine ", oLt .

. ) . ." " . i ’ -, . . L’
Waste and ruin, the reader sogn realizes; are omni-
. o N 3 ' : ’ 4 ¢ &

ﬁﬁgréhenth Indeed, everything seems to be tending downward to

P L ) '
the slime of Tom-all-~Alone's. Krook 8 shop is a(meposxtory~/~
S e g . \
of confusion and-clutter. The Jellyby household is, as Caddy
- . - * . Ay
remarks'in No.V, Ch. xiv, "'nothing but blll, dirt, waste,

-

¥ . . v -
noise, tumbles down-stairs, confusion and wretchedness'" (BH,

{ " . : @

167). Skimpole's house, which Esther. visits in No.XIV, Ch. :

xliii, is also "in a .state of dilagidation" (BE, 523). We

.

s
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learn in No.XIII, xix that Symond's Inn, where Vholes

»

lives, is compos “of'bld building materials, which took
kindly to dry rot and to dirt and all things decaylng and
dismal, and pe;petuated Symond's memory with congenial

»
shabbiness" (gg, 4B81-82). And in No.XIV, Ch. xlv, Esther is
struck by "the gréaf confésion of ciotﬁés, tin'cans,'books,
‘Pbots;‘brushes,and pog:manteaus, strewn all about the(floorJ
:(gg,'54§)'in Rlchard's room in Deal. ¥

The inertia and hopeless chaos of the court are -

clearly repeated in these broken~down interiors., Indeéd,

ralthough Chancery is the center of Dickens' attack on society,

the numerous reflections of its essential nature indicate that

it is less a canker upon“% healthy organism than a symptom of
. : \

»
society's widéspreéd'disorder. As Edgar Johnson maintains,
Dickens regards “lega% iﬁjusticeunot as°accidéntal bué as
" a,
organically related to the very étructure of society."5
“That Chancery is intended to haQe this sweeping signi-

ficance is .supported by the duplication of its image, as we

have seen, in fashionable society. -This-common stagnation is

<

further reflected in another chief institution--parliament.

fhg drawn-out drama that is enacted between Buffy and Boodle

angedy and Trjiumph,

A - . v

) 5 Johnson, gharleg ;gh §
II p. 762.
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& 3

4

and their retinues (as discussed in ﬁo.IV, éh. xii) pafallels
tpe q@ow—mov%ng 7hicanéries of Chancery; .Like the aristocracy
and the lawyers, then, the politicians are not concerned with
exercising their responsibility but simply with ke;ping the
system, from which‘they all benefit, goiﬁé. In this regard,
it is interesting(£o notetthat in the opening chapter of the
novel, the third-éerson narrator refers to the lawyers as "Mr.
‘Chizzle, Mizzle, or otherwise" (BH, 8). .Dickens employs the
same 1ingui;tic device in describing'the Doodle~Foodle andqv
.Cuffy;ﬁuffy political factions. He thus further enforces the

parallel.between the lawyers and the politicians.

Yet another analogy is to be found in;ﬁhQ‘Boyphorn-

Dedlock wars over a trifling piece of land which neither patrty-

wants. The contest is of their own making; as the third-
person narrator remarks, "so the quarrel goes on to the satis-

faction of both" (gﬁ, 764) . Their private litigation (as

described in No.III, Ch. ix and again in Nos.XXIX-XX, Ch.lxvi), -

then, is a cqmic reflection of the numerous parliamentary

shuffles and the public litigation of Jarndyce and Jarndyce.

i

In all cases, the perpetuation of the deadlock is self-

serving.
rd

Perhaps the most elaborately worked out of all the -
. 3

parallels is that which is explicitly drawn between the Lord

/
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Chapcellor and Krook. As the latter himself explains:
“You see I have 80 many‘things here . . . of
s0 many kinds and all, as the neighbours think
(but they know nothing), wasting away
and going to rack and ruin, that that's why
. they have given me and my place a christening.
) And I have s0 many old parchmentses and papers
. in my stock. . .”.I go to see my noble and
ﬁ? ' learned brother pretty well every day, when he
sits in the Inn. He don't notice me, but I
notice him. There's no great odds betwixt us.
We both grub on in a muddle." (BH, 50-~51)

/ This speech, which occurs in the first chapter of the second
'instalment,‘complements the portrait of the Lord Changcellor
in the opening number. It should be further observed that
Mrs. Jellyby, as we learn in the last chapter of the first
instalment, is also obsessed with meaningless documents:
namely, her voluminous correspondence concerning the welfare

. of Africa. Dickens clearly goes out of his way to ensure that
the horror of Chancery and its numerous reflections will be

\ . J
implanted in the minds of his readers at an early stage in the
‘serial's development. He thus directs their attention at the
very outset to the core of the novel's corruption.
Krook and the Lord Chancellor represent only one of
}. ' the many sets of twins in Bleak House. Through a process of

doubling virtually every character in the novel becomes a

‘member of a pair or a series of figures that repeats or varies

b, g a4

one essential trait. Thus in the inflated confidence and
\ ’
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h&pocrisy of his "love" for Esthér, Guppy acts as a parodic

foil for Allan Woodcourt. Similarly, Mrs. Snagsby's comic

N jealousy mocks the more dangerdus;jealousy of Hortense. And,

as has been noted, numerous characters are engaged in track-

ing down some secret or other. Like the spPit-narrative

.rﬁechnique‘and tﬁe\shadow.episodes.that reflect Krook's Spon-
taneous Combustion, the multiplication of characters is a
part of Dickens'effort to .attain a more complete view of the

issues than a single atgack could establish.

Consider, for example, the various embodiments of

\

social snobbery. In No.I, Ch. ii, we_learn that Sir Leicester
believes in a rigid, caste-like system of class relationships.
He will not tolerate any criticism of Chancery, for he is
conviriced that to do so'zwould be to'encourage some person

in the lower-class to rise up somewhere--like Wat Tyler"

@ . -

(BH, 16). This outmoded sentiment is echoed in No.V, Ch. xiv

e

. ¢ ) .
by Turveydrop's lament: -

i =

"Where what is left among us of Deportment
. . still lingers, England--alas; my
. country!--has degenerated very much, and is’
. degenerating every day. She has not many °
¢ ' ' gentlemen left. We are few. I see nothing
to succeed us, But a race of weavers." (BH, 175)

In his superannuated manner and absurd respect for the péstf
Turveydrop is indeed a comic version of Sir Leicester.

In the same way, Lady_DedlocE's tragic hauteur is

S, v i ha T R
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juxtaposed with Mrs. Woodcourt's absurd family pride. When
Guppy pays her a visit in the last chapter of the ninth
instalment, Lady Dédléqk treats him with her usual disdain. -
But by the end of the chapter, this att;itude, which has dis-
'
cﬁuraged‘her from acknowledging Hawdon, has b;ep shattered
by her discovery that her daughter is alive. The next.instal-
ment opens with Mrs. Woodcourt singing the praises of her
family'é "lofty pedigree” (BH, 366) to Esther. The reader is
. ‘ thus reminded of the destructive family pride which Lady
Dedlock has shown in the previou; iqstalment. This parallel
“is strengthened by the fact that after Lady Dedlock is united
in death with her lover, Mrs. Woodcourt becomes gquite humble
and né longe£ boaéts about her family's superior background.
Even more ludicrous than Mrs. ‘Woodcourt's family
pride is that of Mrs. Guppy. She accoméanies her son on his
last visit to Esther in the final double number and becomes
quite abusive when Guppy's propoéal is' turned down:
‘ | But Mrs. Guppy positively refused to come out
of the gangway. She wouldn't hear of it.
; "Why, get along with you," she said to my
guardian, "what do you mean? Ain't my son
good enough for you? You ought to be ashamed
of yourself, Get out with you!" (BH, 756)
Dickeﬁs also sets side by side the hypocrisy and false

philanthropy of Mrs. Pardiggle and Chadb;hd. In No.III, Ch. '

g ST 8

viii, Mrs. Pardiggle, that "inexorable moral Policeman"
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. i
(§§,'99), tries to convert the brickmaker's family by read-

ing from a religious book. 'Her meaningleéé’efforts are re-
- called in the opening cgapteé of the sequel when Chadband
tries to convert Jo with his fatuous rhetoric. .

. With conscious artiétry, then, Dickens exploits the
opportunity afforded by the succession of instalments to re-
peat in different Qays the same essential points. These
themes provide the warp through which he threads his diverse
narrative elements to achieve the desired completeness and
finali;y of design. As H. M. Dalegki notes, it is indeed a
tribute to the organiiation of the novel that "an analysis
of the function of circumferential figures leads us straight
to the complex of. ideas that is at the thematic eentre of
the novel."6 | , '

This is aptly illustrated by the numerous instances of
parasitic.‘activity in the no;el. Agide from Chadband, there
are the Dedlock relations, who feedoffESir Leicester; Vholes,
who preys on people like Richard; Turveydrop, who lives off
Caddy and his son; and Grandfather Sma%lweed, a moneylender

vho survives by exploiting people like George. With the

exception‘of~5mallweed and Vholes, all of these characters

’ ® H. M. Daleski, Dickens and the Art of Apalogy
(London: Faber, 1970), p. 160.
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are of scant importance in the plot. But,‘appeariﬁg in dif-
ferent instalments at Qarying points in the ﬁafrative, they
serve to continually remind the reader of the parasitism and
moral corruption coﬁsuming the social organism. '

Skimpole, of course, is the most“st;iking instance

of parasitism. Although seemingly a perfipheral character,.

he proves to be of supreme relevance t¢ the wider concerns

1

of the novel. His Metraval of Jo £6r a mere " fypunnote"

(BH, 681) is a grotesgue enactment of sociéty:s large breachc
of faith in resp;ct of its memb

Skiﬁpole is complemented
Jellyby and Mr;. Pardiggle, both of\whom neglect their pér—
sonal fesponsibiiities. But he is also paralleled Qith
Richard, who manifests a similar dilet\tantism and inability
to take responsibility for the future‘gou;se of his life.
Thes? traits are in turn parodied by Jobling who also trusts
"'to things,coming round'" (BH, 249).

Moreover, both Skiméélé and Richard make use of baék-
ward logic. For example, in‘No.IIf Ch. vi, Skimpole defends.
his parasitism as follows: ‘

"It's only you, the genergus creatures, whom
I envy. . . .I don't feel any vulgar gratitude
to you. I almost feel as if you should be

grateful to me, for giving you the opportunity
e of enjoying the luxury of generosity." (BH, 67)
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The defective reasoning of this remark is echoed by Richard,
P : )

in No.III, Ch. ix, when he tries to justify spending five of
the ten bbunds whiclf he donated to the cause of rescuing

Skimpole from arrest for debt and which Jarndyce subseguently
repaid him:

"Why, I got rid of ten pounds which I was
gquite content to get rid of, and never expected
to see any more. You don't deny that?"

"No," said I /Esther/. ,

“Very welll! then I came into possession of"
ten pounds--"- ‘ :

"The same ten pounds,” ‘I hinted.

"That has nothing to do with it!" returned
Richard. "I have got ten pounds more than I
expected to have, and conseguently I can afford
to spend it without being particular." (BH, 104)

Dickens' unfoldiné panorama of a corrupt and unjust

' s

society is completed by the number of diseased and maimed
children in the novel. . Esther, the homeless chiid,bis paral-
leled with Charley, ‘and the ;ontagion that involves them with
Jo emphasizes the kinship of ail three as sacrificial victims
of social inhumanity. One further notes that jhst as Esther
is born into the knowledge that~her life has a shadow upon

it, so is Riéﬁard's baby born under the blighting ipfluence
of Chancer&. Other examples include Snagsby's epileptic maigd,
Guster; %enny's baby,'who dies and joins "five dirty and un-

wholesome children . . . all dead infants" (BH, 99); the

Smallweed family, which gives birth to little adults who
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"bear a likeness to old monkefs'with something depressing on
their‘minds" (BH, 258);\and finally, Mrs. Pardiggle's "weazen
and shrivelled" (BH, 94) children. Thus what first appears
to be a randomness of suffering leads, on closer examination,
to the awarenes;:of a widespread disordér t@at pgrvadesxvir-
tually every level of society.

-~

The seemingly dispérate chafabters aﬁé events of g;géx

f House, then, are the numerous incarnations of a single so;ial
reality. It is a novei, indeed, that is constaﬁtly turning
back on itself. As Barbara Hardy notes, Dickens "leaves
little to be subtly inferred but states and restates, puts

the case at the top of his voice, repeats it in capital let-
ters, and then adds an extra gloss in a footno'te."7 The
feaéervis continually brought back to the disorder and bleak- -
ness of mid-nineteenth century England. 'The vision of the’
" novel, thever, escapes disorder; rather, it is tightly con-
trolled and unified through the artistic usé of repetition,

parallelism, and doubling. A thematic coherence is thus

imparted to the social disarray.

) .7 Barbara Hardy, Charles Dickens: The Later Novels .
: (London: Longmans, Green, 1968), p. 19. ’
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v - Chapter 7

]

THE SYMBOLIC DESIGN OF BLEAK HOUSE

Pervasive symbolism is another technique employed by

»

Dickens to contain the disintegrating forces in the serial

°

' and sustain its pattern of relationships. "Bleak House,"

1
Edgar Johnson affirms, "is in its very core symbolic." ’
bhanpery, of course, is the centripetal symbol of the novel.
As we have seen, it is developed as an outreaching metaphor

of the general paralysis of mid-nineteenth century England.

éimilarly; Kroock's death by Spontaneous Combustion is ex-

plicitly presented as a prophetic adumbration of the dessi- ’

cation of society. For the most part, however, the symbolism

-

is more subtle, deriving larxgely fromlthe recurrent images
which interpenetrate the many aspects of the story. Through
incremental repetition and elaboration of seemih&ly inci-~
dental detail, Dickens achieves an chréasing density of |
meaning and internal connection. Viewed in isolation, his
images of£en appear extreme agé fantastic; but viewed in the

confext of th315°°k as ajwhblp, they become én integral part

‘of the all-embracing qbalitf of his vision. This chapter

'~

1
'II, P. 779.

[l
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Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and Triumch,
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5
[

will examine h;w the patterned imagery overlaps the install
ments, acting as a kind of magic cement to maintain cohérence
of action and fusé pldﬁ ;nd social analysis.
i As was previously noted, the key symbolic motifs are
. established at the very outset. The opening paragraphs have
been justly, praised for thei;uimpressionistic evocation of
an urban wasteland. What has béen less emphasized ié the re-
' .iteration of their images throughout’the succeeding instal-

ments. Indeed, 'this description of November weather, with

its mine of symBols and themes that will later be taken up

and developed, is a projection in miniature of the metaphoric

structureuof'thé rest of the novel.
‘ The "Megalosaurus” (BH, 5) image,lfor example, which”
conveys thg prehistoric obsolescence of organized societyn
is recalled at several points in the narrative. 1In No.IV,
‘ Ch. x "the waggons and hackney-coaches" roaring past the
grave of Peffer, Snagsby's one-time law‘partner, are'likeﬂed'
, to "one great dragon"‘(gg, 116). Similarly, in No.XIII,
Ch. xxxix the "‘blue bags “hastily stuffed,‘out of all regu-
larity of form" with Chancery documents are Eompared to "the
larger sort of serpénts ; . ».in the first gorged statg"

(BH, 484). Chesney Wold, as might be expected, is also de-

) fined by imegery reminiscent of the remote primordial past.

' i
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As we. learn in No.IX, Ch. xxviii, an "antideluvian forest"
surrounds the estate and the "hot-water pipes . . . trail
themselves all over the house" (BE, 347). In conformance
with this prehistoric ﬁotif, Lady Dedlock is depicted in
No.XIV, Ch. xlv as "indifferent as if all passion, fe!ling:

s and interest, haa beén worn out in the earlier ages of’the
world, and had perished from‘its surface with its other de-
parted monsters" (BH, 574)° °

Not merely Chancery and the aristocracy, however, arel
associéted with the dead hand of the past. The‘age of £he
8mallweeds antedates the age of the institutions and most of
the other char;cters in the novel. 1In No.VII, Ch. xx, young
Bart is imaged. as "a kind of fossil Imp" (BH, 247). And in
the chapter immediately following, it is remarked that his
sister Judy "appears to attain a-perfectly geclogical age,é
and to date from the remotest periods" (BEH, 2635. Such re-

current geological references serve to constantly remind the

reader of society's disregard for temporal change and its
s . : . EY

resultant regression back to the primitive beginning of the

world. 7 ' ‘

- :

Choking fog and immobilizing mud, of course, are the

°

p dominant images of the novel's opening paragraphs. These

’

naturalistic details of setting are made to serve a number

.« . . a
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x
of atmospheric and fiéurative purposes for the remainder of
the novel.. By means of insistgdt_repetitioﬁ i varying con-
texts, they are sﬂéwn to penetrate every decadent level of

society. Consequently, the reader's overriding impression of

the world of Bleak House is one, of dirt and muddle, frustration

i

and disappointment.

We have already observed how Dickens concludes the

first instalment w1th Esther's descrlptlon of “the purgllnd

o

‘day . . . feebly struggling with the fog" (BH, 45). 'Appro-

priately, he opens the sequel with a similar evocation of the

enveloping, sooty fog:

Although the morning.was raw, and although the’
fog still seemed heavy--I say seemed, for the
windows were so encrusted with dirt, that they
would have ,made Mid-summer sunshine dim--I was
sufficiently forewarned of the discomfort with-
in doors at that early hour . . . (BH, 45)

Dickens thus achieves a symbolic continuity between the parts.
He also uses fog imagery in No.X, Ch. xxxii to fore-

cast the death of Krook: "It is a close night, though the

damp cold is searching too; and there is a laggard mist a i

little way up in the air" (BH, 393). Similarly, fog, in the
form of mist, recurs again and again to figure forth the gloom
. R ) ’

enthouding.Chesney Wold. 1In No.IX, Ch. xxix, for example:

"Mlsts hlde in the avenues, ve11 the points of view, and move-

in funeral—wae across the rising grounds” (BH, 357). This

3
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- %
passage is echoed 1n‘No XIII Ch. xl1 by the followlng

]

‘descrlptlon.,

. ’ Al; that prospect, whié¢h frem the terrdce :
looked so near, ‘has moved solemnly away, and
. »changed--not the first nor the last of beauti-
ful things that look so near and will so.
change--into a' distant phantom. Light mists
arise ... . «BH, 498) ' ‘

v In the next instalment, Esther relates how she visite

sued Lady -Dedlock through a day and a nlght 1n which "the

MR
the despondent R1chard in ?eal on "a raw misty mornlng" when
N

RF LR Ty ettt i

P

L At

d ' ‘

"the sea was heaving wnder -4 thick white fog" (BH, 544). Four

“ ~ N N
instaiments later, she recolleqts how she and Mr. Bucket pur-

i

’

sleet fell « » 7 unceaslngly, thick mlst came op early, and

N

.« « « never rose or 11ghtened for a moment" (BH, 687) All

these~spparently’ unconnected events and deplctlons, then,

‘ L4
scattere? over ~manyn.numbers, are connected by the ‘repe.ated

' fog imagery.

'

.  Agide from being richly descriptive, the recu*égng

references to' fog act to impress a central:theme of the novel
’ . t
upon the reader. ObEEuring fog, like social indifference,

\ ¢

isolates man from his fellow beings; As Miller observes:

“The fog, a fog that is both a physlcal.mlst and a splrltual

b]&nﬁness, forms an opaque barrler'between any one place and

-
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an§ other."2 .
?nvtﬁis regard, it is intexesting to note the repeated
images of iron‘barriérs that run éhr?ugh the different numbers.
In the last chapter of the opening instalment, Peepy is pic-
tured with his head caught between two iron ralllngs. In the
opening chapter of/the third instalment, Esther reflects on
‘the ludicrous efforts of Mrs. Pardiggle to take the brick-
maker's family ;nto religious cugtody:‘"; . o betyeen'us and
these peogle was an iron‘barrier whic@ could not be reﬁoved //
by our new friends" (BH, 99). Finally, theré is the closed :
iron gaée feading into :the cemetef; where Esther's fathéf is %
buriea. It is first described in the opening chapter of No.IV i
which\gives the accoPnt,of Hawdon's burial. It reappears in “g
.the succeeding instalment in which Lady Dedlock bribes Jo>to' ;
' show her ﬁﬁe burial-ground ofﬂher dead lover. ‘In order to (

indicate the place where Hawdon lies;, 'Jo "thrusts the handle

of his broom between the bars of the gate" (BH, 202). Clearly,

4

Hawdon, like Jo, is one of society's untouchables. The gate,

-~

of course, is symbolic of the social status separating Lady .

1

Dedlock from Hawdon. As we have seen, her struggle to sur-

mount this barrier is poignantly depicted in the tableau 2

!

2
p. 163.7

Miller, ghagleg Dickens: The World of His Novels,

4
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;Spe atomistic nature of the'rigid social order, then, ‘the re-
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mort which concludes the penultimate part. By testifying to

\

curring image of iron barriers complements the recurring fog
imagery.

. In the same way, Dickens permeates the separate 1
instalments with repeated mud iﬁagery.“ The description of
t?elbrickmaker's hovel at ét; Alban's iﬁ No.III; Ch. viii
takes the‘reader back to the dpeniné vigion of "much mud in
the streefsau(ggL 5): "Here and there, an old tub was put to
catch tﬁe droppings of ra;nlwa;er from a roof, or they wene
bsnked up with mud into a little pond like a large dirt pie"
(BH, 98). The symbolic import of the mud is explicitly under-

. \ .
lined when, two chapters later, "the forensic wisdom of ages"
which “hss interposed a million of obstacles to the trans-
actxon of the commonest bUSlneSS of life" 1s‘paralleled with
“that kindred mystery, the street mudliwhlch is made of nqbody ‘
knows what and collects about us nobody knows whence or how"

(BH, 123))/ Cleariy, the encrusted mud signifies the diffi-

culty of making any kind of forward progress in sutch an

. . .
“archaic society. Two instalments later, in Ch xvi, the

lmage is transferred to the fiqure of Jo, who “knows that it's
hard to keep the mud off the crossing in dlrty weather"

(BH, 197). Ironically, itfséems that he is the last hope -

-
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standing between man and the encroaching decomposition of

P
society into this rudimentary state. Not surprisingly, the ,
streets of Tom-all-Alone's, as we learn in No.VII, Ch. xxii, ///’
a N
. are also "deep in black mud" (BH, 277). '
- ' 2
What contributes to this vast accumulation of mud,

of céurse, is rain. Significantly, it always seems to be ' ﬁ
raining‘ai Chesney Wold. In the second chapter of the first
instal@ent. the third-person narrator remarks that the weather . ’
has been wet "for many a day and night" (BH, 1l). Five chap¥

. ters and one instalment later, the rain is still falling at

. \ .
-+ Chesney Wold, “grip, drip, drip, by day and night, upon the
N

broad flagged terrace-pavemént" (BH, 76). This customary

association of Chesney Wold with rain, which drowns rather

than gives life, is appropriate, for it is the idleness of ’?%
tﬁe aristocracy, together with the negligence of the léw andv &
government, that is lafgely respongible for the mire into
which societ§ appears to be sinking.

A less noted image of the novel's opening deécription,

but one which is allied with the mud and fog imagery, is that

of the smoke: "Smoke lowering down from the chimney pots,
making a soft black drizzle, with flakes of soot in it as big
‘as full-grown snowflakes . . ." (BH, 5). This image also

finds echoes throughout the succeeding instalments. In the

)
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; *
last chapter of the third number, we are told that the "smoke
which is, the London ivy, had so wreathed itself around Peffer's
name, and clund to his dwelling-place, that the affectionate

parasite quite overpowered the parent tree" (BH, 116). Smoke

i
]

is also used in No.II, Ch. v to foreshadow Krook's cofbustion.
Esther relates how his breafh issued in “"visible smoke ‘from
his mouth, as if he were on’ fire within" (BH, 49). This image
is recalled in No.VII, Ch. xx: "his /Krook'g/ hot breath ségms
to come towards-the@ /Guppy and Jobling/ like a flame" (BH,
255). And . in No.XVI, Ch. li, Esther recalls how the "smoke
swobped" (BH, 611) ominously at he£ and Ada on their way to
visit Richard at Symond's Inn. )
One furﬁher notes how the "foul and f;?%hy“‘(gg, 124) air
of Nemo's room dramatically presages the disclosure of:his
' fatal opium habit at the end of the third instalment. Simi-

larly, in No.X, Ch. xxxii the sooty air prepares the reader

for Guppy and Jobling's- discovery of Krook's chérred

Ny,

remains:"'See how the soot's falling. . . .Con-found the
stuff, it won't blow off--smears, like black fat!'" (BH, 398).
‘The recurring pollution imagery is aligned with the

AN

constellation of symbols dgsigﬁed to figure forth the'infec-

e s i O -

tious corruption inherent in the social structure. Integral

to the meaning of Bleak House, of courBe, is the Carlylean




v gL T

(FN

-

R N

o

(BH, 6), is associated from the very outset with the spread
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theme of disease as ‘the great uniter. Throughout the nineteen
instalments, Dickens keeps reminding the reader that although
people. are spiritually separated by ‘class d%gtinctions, the
.air they breathe, air thch_is contaminated by smoke and dirt,
is at least common. |

. Notably, Chancery, "most pestilent of hoary sinners"

of a noxious disease in the body politic. As the third-person
nafrator obse;ves; it "has its decaying houses gnd its blighted
lands in eve£§ shire" (BH, 6). Its festering moral sdualor is
strikingly imaged in No.III, Ch. x by the description of the
house in Lincoln's Inns Fields whére Tulkinghorn lives: "It
is let off in sets of chambers now; and in these shrunken
fragments of its greatness, lawyers lie like maggots in nuts"
(BE, 119).

The way in which Chancery infects the lives of those
it'tquches is directly exemélified by the gradual poisoning
of Richard's blood. As Jarndyce remarks in No.XI, Ch. XXXV:

"His blood is infected, and objects iose their
natural aspects in his sight.

. . . o e - - . - 3 . . - - - - . - - . [ .

B},little and little he has been induced to
trust in that rotten reed, and it communicates
some portion of its rottenness to everything
around him" (BH, 435). ‘

S TEadeate



151
N , ‘ .
These observations are redolent of the "corrupted humors of
the vicious body" (BH, 403) image with which Dickens con-
cludes thé precéding instalment. .

Chancery, however, is only one symptom of the "general
infection" (BH, 5) alludéd to in the novel's opehing paragrapﬁ.
Central to the depic‘r:ion of Chesney Wold (and, by extension,
the traditional social pattern it cbﬁes to represgﬁt) are thé
images of sﬁffocation, sickness caused by lack of circulation,
mold, and decay. As we have seen, this crumbling fortress of
the aristocrécy is introduced in the second chapter of the
opening ﬁumbe£:r It is first associated with a "want of air,"
with a ;ense, that is, of unheglthy confinement. Building
detail upon detail, Dickens then proceeds to trace the pro-
cess of damp putrefaction at low-lying Chesney wWold. "An
arch of the bridge in the park has been sapped and sopped
away," and the surface of the "stagnant river" is pockmarked
with rain. The "melaﬁcholy trees" are slowly decaying,agd
there are no flowers, thé vaaés on the terrace holding éools
of water instead. Moreover, the oaken pulpit in the “mouldy"
church “breaks out into a cold sweat" of disease,and "there
is a general smell and taste as of the ancient Dedlocks in
.the graves" (BH, 11). Clearly, this rain-sodden, sterile

landscaﬁe reflects the slow rotting of the aristocracy, ,

g
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occasioned by the stubborn adherence to outmoded social and
political practice.
5

The .images of corruption and stagnation, so linked

with Chesney Wold, resound throughout the succeeding instal-

ments. They are repeated in Mr. Jarndyce's description of

Tom-all-Alone's, which stands (or rather leans) at the oppo-
site, end of the social scale:

"It is a street of perishing blind houses, with
‘their eyes stoned out: without a pane of glass,
* without so much as a window-frame, with the - .,
. bare blank shutters tumbling from their hinges
- and falling asunder; the iron rails peeling
away in flakes of rust; the chimneys sinking
in; the stone steps to every door (and every
door migh% be Death's Door)} turning stagnant
1 green;the very crutches on which the ruins are
propped decaying." (BH, 89)

The symbolic overtones of this passage})which occurs in No.III,.
Ch. viii, serve to link the decaying property with the miasmic’
Chesney Wold. This is fitting for, as Edgar Johnson recog-

nizes, "Chesney Wold has its corollary and conseguence in

.

. 3 ’
. Pom-All-Alone's." . ¥

-

This pattern of imagery is carried over into No.IV,

.

Ch. xvi, which ‘features the following description:

- 4Jo lives-~that is to say, Jo has not yet died--
in a ruinous place, known to the llke of him by
{ . the name of Tom-all-Alone's.” . . .Now these
' " tumbling tenement$ contain, by night, a swarm

¢

Johnson, Charlés Dickenss His Tragedy an iumph,
II p. 772. . . - '
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of misery. As, on the ruined human wretch,
vermin parasites appear, so these ruined
shelters have bred a foul existence that
crawls in and out of gaps in walls and boards;
and coils itself to sleep, in maggot numbers
while the rain drips in:; and comes and goes,
. fetching and carrying fever, and sowing more
evil in its every footprint than Lord Coodle,
~ and Sir Thomas Doodle, and the Duke of Foodle,
" and all the fine gentlemen in office, 8own to
Zoodle, shall set right in five hundred years--
though horn expressly to do it.(BH, 197)

4
Dickens here is attackxng the "Donothlnglsm" of "all the fine

gentlemen" who, though "born expressly" to rectify such suffer-

ing, have abdicated their Jesponsibility: The reference to
Coodle and Doodle, of course, invokes the paralytic state of
parliamentary reform. It should be remarked that this chapter
'begins with Lady Dedlock at Chesney Wold; thus linking the £wo
§etti?gs by physical juxtaposition as well as through the re-
curring i;;ges of rain, disease, and decay. .One further ob-

™ serves that the phrase "maggot number" vividly recalls the
previously noted simile of lawyers lying in the.chambers of
T;lkinghorn'; house "like maggots in n;ts.“ This is appro-

priate, for it is out of the corrupt stagnancy of the law

that the misery of Tom-all-Alone's grows.

A ’ ' '
: \ 4 Thomas Carlyle, "G05pe1 of Dillettantism," ‘Past and
ggg nt, Centenary Ed., The Works of Thomas Carlyle in Thirty
-*  Volumes, X (1897; rpt. New York: AMS, 1969), .p. 150.
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The closely-knit mirroring of these settings prepareé
A\

the reader for the following passage which occurs in No.XIV,

3

Ch. xlvis , ) .

There is not a drop of Tom's corrupted blood
but propagates infection and contagion some-
where. ... .There is not an atom of Tom's
slime, not a cubic inch of any pestilential
gas in which he lives, not one obscenity or
degradation about him, not an ignorance, not
a wickedness, not a brutality of his commit-
ting, but shall work its retribution, through
every order of society, up to the proudest of
the proud, and to the highest of the high.
Verily, what with tainting, plundering, and

. spoiling, Tom has his revenge. (BH, 553)

fhe phrase "to the proudest of*the‘proud and to the highést ’
of‘the\high“ refers to the béughty ;ristocracy. Thus Cﬂesney
"Wold and, throﬁgh the process of symbolic expansion, organized
society are identified with stagnation and decéy, spreading
sut in wider and wider ciréles of infection which come to
. corrupt ali of socieéy, from the lowest leQel to the highest.
?he baSsage is a dramatic declaration that a sociéty which
allows its slums to go to perdition, ignoring the signs of
its own disbrder, will inevitably be destroyed. As Jshnson
elaborates: ’ '
. U " 'And just as Tom-all-Alcne's sends out its
' noxious vapors poisoning society, its waifs
bearing:pollution and infection . . . so the
internal rottenness of the social structure

that not merely tolerates but perpetuates
Tom-all~Alone's must inevitably destroy
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' itself in the-end, die of its own self-
+ engendered diseases, annihilate itself by
its own corruption, Such is the symbol of
Krook's death by Spontaneous' Combustion.>
v The,gréveyard adjacent to Tom-all-Alone's where Hawdon

comes to lie is equally 1lethal. It is first described in

No.IV, Ch. xi. Again, Dickens dwells on the implications of

[

a social guilt which knows no boundaries of rank’or privilege:

Then the active and intelligent . . . comes
with his pauper company to Mr. Krook's, and
bears off the body of our dear brother herte
departed, to a hemmed-in churchyard, pesti-
ferous and obscene, 'whence malignant diseases
are communicated to the bodies of our dear
brothers and sisters who have not departed;
while our dear brothers and sisters who hang
about official backstairs--would to Heaven
they had departed!--are very: complacent and
agreeable. (BH, 137)

And again, the mesgage is clear: you cannot simply‘Wall off a
éantaminatea area and hépe it will go away. " The éllusion,éo
Hawdon as "our dear brother" is ironic, for, with the e&-
ception of Jo, no one has hitherto ackno;ledged his existence.

He must die before his memberghip‘infthe human race is

'
a4 B
. .

<

Appropriately, this burial-ground of Lady Dedlock's

[

> Johngon, Charles Dickens: His Tracedy 2nd Triumch, |

. w recognized.
: lover is also symbolically linked to Chesney Wold. Note
Esther's description of the s;te in No.XVIII, Ch. lix:
II, p. 781.
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Beyond it /the gate/, was a burial-ground--

. . a dreadful spot in which the night was very o

slowly stirring: but where I could dimly see

heaps of dishonoured graves andstones, hemmed e

in by filthy houses, with ,a few dull lights in

their windows, and on whose walls a thick

humidity broke out like a disease .(BH, 713).
Like the pulpit of Chesney Wold, the gravelyard walls break
out in a sweat from a fever which no one. cares to d:'iagno;e.

. The recurring disease imagery which permeates the

séparate numbers, then, dogs more than simply unify the novel.
It also reasserts the meaning that is pivotal ’lto the very plot
and structure of Bleak House: the alliance of every order of
-so}:iety through mutual responsibility. Through the metaphors
of ‘pestilence and 'contagion, Dickens reveals the inextricable
.links between high and low, Chesney Wold and Tom—ail—Alox:xe's,
respectability and degradation.. In the pl ’ as we have seen,
these hidden connections are e;cpressed through Esther's con-
traction of an unnamed disease ;Erom Jo in No.X, A quarter of
the way t;hrough the novel, in No.V, Ch. xv, L’ady Dedlock draws
her skirts that are contaminated with the " dead}y stains"
(BH, 202) of the graveyard away from the filthy Jo. Yet it
is he who disfigures lher daughter, befriends her lover, helps
unravei her secret. 1In this sense, Jo is a kind of touch-

stone character. That the moral corruption of society takes

root at all levels is further exemplified, as was noted

PR A
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earlier, by the number of maimed children in the novel.
Counterpointing the images of infection and stag-
nation that are associated with the rotten social structure
are the images of health and vitality that are associated
with some of the victims of so‘cial oppression and their cham-
pions. Ad;, fo;: example, is compared in No.II, Ch. vi to
"'the very Spring'" (_é__l'L‘ 378). Esther's very name, as ﬁien‘—
tioneci earlier, is suggestive of the nurturing powers of‘
nature; wherever she goes, moreover, there is "sunshine and
summer air" (BH, 378). This fertility motif is introduced as
early as the third chapter of the first number when ;Esther re-
lates how she att‘ended.a school called Greenleaf as a girl.
Similarly, Mrs. Bagnet is described J.n No.IX, Ch. :ocvij: as
"'a thoroughly fine day'" (BH, 344) and in No.XI, Ch. xxxiv
as " ’f;:esh and wholesome as a ripe apple on a tree'" (BH, 430).
The greens that she is continually washing further epitomize
hei: freshness and vitality. Her husband’s nickname, Lignum
Viltae, which means "tree of life," sign'ifies his moral viga‘:vr.
Not surprisingly, the settings of such characters re-
flect their healtﬁy benevo}ence. The description of Esther,
Ada.' and Richard's approach to their future home in No.II,

Ch. vi is one of the most cheerful in the novel: A

s
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¢
The day had brightened very much, and still
brightened as we went westward. We went on
our way through the sunshine and the fresh
air, wonderlng more and more at the extent .
0of the streets, the brllliancy of the shops, | :
the great traffie, and the crowds of people %
whom the pleasanter -weather seemed to have
, brought out like many-coloured flowers. . . .
: . It was delightful to aee the green landscape
before us, and the immense metropolis behind;
and when a waggon with a train of beautiful
horses, furnished with red trappings and clear-
sounding bells, came by us with its music, I’
believe we rould all three have sung to the
Vi bells, so cheerful were the Lnfluences around,
' (BH, 57)
P ' bpe .
’ Significantly, as they proceed westward leav1ng the city with

its aura of sterlllty to the east (hence Jarndyce's aversion

\

§
i
|
}
i
é
;
3
-
3
3
3
3

. to the east wind), the landscape begins to blossom with a
profusion of life. The reader is thgs already gredieposed
to apprec1ate Bleak House and the values that are to be iden-

tified with it as part of the aer1ql s symbolic development.

Unlike Chesney Wold, described in terms of damp, air-,
legs stagnation and darkness, Bleak House is described in

o positive terms from Esther's very first sight. The animation
\\ ¥

and warmth of their arrival at the;r new abode stands in
pointed contrast to the soggy stillness of our introduction
to the Dedlock estate in the‘previous instalment:

There was a light sparkling on the top of a
hill before us . . . Presently we l6st the .
light, presently saw it, presently lost it,
presently saw it, and turned intoc-an avenue

< . .
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. of -tregs, and cantered up towards where it was

beaming brightly. . . .A bell was. rung as we .

drew up, and amidst the sound of its deep’

voice in the still air, and the distaht bark-

ing of some dogs, and a gush of'light from the
. opened door, and- the smoking ‘and steaming of

‘o the heated horses, and the quickened beating

S ﬁ of our hearts, we’alighted in no inconsiderable .
e ~ _— \ confusion. (BE, 59-60)

T T - oot o ¥
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, ‘ - A 7 . The sequel begins with a descript;.on of the flourish-

Lng grounds, followed by a descrxpta.on of the unique arch:.- %

A -

_tecture of the house. The " three peaks in the roof* and the

P

"varidus-shaped windo%'ia"; (BH, 86) convey the eccentric indi-

viduality of Jarndjr&e,’the owner, who acts in a manner that

seen(s right Yo himself, ;egard_less of the étrictures of ‘

»

society. In the same way, the formalized d‘ecay of the

)

e L T L

3

featureless, Dedlqck estate reflects Sir Leicester's social

- . ‘ (
conformity.

. ) Like Jarndyce 5 Blaak House, t;new Bleak House,

-

which is introduced in the ﬁ,nal double number, is surrounded

1

by "beds and flowers" (&, 759). As might be expected, this

new abode is defined by pastoral images of innocence and

~—

abundance that mirror the moral goodness of Esther a_n&

Wob{dcoqrt:
.. We went on by a pretty little orchard, where

- the cherries were nestling among &he green

v leaves,. and the shadows of the apple-trees
, e were sporting on the grass, to the house it-
< .. -. self,~-a cottage,” quite a rustic cottage and

.g‘
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of doll's rooms: but such a lovely place, s0
. tranquil and so beautiful) °with such a rich
and smiling country spread around-it; with
water sparkling away, inta the distance, here
- all overhung with summer-growth, there turn-
r . ing a humming mill . . . (BH, 750-51)

The two Bleak Houses are‘paralleled by Boythorn's

1

, "

~ o o - "

e re e 2 e R AN et
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- house in Lincolnshire which is described in No.f;, Ch. xviii.

,Again, the reader is struck by the contrast between its

Ly owe e

luxuriant yet orderly fruitfulness and the urban squalor of
\

T%m—all—Alone's and the dead pastoral of Chesney Wold:

He lived:in a pretty house, formerly the Par- -
sonage-house, with a lawn in front, a bright
flower-garden at the side, and a well-stocked
orchard .#nd kitchen garden -in the rear, en- )
closed with a venerable wall that had of it-’ :
self a ripened ruddy lock. But, indeed,
everything abbut the place wore an aspect of
‘maturity and abundance. . . .Such stillness
and composure reigned within the orderly
precincts. of the old red wall, that eveg the
» feathers g in garlands to scare the birds
hardly stirred, and ‘the wall had such a i
ripening influence that wheré, here and there '
high up, a disused nail and scrap of list
still clung to it, it was easier to fancy
that they had mellowed with.the changing
séilsons, than that they had rusted and de-
‘-cayed according to the common fat?.(_B_I%, 222+23)

T L P e e

By associating him with ripe maturity, this péssage extends

L]

the reader's positive reééoﬁse tohBoyth5§n‘who first appears

“in No.III, Ch. ix. As his very name indicates, he is a ro-

s ¥ -

bust child of nature. . * o D

Thuéfall'theaelchaiacters'aqg descriptions, spread
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) .~ ' . out over several inhtalmgpts, are brought together by the
repeated images of vitality and growth. By no means, how-

ever, does this motif dispel the/syhbolic fog which hangs

8 . v - .
over the book. It seems that all one can hope to do is

T

create a little haven of humanity and domestic peace in.the -

T

midst of an indifferent world. The reader's dominant im-

e it T

pression remains one of a world "gone into mourning," as the
I ¢ '

third-person narrator remarks in the opening paragraph, “for

-

5 eop oS

. the death of the sun" (BH, -5),

In this regard, it is interesting to mote that several

P

characters are portrayed in terms of -imagery drawn from the
cold, dead seasons of the year. In CH. iii of the first num-

‘ber,‘for example, Esther compares Mrs. Rachael's parting kiss

v g e

to a"thaw-drop from the porch" (BH, 23). In the opening chap-.' ]

ter of the sequel, she observes that Krook's "throat,‘chin,

and eyebrows‘we:e so frosted with white hairs, and so gnarled | ‘ .

~ with veins and puckered skin, that he looked, from his breast

-

upward, like some old root in a fall of snow" (BH, 49). This

isaechoed'in No.III, Ch. viii by her remark that Mrs. Par-

’

diggle “geemed to come in like cold weather, and to mak;‘the'

K
& ) P ,
: little Pardiggles blue as they followed" (BH, 93). Two chap-

3

ters later, Mis. Snagsby's nose is described as "a. sharp

-

autumn evening, inclining to'bé frosty téwards;the end" (BH, 116).-'
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All these disparate characters, the reader comes to under-

’

stand, reflect the cold indifference of society.

>, M -
Indeed, Dickens' extensiye use of naturalistic imagery

throughout the nineteen instalments gains real point when we

v

‘realize how much of it is designed to satirize the unnatural- t
ness and barrenness of the people and activities he is descri- ]
bing. The rampant greed of the Smallweed family, for example, .

is summed up in their very name. , Similarly, the Jarndyce case

is depicted in th$ opening chapter as a "scarecrow of a suit"

and as a "forest tree" with the guestion of costs "a mere

¢ \

bud“~(§§, 9). This imagery extends over into the second
chapter dealing with the fashionable world. Lady Dedlock is
"at the top of the fashionable tree" (BH, 12), her beauty is

"not ‘yet in its autumn," and she is the "best-groomed woman

v

in the whole stud" (BH, 17). 1Two instalments later in Ch. ix,

Boythorn likens Sir Leicester to a tree with a “head seven

hundred years thick" (BH, 110). In No.XVII, Ch.. lvi Sir
Leicester, who has just learned of his wife's past, is de-

picted as a "felled tree" (BH, 668). 1In No.XV,.Ch. xlviii

his footmen are compared to "overblown sunflowers" (BH, 573),

agd the ironwork entwining the stately houses in London'g

A

- west-end is described as "rusty foliage" (BH, 575). Tﬂ}ough

such recurring satirical refexrences, Dickens continually
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‘calls attention to éociety‘s remoteness from the regenera-

’

tive forces of nature. . Lo
Pafticularly striking is his parodic use of pastoral

conventions to mock sogial corruption.” He exposes the true

[

nature of the law and its .servants, for instance, by trans-
‘muting them into a sinister burlesque of the pastoral myth.
'Consider Skimpole's portrayal of Richard in No.XII, Ch. xxxvii:

"In old times, the woods and solitudes were 7
made joyous to the sﬁepherd by the imaginary
piping and danc;ng of Pan and the Nymphs. .

§ This present shepherd, our pastorai Rlchard
brightens the dull Inns of Court by mak;ng
Fortune and her train sport through them to.
the melodious notes of a judgment from the

.  bench."(BH, 460)

This is echoed in No.XIII, Ch. x1lii by the parody of Lincoln's

Inn Fields as a rural plaée‘"where the sheep are all made ihto

parchment, the goats into wigs, and the pasture into chaff" '

(BH, 514).. Pictured here is a way of life that is the ob-

[

verse of the naturally good, which Dickens, as the reader has
” ,

s

seen in previous instalments, so fre&uently identifies
t?rough pastoral ;Qagery. Aécordingly, Tulkinghorn, whé has
alfeady~been characterized by refegences to rooks and crooks,
is seeﬁ as a "dingy Lcﬁdondpird among the birds at rest in
thése pleasant fields" who makes "his c;amped nest in holes
and corners of human nature" (BH, 514). 'And, as we learn

in No.XIII, Ch. xxxix, the smell of rust and dust iﬁ~Vholes',
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office is mixed with that "of unwholesome sheep" which is’

t

."referable to the nightly (and often daily), consumption of
mﬁtton fat in candleé, and t6 the fretting of parchment fo;ms
and skins in greasy drawers" (BH, 482). This motif is brought
to fruition in No.XV, Ch. xlviii at the moment of Tulking-
horn's death when lawyers are presented as rapacious shep-

herds '‘and clients as sheep to be tended only so long as they

@

can be ruthlessly shorn: .
- In these.fields of Mr. Tulkinghorn's inhabi-
ting, where the shepherds play on Chancery
pipes that have:no stop, and keep their sheep
. in the fold by hook and by crook until they
~ have shorn them exceedingly close, every noise
is merged,’'this moonlight night, into a dis-
tant ringing hum . . . (BH, 584)

The simplicity and purity of the pastoral dream, then,

]

is used to spotlight the dreary, self-seeking lives of the
lawyérs. This depiction of Chaficery and ‘the Inns of Court

as grotesquely inverted countfyside serveg/zg\?Einforce'the

7

‘positive symbolic value of Boythorn's home and the two Bleak '

Houseé@ ‘What is emphasized is the need for a retreat to the

L]

true bucolic.

- Comglemehting the demgnic parody of Chancery as a
pastoral landscape is the stiaightforward use of images

suggestive of nature in its predatory, "tooth-and-elaw"

. aspects. In No.V, Ch. xiv, for example, Krook watéhes Jarndyce

.

‘
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with "the siyness of an old bear" (BH, 181). This is echoed
in No. XIV, Ch. xxxix when~Vholes‘is compared to “an indus;
trious«fox, or‘bear“ (BH, 4?9}.‘ In the nex£ instalment,
Esther characterizes him as(a "bird of ill-omen" (BH, 541).
Indeed, as Grahame Smith points out, "the world of the novel
abounds in menacing birds oflpfey who constantly thheaten,
amongst otﬁers, the caged birds, Ada, Richard, and Esther."6
In the opening chapter of No.IV, Krook's lean hands that are
‘spread out above Nemo's body are likened +to a "vampire'é
wings" (BH, 125).‘ Similarly, in No.IX, Ch..xxvi, Smallweéal

is depicted as "an ugly old bird of the crow species" (BH, 7
!
¥

330). And in No.XI, Ch. xxxiii, when he enters Miss Flite's ™
. \

aviary" (BH, 412). -\

Dickens' care to make the strongest possible links in
the reader's mind between the various worlds of the novel is
exemplified by the fact that the woild of fashion shares the
pastoral image with the world of Chancery. And again the aim
is to expose ghe barrenness and hypocrisy of the life lived.
Asg the jewellers Blaze and Sparkle remark in reference to

4

fashionable society in/?o.XVIII, Ch. lviii: "'. . . our

"6 smith, Charles Dickens: Bleak Houge, p. 56.

e el i
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room, he %esembles a?™hideous bird of brey newly added to her *\
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people, sir, are sheep -~ mere sheep. Where two or three
marked cnes go, all the rest follow. Keep those two or three
. ' in your ey;, Mr./JoneQ" and you have the flock'" (BH, 691). ‘ :
| Volumnia, acqord;ngly, is characterized in the final double
number as a "tuckered sylph come out in fairy form" and as ;

s o "a pastoral nymph of good family" (BH, 766). This is in keep- é
. \;\ \ing wiéh the Dedlock famil;,for, as'wg learn from Skimpole in !
\\\ﬁg.x;x, Ch. xxxvii, Chesney Wold is d;borated with "'porten-

; 7 . . tous shebherdesses among the Ladies Dediock dead and goné'“

- - ~7

whose "'peaceful crooks became weapons of assault'" (BH, 468).
.o 7

Clearly, the patterned imagery which pervades the . ;

instalments insensibly governs the reader's response to the_ 3

4
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unfolding serial. In his study, Charles Dickens as Seiial

Novelist, Coolidge remarks that the recurring symbolism of

R v

Dickens' novels provides the reader with "an external geof°

~ghe
»

R S el ™z A

7 . .
' graphy," a map so to speak, which helps him navigate his way
- + - ' .

through the serial parts. In Bleak.House, as has been shown,

"y

the author creates a spreadiné. polycentric diversity of ‘life

v

ﬂ‘“‘\xet aligns this activity to the expression of a definite/ '

cluster of themes. The multifarious characters and settings

? A

N

7 Archibald C. Cooliége, Jr., Charleg Dickensg as Sg;ia;
_ Novelist (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State Univ. Press, 1967), p. 79.
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are org#nized into contrasting, closely-knit groups,through
their consistent identification with positive or negative
symbols, with corruption and sterility or with health and
;italitf. These reiterated symbolic images complemeﬁt and )
supplement the various parallels'tﬁat aée drawn among the
novel's profuse eleﬁents.

) Throqgh the artistic use of parallelism and recurringk
imégery, then, Dickens orchestrates his themes into a complex
symphonic aevelopmeqt. Indeed, in discussing the organiza-

’ tional mode of Bleak Houge, such a musical metaphor is perhaps
more instructive thaﬁ Coolidge's geographical metaphor. For
%itérature is very much a tgmporal art. This is particularly
the case with serialized fiction that is spread out over
several'months. The serial reader does not have total recall
and cannot remember exactly how a theme was handled when.it
first appeared in an instalment several months earlier. He ‘
can recognize, howgvér, the difference between the first

hantlling of a theme and-its subsequent elaboration. In effect,

the incremental echoes and repetitions of Bleak House play
¥

g ek

upon his imagination like the recurring melodies of a musical

fugue. . L . ¢
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. - of the plates, No,IX was issued with only one illustration.
7 . -
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Chapter 8

PHIZ'S ILLUSTRATIPNS TO BLEAK HOUSE

#

«
7

No discussién of Bleak ‘House as a serial novel- would
be complete without an examination of its accompanying illus-
trationsf}‘For the original instal;ent publication, Hablot K.
Browne, commonly known as Phiz, executed a total of forty-one

o

illustrations. This figure includes the cover design which

I e e A

appeared on the Qrapper of each number. With the exception

<

of Nos. IX, X, and XIX-XX, each monthly part also cohtained g

a pair of complementéry etchings: Due to an accident to one

No.X, accordingly, contained an extra illustration. In

-

5 e AR

addition to the cover design and two illustrations, the final

i ot

double number also contained the frontispiece apd the title
\ .
vignette. These were designed, however, with their eventual

e Sk 25

position at the opening of the 1853 bound edition in mind. s
Like the individual instalments, the illustrations are ex-
Ereme&y diversified, encompaséing a wide range of tones and

moods. . . - . . |
v

This chapter is concerned with exploring the aesthetic
]

and interpretative implications of thé&Ze illustrations in
rglationlto the novel's serialization. The emphasis will be

(/ -
\ .
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on the relationship between text, picture, and the entire
communicative context. A background for the study will be

provided in the first section, which will attempt to explain

) : :
how illustrations came to figure so prominently in serialized
t

fiction when the formal novel in three volumes was so little

interested in pictures. The influence exerted by the great
< -

English graphic artists upon Dickens and Phiz will also be

briefly discussed. Finally, the conditions ﬁnder which Phiz

work?d will‘be examinéd. The second se;tion will cencentrate’
. } _ on the specific role played by the monthly etchings in the

g o evolving drama of Bleak House. It will be shown how the

3
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illustrations, while retaining their integrity as visual art, |

function to extend the preoccupations of Dickens and vivify

T e, S

. the novel's meaning. '
R : ®

The Victorian serial novel with illustrations was a

-

.
L o2

E 4

3

; e distinct subgenre of which the two major practitioﬁers were
Dickens and Thackeray. For b?th of these authors, the illus-
tration of a novel in its first periodical form was a vital.
element in the process of creation. Nor w§Q.the practice
confinqd‘to these two; many other serial writers found it to
be a congenial mode. Ainsworth, Lever, Surtees, and Trollope

<

all worked at least sporadically in this dual medium.
. b

T . To account historically for the rise of this mixed - e
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media art form in th‘iVictorian publishing world@ust .

turn again to Pickwick. When Dickens embarked on his career,

180

the conventional three-decker had little use for visual acceé— e .
. sories. Apart from thé occasional frontispiece, .‘f\:here were
~usually .no illustrati?ns whatsoever. And for twenty more
years, the three-volume novelists continued toa renounce
illustratio‘ns. Mrs. Trollope's expér:imentation with illus-

tyation in ‘the late 1830's is one of the few exceptions. It

should be remarked, however, that her novels pu.{Jlished after

1845 were withoput pictorial embellishment. Significantly,
even whén issuing a first edition in three-volumes, the

O

serial writers abstained from illustration. Thackeray, for
eﬁam;ilé, opted to have no pictures in Henry Egmond.

Agide from revkolutjonizing t‘;he methods of pwbli;ation
in Victoria\n England, Pickwick Q{slro asserted the comer;:ial
appeal of a supplementary form of visualization. .Originally,
Dickens' commission had been simply to supply the lletterpress
for a series of humorous plates by the caricaturist, Robert
Seymour. Such ventures were not uncommon; Willlam Combe, - for
example, had e\;olved ;.he "Dr. Syntax" cycles in this fashion.
The young, anibi tious Dickens, lHowever, had no intention of

accepting such a subordinate role. When the ‘plan was proposed

] LY

to him, he accepted on the condition that he write his own
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story which Seymour would illustrate. When the latter sud-

denly died with the issue of the second number, the amount - -

“

of text per number was increased from sixteen pages to thirty-
" two and the number of etchings~feduced from four to two.
Seymour was succeeded by the unkhown Browne, who went on to
l

illustrate ten of Dickens' serial novels.
. 4

The success JSf Pjickwi gk7 as we have seen, inspired

]
other writers to adopt a similar formula. With the general !

diversion of talent into this mode, it soon became evident .

s

that. the monthly serial was a form of the rovel and that -
illustrations were one of;:i,ts prAiz?d features. A medium in
which ilhlstrati;:n and tekt worked_ closely together was
especiaily attractiv‘e t'o someone like the &oung Thackeray,

who had some traininy and experience as an artist.

’
N

‘ /r\ /Igdeed, although it seemed to be‘of little Zonseguence

H

to the first edition of a thr\ee-volume novel whether there

/
were :.llustratlons or not, many writers felt that pictures

0 !

wereQ an in&ispensablg component of a novel brought out in

¢

monthly pat;ts. When his "Henry Lorrequer" papers weryo be

“issued in instalments, Charles Léver alleged that "much if

nbt..all the success to be hoped for depends on these

> 1 . N .
illustrations." . »

» ] * . * +
‘\’ 3 N

- . 1 Quoted by Edmund Downey - in Shar.l.ea Lever: His _Lf.s. in
_I;g_m! (London: Blackwood, 1906). I, p. 107.
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Why were illustrations in a serial novel considered

so important? Firstly, they generated valuable publicity.

L

Displayed in the ghop windows_;asheach né@f number'appeared,

the pictures, could conceivably persuade someone to buy. A
second an% perhaps more importaht' factor ;ias the essentially
visual nature of much of the humour. Mod€rn readers may find
such illustrations imaginatively constricting, but for the Y

Victorian serial reader they were an integral part of his L‘“f
v N

-—

reading experience. Furthermore, since the illustrations
offered fixed visual images of_the characters, they helped

sustain continuity over the many months of publication.

-

It mig};ﬂt be lave;red, however, that illustrations do
not belong in a novel, that they a;:e improper inatrusions on .
a writer's ar1;. éoyelis;s themselves have expressed this
view. Henry James, for example, reacted with disdain when
the il“lustrétion of & collected edition of his works was

proposed. 1In his preface to _'I_Lt;_g"Go;‘den Bowl, he ironically
o’

comments. on the practice of a

text putting forward illustrative claims (that

is producing an effect of illustration) by its

own 'intrirsic virtue and so finding itself )

elbowed, on that ground, by another and a com-

petitive process. The essence of afxy represen- \

tational work is of course to bristle with\' \
. immediate images; and I, for one, should have -

" looked much askance at thebproposdl, on the
Lo . . hY
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part of my associates in the whole business,
to graft or "grow," a picture by another hand
on my own picture--this being always, to my
sense, a lawless incident,

What James intimates is that word and image, the visual and’
- ' \ - T B : - PR |
the non-visual, are competitive modes, incapable of fruitful

1

cooperation.
‘ The illustrated serial novel wherein text and picthre
fuse to form a single art makes a strong rebuttal agaiﬁét
tﬁis argument.J Certainly, Phiz'g illustrations to Bleak
House, as we sghall see, d& not distort éf change ' Dickens'

subject; rather, they sharpen the reader's sense of the world

2

of the novel. Neither element is prior; each is the reflec-
{ .
tion of the other. Hence the contact of the two arts gives

rise to enriched dimensidéns of meaning. .
- ’ 4

Dickens' success in tbis dual medium is partly ex-
plaiﬁed by the close collaboration between author and artist
out of which the illustrations grew, But, it is also'largely
’attribuéable to tﬁe fact that both Dickéns and Browne gad '

recourse to the same tradition of pictorial satire.

7

2 Henry James, "Preface to The Golden Bowl," The Art
of the Novel, p. 331.: A
. 3 Por a detailed discussion of the influence of the’

great English graphic artists on Victorian writers and illus-

trators; see J. R. Harvey, Victorjan Novelists and Thejir

Illustrators.(London: Sidgewick and Jackson, 1970), pp. 19-75,

et pAssim., ‘I follow throughout Harvey's meticulous account.
. g . o ’ < .
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Of course, the highly visual style of Dickens, which

has earned him the reputation of caricaturist, was particu-

" larly amenable to illustration. Like Thackeray and other

serial novelists, he was obviously in

-

English graphic artists who were aldo satirists and moral com-

luenced by the great

mentators--Hogarth, principally, but alsoc Rowlandson, Gilray,

Cruickshank, and others. Indeed, seeking to translate into

prose the aims and methods of these men, Dickens became their

literary counterpart. He grew up with their robust comic

entertainment, which was chiefly concerned with vigorously

]

mocking human behavior and character. It can be safely con-

jectured that the popular satir'\:',c prints which crowded the

shop windows of the London streets he roamed as a boy and which

filled many a family evening struck a responsive chord within

Dickens and helped fostei: his imaginative outlook. At any

rate, "the whole imaginative synthesis of the 'Dickens vision''

coincides surprisingly with that of the caricatures." Their

-

influence is evident in ‘his propensity toward exaggeration

>

¢ and in his vivid treatment of externals. BHis animism, his,

habit of imbuing inanimate objects with life, also had an

extensive precedent in graphic satire. .

4 Harvey, Victorian Novelists and Their Illustrators,

P-‘2. . / ‘o
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- : » one of a haughty lady (vaieﬁsly Lady bedlock):alightieg‘from ' !

«
-
B e i i g YOy .

her carriage afd attended by a servant. . In the vignette be-
loipls pictured an estranged couple with a Cupid standxng L. -

4
. between them and- looklng baffled. Suggested here is the

past love affair between Lady Dedleck and the law-writer.

This is followed by a depicfion of a‘man feverishly at work

R -

.on books and papere. The apothecary bottle on the table

identifies him as Nemo and adumbfates his opium addictibﬁl %
Together, then, 'these three v1gnettes foreshadow the story

ady Dedlock and ‘Nemo. . : %

’

The bottom center vignette, which is’ strycturally ° . g
’ 2’ ) ¢ . .

opposed to the blindman's Jbluff vignette, preaentstﬁleak‘ﬁouse B

b ¥
- with a yindvane pointiné not only eesf but'also towards éie

side panel wliﬁ Esther and the fox. Theﬂconnect;en betweeﬁgj é'

A . - “

Esthef and Jarndfce is thus iedicated. In front of the heﬁse .

stands Jarndyce sadly heset by a zany crowd two of them, :

wearing fqgis caps and bells, ° carry 4 scroll labelled " Hum- ) ' ﬁ

~ Y

bué“ (allegorical of the humbug of the lawi and an Exeter
Hall placard (for .the pious 6;gies of the Chadband entourage) .

. ‘ | Finally, it should be observed how the inside border
of the design ig formed of thin sticks around which a vine ~
‘is entwined. Thié.unfruitful, clinging vine, which wreathes

its way throughout the various panels, connotes thejmofal

=
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- barrenness suffusing the"world of the novel:' It is the visual
. - 2 e *
counterpart of the parodic images of nature noted 4n. the pre--

. vious chapter.' Similarly, the frailty of the éspalijﬁ corres-

4

ponds to the fragility of the social structure so ominously

pprtrayed in the teit. It thus prefigures Dickeps' prophecy .
. po

' in No.X, Ch. xxxii of the eventual collapse of society. .
o ’

i This richly allusive cover design, then, gave the

. . original serial reader a panoramic glimpse '0f the novel's
. . i~ .
v M N L

‘central concerns and established that Bleak House, unlike

David Copperfield, would deal primarily with the pﬁblié wor ld.

It should be remembered, too, that this'visual summary of the

o i

novel,aﬁé d on the cover of each"honthly part. Hence the

', ; reader was{continually reminded of the ﬁoVel‘s major themes.

¢ A

) No doubt, soke of.the complexities of the design initially

escaped the reader's apprehension. But as the serial unfolded, .

- .80 would the hidden meaning of. the manyndetails‘b} this design.

. " The series of forty plates which. follow demonstrated -

4

.the‘same careful craﬁtsﬁanship. A cursbry run-through of them
suggests that Phiz, 'like Dickens, was very much affected by
the evolving course of the étory. He eyidenély thtew himself

o ‘ - +into the story as it developed, building up the tragic scenes
"' < , . 1 ‘ c
! : . into a suspenseful climax and relieving his feglings by deal-

-

-

ing with the comic episodes in a lighthearted way. Most of

5 t - . S
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>

the 111ustratlons Fake a fleetxng momert in ﬁhe continuous
action descrlbed in ﬁﬁe COrreapondlng number and concentrate
pqzlt to the exclusion of all else. Before examlnlng seme
;f these_pletee in detail, ho&ever, a few genera}‘remarke‘
are in order.

4

It shoeld-be noted at the very outset that the monthly "
(/;latea were bound En at the beginning of‘the.barts.. ?hey(cbﬂ_
| sequently acted. as po&erful féreshadewing deviees. By playipg

upon the reader's‘anticipation, they prepared hrm for the text

that folloged and helped secure his 1nvc1vement in the number.
Although strikingly diverse, 'the illustrations share

common significant traifs. Firstlﬁ, when they appear, human
figures are surprisingly diminutive in stature. This mirrors

the novel's general intimation of the helplessness’ and iso-
lation of individuals living in a depersonalized world. The .~ .

effect is heightened by the fact that many of the blates are
v . ‘\{

over shadowed by'ponderogs architectural overhangings--arches,

ﬁediments/ ceilings-;or by poﬁderous curtains. Even the out- |

\ ‘
1 N
' ]

door scenes appear hemmed-in and cleustrophobic (the " The é?\

Mornihg" plate, No.XVIII ig a notable examplé of this). _Sur-

]

AS

rounded and dwarfed by these heavy pressures, the little
pecple seem in danger of being'overﬁhelmed by the oppressive
weight of their envirenment. - The strongly centripetal

-1
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[

composition of many of the plates in whicﬂ everything seems "

"to be drawn to a central poiﬂt further contributes to this _

sense of-suffocation; In this context, itfis interesting-to
note -that there are no ilIustra;ionslof the healthy get;ingg
in.t£e novel, }ike Boythorn's house §r the two Bleak Houses.
ﬁo dark plates,appéar in-thé first half of the novel.
It seeﬁs ;hatxghe ﬁajbr purpose of the illustrations to the'>
fi?st eleven isstalments"is to imbri;£'£helcharacter§ oﬁ tﬁe
memory of the reader. 'Sevefal of the plates‘are qomic. Four
of these feature Guppy.. Three plates ﬁréce the various’’
stages of his pursuit of Es%her-("ln Re Guppy Extraordinary
Proceedings”, No.III;r"Mr. Guppy's Desolation", No.IV; and
"The Young Man of the Name bf Guppy", No.IX). The gthé}‘de-
picts his night'on the town with Jobling and Smallweed
("Mr. Guppy's Entertainment", No.VI'I).

The eighth instalment presents the reader with two
excelien£'and compleﬁ;ntary character stﬁd;esJ/ The first, ..
"A Model of 'ParentalbDeportment'" (Illﬁsi 2), vividly cap-
tures Turveydrop and recélls the earlier portrait qf hih in
“The Dancing,SFhool" plate to No.V. %yéry liné of this’later )

/
illustration shouts.deportment, The pompéus pose of Turvey-
drop is paralleled by the‘portraits of the old gentleman,

\

the bowing couples on the folded screen, the elegant )

3

Y
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furniture, the highly polished boots, and the spare wig in

o

the closet. In telling‘ contrast are the characteristically
supplicant stamge of Esther and the humility of Caddy and
the younger' Turveydrop. .

» » ' | ,The con’xpanion plate, "Mr. Chadband E Improving' A
Tough Subject” (Illus. 3), presents what first appears to be

the antithesis of deportment. The deep' crease across Chad-
bam;l's waistcoat establishes that "the gorging vessel is")“
. indeed "replete” (§_!;I, 318). The ‘co'ntrast between his fatness
and Jo's wretched scrawniness is pdinted. Approp;:iately,
Cﬁédﬁand stands with his "flabby pa"w" (BH, 318) extended.

: . .
This pose is ironically repeated in the picture of John the
Baptist on the. wall behind him. The apprentice§ "giggle
intérnally, and nudge each other," Guster is " s‘tfaring and
vacant" (g&, 319), and Mrs. Chadband "composes herself grimly
by the fire" (BH, 320). er. Snagsby looks as if he is<4about
’to give one of his deprecatory coughs, and ﬁrs.' Snagsby is
keehing a sharp eye on Jo; " 'f:he very, very tough subject Mr.
Chadband is to impfove" (BH, 318). ' .

Upon closer inspection, however, a significant link (
between this plate and the Deportment one ‘emergles.' The very
- } ' 1
juxtaposition of the two pictu;:es v:ithin a serial part, of

course, suggests-a connection. This is reinforced, as Steig -

o .
i B N * .
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points out, by the fact that both Turveydrop and Chadband

) . ) : 11 A .
have their right hands-raised. Upon noting this striking

s’imilaz.-ity between the two figures, the reader i:'eaiizeé’ that
Chadbénd and Turveydrop areAmirrlor images of eac}; other:
both exploit Sthers' faith in them in 6:de£ to fulfill their
own égocer;tric desires. Phiz thus éstablis'h;as a parallel .

+

which, although implied, is never: overtly drawn in the cor-

responding number . ’In_deed, withaut 'the‘benefit‘ of this visual:
N . .

' iink, the reader mighé interpret these two chai‘acters“as

“mer‘e,ly_two a?tiong a miscellany of grotesqués who come off and
on‘ the stage: like nullsic—halfl" performers."” ‘

Al;:hough the dark plate ]techr;ique.'is not used in the
illustratic;ns to the f:'grst eleven instalments, a. few of these
plates achieve a cotgpar;bly portentous effect. Cons‘i.der, for

insta;xice, the étching to No.II entitled "The Lord Chancellor

Copies from Memory" (Illus. 4).  Meticulously portrayed here °

‘are the jumble of items catalogued in the text, including "a

one-~legged wooden. scale, hanging without any counterg;oise
from a beam" (BH, 49) in the background and Lady Jane on

A .
Krook's shoulder. The reader notes how the "J" to which

?

-1 steig, p. 139.
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. r'd
Krook is pointing is "a capital letter, not a printed one,

but just such a leti:.er\as any clerk in Messrs. Kénge and
Carboy's office would héve made" (BH, 55). :Esther‘.s face, as
usual, is hiddt;,n from view., This is emblematic of her obscure
origins. Bu\t th; grinning, .sjatanic mask on the wall néar the .
door is oné of Phiz"s own inventions. No doubt it was sug-

gested to him by Miss Fl'j.',t.e's remark that ‘Ne.mo h;d purportedly
sold his soul to thve devil. N’evertheless, this imaginative

stroke epitomizes How Phiz would not only visually recreate

the text but interpret it as well.

\,

"

P

In terms of the plot sequenée, the "Consecrated Ground"

plate to No.IV (IXlus. 5) looks far ahead to the "The Morning"
P

-

. plate, NO.XVIII. But, like the illustration just discussed,

'in its ominous effect, it anticipates the dark plat’es of the

-

.second half of the novel. The unhealthy enclosure of the

. .

churchyard is accenguated by the notice on the inside wall
“advertising xpangling. Otlzher haunting touches include the
skull-and-crossbones, the shadow of a drunk _tipping a glésé,
and the stone with an irlonic "sacred" imprinted upon if..
Again, these’ details, which combine to power fully figure
forth the grotesqgueness of "' this place of abominat'ion‘“ (BH,

'202), cannot be found in the text.

One further observes how Jo's poixlting finger recalls

C o R oS Wty A % T g e 4 e T AT
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Krook's pointed finger ih "The Lord Chagcello; Copies from
Memory." Such iconogr?phic links be;&een the. iliustratiqns
to séparaté instalments help unify the novel. Simiiarly, the
vei{ed face of‘iady-Dedlock parallels tﬁe mask;d features of
Eséher. This visqal,connection:between mothfr a;d daughter
recurs throughout the etchings whi;h follow.Esther'a scgtring
and the sh#sequgnt confrgntation scene 'with Lady Dedlock.
The gymbolic relation impiied in.the te#t betwegp Esther's
di;}igurementqand Lady Dedlock's guilt:is thué/érﬁphically
reinforced. ' ﬂ g b S
It is appropriate that Phiz ‘reserved "the dar# plate

technique for the last eight instalments of.the serial, for-

it is in this portion\that Lady Dedlock moves rapidly towards

‘her tragic degtiny. But E&E)terriblg suggestiveness pervading

these iXlustrations does not simply r;flect’Lady Dedloék's
si?uation. The dark plate tecbniéué is also ideally suited |
to evok}ng the oppressivg gatherings of fag aﬁd darkness in

human affairs so insistently gymbolized it the fext: ) -

Significantly, six of the ten plates are totally de-

»

void of human figures, while in .two others such figures are t '

2
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. liament, Tom;all-hlcne'g, disease~~have virtually the status

. [N R . .
churchyard where Lady Dedlock's lover is burjied. One notes_ \

- g
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'
. 17 A
» : ., [ :
- +

~

: C Lt 13 .
barely discernable, not to mention recognizable. The .
cumulative effect ig to magnify the emphasis of this novel

in which external non-human forces--mud, fog, Chancery, Par-

»

of charactgrs. The dark plates, theh, serve.as visual re-

flections of the powerful organizing metaphors which inform

Bleak Rouse” ' _ S : e

. Perhaps the‘ﬁcst famous is the "Tom-all-Alone's" pfhte
{Illus? 6), which appears in No.XIV and illustrates the passage, ~ .
’ t v ' . " . .
“Theére is not a drop of Tom's blood but propagates infection '

and contagion somewhe:g;;:f: 553). Apprépriacely, the tumb-
ling ruins of the mud—fxl;e , narrow ctreet are propped up by

wooden crutches. The arch in the background leads to the

- N

g G, 5, A S s Vet g BT

the pawnbroker's three balls which éigﬂify Nemo.s deterior-

14 .
ation. prering over the desolate scene and coldly

A
i +

B o 32 150k

%

[
. 3

- 13 The six dark plitea in which no human figurés appear}

are: "The Ghost's Walk," No.XII; "Sunset in the Lohg Drawing
Room at Chesney Wold," No.XIII; "Tom-all-Alone's,” No.XIV;

“"A New Meaning in the Roman," No.XV; and "The¢ Mausoleum of '~
Chesney Wold" and the frontisp;ece, Nog .XIX-XX. "Shadow,"
No.XVI; "The Lonely Figure," No.XVII; and "The Night" and

" The Horning,“ No.XVIII all portray human figures, but in’

‘the latter two they are barely dist;nguishable.

14Asteig, p. 151. - C | | . g
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su;veying it is a cﬁurch steeple. The reader is thus rémihded
of feligion‘s indifference to such degradation. In fact, this
platg is rgminiscent of the scene at the conclusion of No.VI
which shows Jo struggling to comprehend ﬁhé meaning ;f the
aloof cross at the top of St. Paul's Cathedral, “"so golden,

N .

so high.up, 'so far out of his reach” (525'243-44). Also note~

worthy is the horizontal wooden brace which frames the upper

—

. edge of the plate and seems to be holding up the whole sky.

A
The connection between the suffering of Tom-all-Alone's and
the rest of society is thus graphically underscored}” The
reader inevitably recalls the cover hesign where the whole of
B . . N

society threatens to collapse under the weight of Chancery.
i . .

‘ In addition to enforcing Dickens' vision of a‘de-

_personalized world and bringing out aspects that are not é/

directly expressed in the narrative," the illustrations also
serve to heighten tension and gtimuiate thé reader's imagi-~
nation. This function is best eiemplified by the two illus~

trations to the penultimates number, "The Night" (Illus. 7)

and "The Morning" (Illﬁs. 8), both of which are dark plates.

The suspenseful effect of these illustrations turns upon the

ambiguouseidentity‘of the lone figure pictured therein.. The

.

tedt does not.specify exactly where Bucket sees the brick-

[
»

.maker's wife, Jenny, disguiséd as Lady Dedlock. All'the

S . A . .

e -
i
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.y ‘
. .

4

reader knows is-that while driving through a‘riyerside neigh-

. .
' - . .

borhood with Esther; he spotted a womah crossing a bridge. ¥

4{}

This mofment is depicted in the etching "Tﬁe Night," ana tﬁe

reade{ at fifst afsumes‘that the little, fugifive.person is
;Lady~Dedlock._ However, upén finishiné';he'firet chapter of o .
o~ the number: he realizea»that ﬁe is;oistaken. h T '

. e

As a result, he 1nev1tably wonders whether the second

plate,;"The Mornzng," aSSOC1ated w1th the flrst by means of

A 1ts title, is similarly misleading. Shown here is a woman a

P

4lying on, the steps to the graveyard, her arm embracing the Q -

[ORESE A
.
Ed

iron bars of the gate. The plate, of course, portrays the

- [

conclusion of the number; but until:tﬁzkreader has ¥ached '

that point in the text, he is riot sure of the identity of

R T NS L e e

the woman. In fact, he invar%ably suspects that the woman

TN e

might be Jenny, who is aiso being tracked.L His confusion
’ .#

is further compounded by Esther's bellef that she is fxndlng :

U Y

Jenny when she comes upon the scene deplcted in the plate. 4

. Moreover, it is not clear whether the woman in the illus- - .

.. tration is dead or has simply collapsed. from exhaustion.
-Thus, like Esther, the reader alternates between hope and

L

fear. The two illustrations, then, work hand-in~glove to
heighten the reader's tension as he races through the number,

along with Bucket and Esther, to tﬁe»final revelation. © -

!

.
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.80 accommodates Esther's epilogue in the final chapter.

’ 'Coﬁplementing this‘étching are the frontispiece and

203

.

‘Although only two of the four etchings-ekecuted for

‘\the flnal double number employ the dark plate technique, they

all work well together. The "Magnanlmous Conduct of Mr.

Guppy” is a conventionalAélate which humorously comp;etes the

1

sequence of plates dealing with Guppy's ludicrous pursuit of -

Esther and thus takes the reader back to the early instalments.
Hus ) L -at

ot y

It is followed by "The Mausoleum at Chesney Wold", a sombre

fl d

dark plate &hic@,is a fitting visual conclusion‘to'a tale full

of gloomy ‘portents and tragic fulfilmentf}_\The etching  does

‘'show, however, glimpses of brighter things on the htrnjzon and

/

'

»

tltle-page v1gnette. \The frontlsplece (Illus. 9) is a fore-
bodxng dark plate with the spooky mansxon of Chesney Wold in
the background ‘and - ‘the drowned grounds in the foreground.,
The mistiness of the plate is suggestive of the obscurity
of the aristocracy. - g ’
The'eqall'title-page viqnette'glllus. 10).depi?ts
the opposite end;of tﬁe sooial ecale:'the'erban poor'in al;
their squalor. It centers on «Jo, the crossing-sweéper, and

is redolent of the first" descrlptlon of hlm in No.V, Ch. xvi

wherein the thn.rd-person ri‘arrator compares him with a doq

and concludes that ¢he “brute" (gg, 199) is,:in many respects,

"/
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superior. In the background are two guarrelling women and a
fagged, decrepit-loéking mah. The shored-up houses recall
Tom-all-Alone's, and the public house probably represents the
{
Sol's Arms of the story. ' :
. T ‘

Together, these two plates express the social oppo-
sition of the powerful "have's," the aristocracy, and the
powerless. “have not'é,“, the poor. But their very juxtapo-

;//,//F*sition also conveys the unr;:;;;;;gg bonds. between high Eﬁd

low around whiqh¥t{;,n6vel is structured. It should be remem-

bered that in the consolidated 1853 version of the novel, the

frontispiece and title—pagé/zigggggg—appqared at the begin-

@

‘ning.of the text. Accordingly, ﬁp this edition, they func-

tibned‘to,foreshadow the novel's plot and message.

v,y

Clearly, the illustrations to glggk.ggggg were an
‘effeétive viéual aid for the original 5e£ial reader as he
‘exploied the panorama laid iit before him' in monthly parts.
Moreovef, they helped inteérate his experience of the novel.

For the plates are more than decorativg accessories; they are

. . )
-also visual interpretations of the narrative. The relation

Petwéen them and the.text is reciprocal; s&j&/illdgzz;tes the
"other in a,K continual back and forward movement which is realized
© ‘in the.experience of the reader as his eyes move from words to

'..pibtgre and back again..

”
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‘played upon this. communion with his audience by .taking a

Chapter 9
CONCLUSION

Bleak House attests to the fact that aléhough'a

popular serial novelist, Dickens was more than a public .,
Y .

entertainer; he was also a creative artist. . For in this
novel he combined the exigencies of serial publication with

the disciplines of art. Not content to make fiction out of

mere sensation, he responded to the structural challenge of

instalment writing by asserting his own imaginative and ﬁniJ

fied vision of life. As a result, unlike the works of less
notable serial writers, Bleak Houge has survived as seriopus

literature.

As has been shown, Dickens drew upon a vast arsenal

of devices to connect his diversified and self-sufficient

instalments: the interweaving of narrative lines, parallelism,

and- the repetition of key phrases and symbolic images._.

3y >

illustrations, too, helped sustain continuity amopg the di

ferent numbers. 'In turn, the original serial reader, 3as

pegCeivedftbe mulﬁiple linkqsbetween the éartip was ens Zl

to participate in the;npveiist's creativity. Dickens further’

’ - P

s ' °

hccognt of upjtq-thé-minutestOpicalities, Moreover, the

.
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" ploths succession of constant surprises gn'd‘fu.lfi'lled ex-
pectat}ogs ensured the re;der's unflagging interest through- >
out the nineteen months of publication.

\ 'Indeed, the convoluted melodfamatic plot, with its
miraculou; encoﬁnters,and interlocking sequence 0f“évents.
is iqeally suited to the novel‘'s visioﬂ of human interdepend-
ence. The unity of interests which should, but do not, bind
the human community info one polis of mutually responsible
citizens is powérf?iiy coﬁveyed by the story's gradual un- .
folding of the unexpected réiations between the multifarious
qh§rac£ers;’ Month by month, Dickens led his original readers
/pL delicaﬁé, circumstantial stages to the awareness of ;he

) inexorable‘bonds between seemingly remote persons. The plot
| of Bleak House, in short, is a direcf exposition of its
messége: ' ‘

It may ge objected tha£ Dickens overworked-coincid-
ence in order to achieve this effect. SErtainly chance plays
a dominant rolé in the narrative design. The best friend of -
Esgher‘s guardian, for ékgmple, just happens té be the neigh-
_ bor of Sir Leicester, whose wife j;st happens to be Esther's

mother. Similarly, Jo, who infects Esther.and Cﬁarley, just '

happens to have befriended Esther's father. Allen Woodcourt,

who evéntually marries Esther, just happens to be the

-

. - ~ i
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.assistant of Dr. Badger to whom Richard is initially appren-

207

N v

ticed. Hortense, Lady Dedlock's former maid, becomes Bucket's
lodger. And so on and so on. .

It must be emphasized, however, that this use of co- -
’ .

»

incidence is not simply a device for the imposition of a

mechahical'unity upon the serial form. Rather, it is deeply

expressive of Dickens' own sense of life's unexpectedness and

the way in which the threads of each individual life are in—

evitably interwoven with the threads of all other lives.. As

o

Forster elaborates:

-

On the coincidences, resemblances and surprises
of life Dickens especially liked to dwell,- and
few things moved his fancy so pleasantly. The
world, he would say, was g0 much smaller than' -
we thought of i;; we were all so connected by
fate without knewing it; people supposed.to be
far apart were so constantly elbowing each
other; and to-morrow bore so close a resem-
blance to nothing half so much as yesterday.l

h4)
Dickens himself defends his fascination with chance and

) o 7
crossed lines of destiny when he writes: "There is sometimes
an odd disposition in this country to disrepute as improbable

in fiction, what are the commonest experiences in fact.™

'

!

1 Forster, 'The Life of Charles Dickeng, I, p. 59.

2 Dickens, Postscript to the first ed. of Oé; Mutual .

Friend (1865),rpt. in Charleg Dickens: A Critical Anthgloqy,
ed. Wall, p. 163. : o
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In this regard, it is interesting to note that

. throuéhout the nineteen instalments of Bleak House, several

characterg also remark on the strangegcoincidences that bring

people together. In No.IV,~Ch.\xiv, for instance, Mr. Kenge

observes in reference to Richard's desire to pursue a medical

- /

]

cdreer: . ‘ , P s

. v ‘/
"It is a_coincideﬁéegz . . one of those co-
incidences which .may or may not require an
explanation beyond our present limited facul-
ties, that I have a cousin in the medlcal
profe381on.“ (BH, 154).

A

1

&”
Slmliarlny1n No.X, Ch. xxxml, Snagsby comm\Pts on the fact

that both Nemo and Jobling became law—wflters and lived in

.Krook's heuse:

"I was only going to say it's a curious fact,
. gir, that he should have come and lived here,
. and been one of my writers, and then that you
should come and live here, and be one of my
v writers, too.

+i +"Seems a Fate in it don't tgg:gQQEJQ_&¢395)

‘And at Jo's deathbed in No.XV, Ch. x1v11 both Jarndyce and

lo

Woodcourt reflect upon "how strangely Fate has entangled this
s o , ’ ’

rough outcast in the web of very different lives" (BH, 570).

Clearly, the closely-knit stru;t;;Ll pattern of Bleak

_ Houge reflects Dickens' own view of the batterns wh%yh exist

in life. It is a measure of his creative virtuosity that he

could so artistically adapt the serial form to his vision.

w
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\Through;ut the n?ngteen instalments of tﬁe«ﬁovel, hé constantly
" exploited the potentialities of the form. Indeed, in the final
anal;gis, it seﬁms that the ser;;l mode of publication was more
of an aid-to hig art than a handicap. The leisurely pace of
expésition and the suspense éroused by the moﬁthly interruption

. /
of the narrative lent a certain cogenty to his idea’'of human

3
<

brotlierhood and the Eragic consequences of its being obscured

or perverted. For it is an idea that a reader cannot be told

.
-

but must apprehend for hdimself. -

| In effect, then, Diéyens made his medium his message.
Wﬂat his original read;£§ thought of his artistry we will
heyer know. ‘But ceftainl? his success in handling the serial
form, a success which-has placed him in fhe ranks of the im-

mortals, refutes the pronouncement of the critic who, in

evaluating David Copperfield, declared: ‘

The'seriai tale . . . is probably the lowest:
artistic form yet invented; that, namely, which .
affords the greatest excuse for unlimited de-
°T partures from dignity, propriety, completeness
_and proportion. . . .With whatever success men
. of genius may be able tq turn this form to
o their highest purposes, “they cannot make it a
high form of art, nor can their works in that .
kind ever stand in the first class of the
products of the imagination.3 : cn

* /

3 From an unsigned rev., "David COpperfield and Pen-
dennls," Prospective Review, July 1851, pp. 157-91, rpt. in
Dickens: The Critical Heritage, ed. Collins, p. 264.

\
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) The Number Division of Bleak Houge o T
: Number of
Date. : _Part Chapters
.. - . I
- March 1857 < 1 ’ i= v ce
April 1852 Ir . v - vii ‘ .
( May 1852 b o & S viii - X '
. June 1852 - IV : xi - xiii it
) : July 1852 . v ©oxiy - xvi ) -
- . Aug. 1852 vi xvii - xix . ok
' . " Sept. 1852 viI - xx - o, xxyii
© « Oct. 1852 - VIII xxiii - XXV
Nov. 1852 X xxvi - xxix
" Dec. 1852 X xxx -~ ii,
v ’ Jan. 1853 . XI xxxiii -
o . - 'Feb. .1853 XIT - xxxvi - iii
N . S March 1853 XIIX XXKix - x1ii
April 1853 X1V x1iii - x1lvi -,
May 1853 Xv xlvii = | xXlix
" June 1853 ° XVI 1 -+ 1lidi
[ - July 1853 XVIii liv - lvi
‘Aug. 1853 XVIII -lvii - lix )
Sept. 1B53 XIX-XX Ix - 1lxvii
. o \ﬁ ,, ' ' T
L 4 - *
)
i ‘.\ Y )
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