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Abstract

This dissertation attempts to trace hereditary motifs in the novels
of Charles Dickens, and to relate these mctifs to broader concerns--
specifically Dickens’s depiction of the formation of the self, his
urderstanding of history and of the role of time. Towards this end, | offer
an historical overview of scientific and popular thinking on heredity, and
suggest how some of these notions were translated into Dickens's fiction.
The discussion of hereditary themes in the novels falls into two broad
categories--the private and the public.

In the first of these, | argue that Dickens tended to define positive
moral qualities, such as goodness, as hereditable, At the same time, he
was reluctant to portray negative characterstics, such as criminality or
insanity as being amenable to hereditary transmission. This assumption of
a moral basis to heredity had ramifications for Dickens's understanding of
human nature, which, in turn, spill over into his depiction of the broader
public issues associated with heredity--its relationship to class, to race,
and to history.

The very last section of the thesis focuses on the Darwinian
revolution. There | argue that Dickens's attitude towards the importance
of hereditary endowment changed after the publication of Darwin's The
Origin of Species in 1859. | suggest that Darwin’s book prompted Dickens
to rethink his eartier deterministic approach to the problem of human
identity. After 1859, Dickens jettisons heredity entirely as a factor in
the formation of the self, and replaces it with environment and experience.
The last novels displace the Dickensian metaphors of hidden kinship and
universal connection--both of which are related to heredity--and put in
their place, the thematics of dispersal and disintegration.



Rasume

Cette dissertation tente de decrire les motifs héréditaires dans les
romans de Charles Dickens, et de relier ces motifs a des vues plus larges
de 1'auteur--plus spécialement a 1'exposé de l'évolution de 13 personne et
de son compréhension de 1'histoire et du role du temps. A cette fin je
présente une vue générale, historique, scientifique, et populaire sur
I'néredite, et suggére comment ces notions furent traduites dans les
romans de Dickens. La description des themes héréditaires dans ces
romans consiste en deux principals catégories: l1a catégorie personnelle at
1a catégorie publique.

Dans 1a catégorie personnelle, j'expose que Dickens tend a décrire
des qualités morates, telles que la bonté, transmise par 'hérédité. De la
meme fagon, il refusait de considérer que certaines défauts, tels que la
cruauté ou 1a folie, pouvaient etre héréditaire--cette prise de position de
la base morale de 1'héredité a des ramifications dans le comprehension de
ta nature humaine selon Dickens. Cette conviction influenga sa description
d’idées plus générales a-propos de I'hérédité, par example, ses notions de
classes sociales, de race et de I'histoire.

La toute derniere section de mon exposé trait principalement sur 1es
théses révolutionnares de Darwin. Je soumets que V'importance de 1a
conviction de Dickens a propos de 1'hérédité a changé apres la publication
de_L'Origine des Espéces de Darwin en 1859, Je suggére que les théses de
Darwin ont amené Dickens a repenser toute son attitude précédente a-
propos du determinisme héréditaire. Aprés 1859, Dickens elimine
entierement V'hérédité comme facteur de la formation humaine, et le
remplace par des notions d'environement et d'experiences vécus. Les
derniers romans de Dickens constates que les metaphors sur ia relation
universelles, qui étaient auparavant reliées principalement aux facteurs
héréditaires, font place a des themes de dispersions et de desintegration.
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Heradity
by Thormas Hardy

| am the family face;

Flesh perisheg, | live on,
Projecting trait and trace
Through time to times anon,
And leaping from place to place
QOver oblivion.

The years-heired feature that can
In curve and voice and eye
Despise the human span

Of durance--that is I;

The eternal thing in man,

That heeds no call to die.

.. .All true classification is genealogical; . . .Community of descent is
the hidden bond which naturalists have been unconsciously seeking, and not
some unknown plan of creation, or the enunciation of generai propositions,
and the mere putting together and separating objects more or less alike.

Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species

"Life is a sexually communicable disease.”

--Dr. Mazao Nakomoto, International Fertiiity Conference,
Montreal, October 1993.



Introduction

Charles Dickens was fascinated by heredity. There is not a single one
of his novels which does not carry some statement, no matter how ptayful
or incidental, abeut the amazing resemblances between children and their
parents. Yet this aspect of Dickens’s fiction has received very little
critical attention, and there has been no systematic inquiry into what
Dickens understood by heredity, nor why ne was so insistent on drawing
attention to hereditary resemblances in his fiction. What follows, then,
is an attempt to rectify that omission by focusing on hereditary issues in
Dickens's novels.

By heredity, | am referring to the biological process by which traits
are transmitted from parent to child. The assumption behind this
dissertation is that this seemingly self-evident process lends itself to
larger philosophical concerns, that it implies an attitude towards the
formation of personal identity, towards issues of descent, of history, and
of time. After all, whatever lives inherits, so that to contemplate
heredity means to contemplate the very root and essence of life .

The mechanics of heredity, the laws which govern it, the way it
works to produce resemblance and the implications of genetic
transmission have only become known in the twentieth century. But it is

not necessary to know how heredity works in order to appreciate that it
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does work, that children resemble their parents and that this resemblance
is the outer manifestation of what is commonly called a "blood tie.” This
blood tie forms the basis of all familial, and by extension, all social
relationships. It lies at the heart of all idealized allusions to the Family
of Man or the universality of human destiny.

Because the mechanics of hereditary transmission were not
understood in Dickens's time, contemporary theories were all more or less
incorrect. Yet when applied to literature even a wrong-headed theory can
reap philosophical and aesthetic rewards. It is my purpose in this
dissertation to suggest how Dickens translated the hereditary ideas of his
time into his fiction, and to suggest some of the broader implications
which arise out of that transiation.

Towards this end, | begin with a historical overview of what has
traditionally been thought on the subject of hereditary transmission. This
first chapter consists of two parts, roughly divided between the
“gcientific” and the “cultural.” It will become evident, however, that
many hereditary theories which were once assumed to have scientific
validity would today be categorized as old wives’ tales and superstition,
fitting into the cultural sphere of popular belief rather than the scientific
sphere of objective reality. In fact, one of the difficulties in apprehending
hereditary beliefs of the nineteenth century is the need to d'isregard all
twentieth-century assumptions. Nothing fades more quickly than a
disproved theory and resurrecting such theories without contamination
from subsequent knowledge often requires an imaginative leap.

It is my contention that three scientific theories of heredity had a



particular impact on Dickens's fictien. These three are: preformation,
blended heredity (later adapted by Darwin as pangenesis), and
reproduction. Preformation offered a historical model of regularity and
duplication through ttme, which had great appeal for Dickens. Biended
heredity suggested that children could simultaneously resemble both their
mother and their father, an idea which occurs several times in the novels.
Reproduction afforded Dickens the opportunity of tying hereditary issues
to aesthetics through the visual pun of the portrait,

Allied to these scientific theories are more abstract concepts
gleaned from the cultural traditions of the West. The first of these arises
out of the pantheistic beliefs inherent in all folk cultures. This is the
assumption that tife is formed through magical transformation or
spontaneous generation, that humans may spring from rocks or turn into
stars. Metamorphosis of this type negates heredity, because it defines
progenitors as irrelevant. Opposed to this is the model of heredity found
in the bible, in which the insistence on genealogies defines descent as
analogous to history, and defines time as progressive and evoiving rather
than cyclical.

The chapters which follow attempt to apply these scientific and
cultural models of heredity to Dickens’'s thematic concerns in his noveis.
Chapters two and three focus on the personal aspects of heredity, on its
application to the individuai. They attempt to discover how Dickens
understood the formation of the self. My contention is that Dickens tended

to define positive moral qualities as being hereditable. At the same time
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he was reluctant to ascribe a hereditary basis to such negative attributes
as criminal behaviour and insanity. There is z further complication in the
fact that while Dickens portrays fertility as a good in itself, and
concludes many of his novels with happy parents surrounded by happy
children, the male-female conjunction which he is most inclined to
idealize is the platonic one between brothers and sisters, 2 paradox which
| address in chapter three.

Chapters four and five examine how Dickens expanded his
understanding of heredity into the public domain. Chapter four discusses
the social implications of heredity as these relate to issues of class, race
and ethnic origin. Chapter five focuses on the Darwinian revolution, and
its effects on Dickens's last three novels.

One of my contentions throughout this work is that Dickens's
understanding of heredity and his designation of goodness as a hereditary
quality were not constant throughout his career. In chapter two |
demonstrate that there is a progressive change in Dickens’'s attitude
towards heredity as he matures, that the absolute determinism of the
early novels gives way in his middle period to a looser model, and then
disappears altogether after 1859, the year in which Darwin publishes The

Origin of Species. In chapter five | return to this argument but this time

seeking to relate Dickens's disenchantment with heredity' to broader
issues which arise out of Darwin’s evolutionary theory--for instance, the
preoccupation with regeneration, with disintegration, and with death as 2

blological process.

In Great Expectations and Qur Mutual Friend, the two novels which



Dickens wrote after 1859, heredity very nearly disappears as a factor in
the formation of the self, and this annihilates the thematics of cohesion
and integrity which Dickens metaphorically associated with heredity.
These give way to what | would call the poetics of disintegration. In The

Mystery of Edwin Drood, there seems to be a reanimation of interest in

heredity, but in this last novel, which Dickens did not live long enough to
complete, heredity seems to exist almost exclusively within the context
of sterility and death. At the same time, the accident of Dickens's death
has ensured that Edwin Drogod will exist forever within the framework of
cyclical time, waiting for an ending which never comes. That, however
unintended, is as good a symbol as any for heredity itself, living on
without end for as long as there is life, representing, in Thomas Hardy's

words, “the eternal thing in Man.”



Chapter I: Heredity: Scientific and Cultural Backgrounds

In an essay on David Copperfield, Q. D. Leavis noted that this novel
illustrated "the new scientific interest in heredity characteristic of
Victorian literature, and a corresponding new interest in what determines
conduct."! Yet heredity was scarcely a new subject in the nineteenth
century, nor, from the vantage point of the twentieth century, was it
particularly scientific. In fact, as late as the 1860s, the decade after
Darwin published The Origin of Species, scientific knowledge about
heredity remained vague and insubstantial. It was so vague that scientists
were not even aware of what they needed to know, and the work of Gregor
Mendel, who in that decade published his findings on the laws of heredity,
was totally ignored. Nevertheless, Leavis is surely right in singling out
Victorian literature for a new emphasis on heredity as a factor in the
formation of the self, but the reason she is right must be seen against the

backdrop of what went before.

Agriculture and animal husbandry, both successfully practiced among

the ancients, provide ciear evidence that the mechanics of hereditary laws

' Q. D. Leavis, “Dickens end Tolstoy: The Case for & Serious View of Jsvid
Copperfisld " Dickens the Movelist { Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983}, 87.



need not be understood in order to be applied.  For example, while the
sexuality of plants was not discovered until the seventeenth century, the
ancient Assyrians of the seventh and eighth centuries BCE. were carefully
cross-pollinating the date paim, maintaining a stable and regular ratio
between male and female trees. Similarily, biblical injunctions against
hybridization, such as those found in Leviticus, indicate that the practice
was widespread in the ancient world.2

The attempt to improve the stock was not limited to agriculture.
Most ancient cultures had theories on how best to improve their own
progeny. Some cultures held that in-breeding was beneficial. The Egyptian
pharaohs married sisters or half~sisters, while the Greeks looked
favourably upon the union of uncles and nieces. Other peoples held other
degrees of kinship to be desirable. Bestiality too had its adherents as a
means of improving the human blood-line. Some ancient peoples held
Intercourse with animals in such high regard that it was a part of their
religious ceremonies, while others--notably the ancient Hebrews--
abhorred it to the point of decreeing it a capital offense.3

Thus from earliest times, people have not only known about heredity
but have tried to control it. Eugenics is not a modern concept. It was

practiced among the ancient Greeks, most notably in Sparta, where private

2 Lois N. Magner, A Higtory of the Life Sciences (New York: Msrcel Dekker, 1979),
406. The relevant quote is "Thou shalt not let thy cattle gender with a diverse kind; thou shalt
not sow thy field with mingled soil...” This injunction seems to be in keeping with the Hehrew
Bible's general tendency to guard the distinctness of things end avoid conteminetion through
mixing. The laws of keshrut and prohibitions against weering clothing made from two verieties
of fabric are exemples of this.

3 Magner, 406.



life was dissolved, marriage frowned upon, and advantageous matings with
many suitable partners actively encouraged and sponsored by the state, all
in the cause of producing strong and healthy offspring. Those infants
deemed less than perfectly sound were simply eliminated.

In fact, the manipulation of hereditary endowment is often a primary

element in utopias, both ancient and modern. in The Republic, Plato

advocates a scheme similar to that of the Spartans for the propagation of
the Guardians, his ruling class. Moreover, Plato's prescription for the
conception and successful rearing of children contains many allusions to
the best techniques for raising hunting dogs, race horses, and game
birds.4 This suggests, that for Plato at least, there was no essential
distinction between human and animal physiology, and that as far as
hereditary 1aws were concerned, he feit no compunction about generalizing
from one species to another.

Plato also believed that the relative contribution of each parent to
the formation of the child depended on the level of his or her emotional
involvement at the time of conception. The degree of enthusiasm would
determine whether the child resembled its mother or its father.S The
belief that external circumstances at the moment of conception--such as
the degree of pleasure taken in the sexual act--have an effect on the
hereditary endowment of the child is a prime example of the confusion
between inner and outer states that was to nip at the heels of the

hereditary puzzle for most of its history.6 (The widespread acceptance

4 peter Morton, The Yital Sciences { London: Allen and Unwin, 1984), 118.
S Magner, 408.
6 Until the end of the Enlightenment, medical science considered the female orgesm as



untii this century of the inheritance of acquired characteristics is another
manifestation of the same confusion.)

The Roman poet Lucretius concurred with Plato about the manner in
which offspring come to resemble thelir parents, although his formulation
had more of the dramatic about it. Lucretius believed that children
resemble their parents because, "at their making, the seeds that course
through the limbs under the impulse of Venus were dashed together by the
collusion of mutual passion in which neither party was master or
mastered."’

Something similar was suggested by the medieva! cleric Isidore, who
claimed that “newborns resemble fathers if the semen of the fathers is
potent, and resemble mothers if the mother's semen is potent.”8 The idea
that the resemblance conferred by heredity is linked to a sexual contest
between the parents--a reified battie of the sexes--whether this be
described as a contest of emotional states as Plato suggested, or one of
contending seeds, as proposed by Lucretius and |sidore, was obviously
popular from the time of the Greeks into the medieval era.

Another model of generation was supplied by Aristotle, who claimed
that in the formation of a living being, the male represented the active
efficient cause, the female the passive material cause. In other words,
the female provided the raw material while the male supplied the
blueprint, and the female incubated the embryonic material which the male

indispensable to ensure conception. Sea Thomas Laqueur, Meking Sex; Body end Qender from the
Greeks to Freud (Cembridge: Harvard UP, 1990), 2-3, 45-46.

7 Quoted in Lequeur, 47.
8 Quoted in Lagueur , 56.
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fashioned. In this analogy, the earthy material body derived from the
female, the ethereal insubstantial sou! derived from the male.?

The Greeks originated many of the beliefs about heredity that were to
recur during the centuries which followed the dissolution of the classical
world. (One of the most interesting examples of this kind of recurrence is
Darwin's adoption of the theory of pangenesis to explain heredity.
Pangenesis, the view that each part of the body contributes to the
hereditary endowment of the individual, was a hypothesis originally
propounded by Hippocrates.) The equation of fertility with innate heat
also originated with the Greeks. Empedocles thought that the sex of
children was determined by the amount of heat in the womb, and Aristotle
thought that females resulted from a deficiency of such heat. Mostly,
however, the heat that causes fertility was thought to be located in male
sperm. Aristotle, following Greek prejudice generally, thought that a smail
penis was a better indicator of fertility than a large one, because the
semen, having a shorter distance to travel to the womb, was in less danger
of cooting.10

The Greek equation of innate heat with the insemination of life was
carried over into Christian Europe. God was thought to have located this
life-giving heat in two places, male seed and the sun. The heat in male
seed allowed it to activate and mould the matter contained in female seed;
otherwise, wrote Montaigne, women would be apt to bring forth shapeless

lumps of flesh.!! By the same token, heat from the sun activated the

95ee Laqueur , 30.

10 For a fuller discussion of Aristatle’s views on generaticn and enatomy, see Lequeur
28-32.
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etements and permitted them to give tife to myriad creatures through
spontaneous generation. The equation of the vital force with heat was
corroborated by observation, since dead bodies lose their warmth and grow

cold.

Aristotle's theories, which essentially allotted to the male pride of
place in generation, were widely accepted until the seventeenth century,
when they were challenged by William Harvey. In 1631, Harvey, having
demonstrated the circulation of the blood and the action of the heart as a
pump, turned his attention to a more intractable subject and published De
Generatione, an attempt to solve the riddie of how life begins. In his
introduction, Harvey gave a cogent summary of the state of knowledge--

and its confusions--up to that time:

Physicians following Galen teach that from the semen
of the male and female mingled in coition the offspring is
produced and it resembles one or the other, according to the
preponderance of this or that; and further that in virtue of
the same predominance it is either male or female.
Sometimes they declare the semen masculinum as the
efficient cause and the semen feminum as supplying the
matter, and sometimes they advocate precisely the opposite
doctrine. Aristotle, one of nature's most diligent enquirers,
however affirms the principles of generation to be the male
and female, she contributing the matter, he the form, and

. 11 Quoted in Frengais Jacob, The Logic of life: A History of Heredity (New York:
Pantheon, 1973), 24.




that immediately after the sexual act the vital principle and
the first particle of the future foetus, viz. the heart in
animals that have red blood, are formed from the menstrual
biood in the uterus.!2

Harvey's dismissive vagueness about the “this or that™ is due to the
fact that he is about to disagree with the traditional Aristotelian account
of generation. Harvey's own contribution to the scientific history of
heredity was the dictum omne vivum ex ovo, i. e. whatever lives must
come from the egg, and that mammalian reproduction was to be understood
as analogous to the oviparous type exhibited by the hen.!3

In 1667, this assertion was echoed by Nicolaus Steno who further
proclaimed that the female testicles in mammals were not the equivalent
of the male organs of the same name but instead were comparable to the
ovaries of all types of oviparous animals including fish, and should be
designated by the same name. By insisting on the difference in biological
function between the male and female reproductive organs, Steno began
the trend towards an understanding of men and women as opposite sexes
rather than as superior and inferior examples of the same sex.14 In 1672,
Regnier de Graaf confirmed the assumptions of both Harvey and Steno by
discovering the ovarian follicles.

The seventeenth century, in which Harvey, Steno, and de Graaf lived,

saw the beginning of a change in the general apprehension of the living

12 sir Willlam Harvey, " Introduction,” On the Generation of Animals, in Great Books of
the Western World, Vol. 28. Ed. R. M. Hutchins {Chicago: U of Chicaga P, 1952), 331.

13Elizabeth B. Gasking, investigations into Generation 1651-1828 (Baltimore: John
Hopkins, 1967), 36.

14 This is the generel thesis of Lequeur's book. For more on the confusions of
nomenclature for male and femaie reproductive orgens, see Laqueur 4-5, 96-97.
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world and its development. Up to that time Christian Europe had
considered the formation of a human being as an act of God which echoed
the creation of the first man. Frangois Jacob formulates the attitude as

follows:

Until the seventeenth century, the formation of a2 being
remained immediately subject to the will of the Creator. It
had no roots in the past. The generation of every plant and
every animat was, to some degree, a unique, isolated event,
independent of any other creation, rather like the production

of a work of art by man.!°
But if the formation of a human being was Seen as 2 unique event

occurring entirely in the present, how then to account for the fact that
lines of descent and succession clearly piayed an important role in the
ordering of society from earliest times? When the social station of human
beings is defined according to ancestral bloodlines and every child
occupies a definite social position from birth, based on the position of its
parents, when, furthermore, there is an evident resemblance between
parent and child--how then does one explain that each being iS also seen
as a unique example of God's creation and therefore without a past?

Jacob suggests that the solution to the paradox lies in the medieval

habit of thinking by analogy:

Certain bodies took alike because they have the same
qualities. Conversely, similarity expresses common
qualities. The resembiance of a plant to the eye is just the
sign that it should be used for treating diseases of the eyes.
The very nature of things is hidden behind similitudes. Thus
the resemblance of a child to its parents is only a special

aspect of all those by which beings and things are linked.!6

15 Jacob, 20.
16 3a00b, 21.




Therefore, presumably, the resemblance of parents and children to each

other was merely a sign of their analogous formation as God's creatures.

If the resemblance of a child to its parents could be explained through
the use of analogy, the variations that differentiated progenitors and
offspring were attributed to maternal impression. This meant that the
physical, mental, and/or behavioral destiny of the developing fetus was
thought to be affected by the experiences of its mother during pregnancy.
In this sense, no human being was ever as powerful as a pregnant woman.
"Women's imagination,” said Paracelsus, "resembles divine power, its
external desires imprint themselves on the child"!7 The theory of
maternal impressions--one of the most popular beliefs in the study of
procreation--had wide currency in the ancient world, and is thought to
have originated with a lost text of Empedocles. Hippocrates is said to
have saved an Athenian princess from charges of aduitery by claiming that
her child was black, not because of the mother’'s infidelity, but because
she had the picture of an Ethiopian in her bedchamber.!8

Every feeling of the mother, every errant fantasy, or untoward
occurrence was thought to influence the development of the child. In this
way, variations between adult and offspring would be accounted for. This

type of belief declared the contiguity of inside and outside. Positing the

17 Quoted in Jacoh, 26.

18 See Marvin Carlson, © Ibsen, Strindberg, and Telegony,” PMLA, 100, 5 (Oct. 1985),
774. Marie-Héléne Huet's Monstrous imagination (Cembridge: Harvard UP, 1993) provides a
detailed exemination of the belief in maternal impressions, extending the implications of this
theory into the realm of ertistic and literary endeavor in the nineteenth century. The
information on Empedocies may be found on page 4 of her book.
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susceptibility of pregnant women to external influences allowed the outer
world of sensation to have a bearing on the destiny and development of the
individual. Human development was thus seen as precariously dependent
on the haphazard influence of environment.

But the influence of outside stimulation on the development of the
infant in the womb was essentially seen as a negative effect. The belief
in maternal impressions set up a dialectic in which the birth of normal
children was expressed as an unprobiematic hereditary endowment
bequeathed by God, thus an invisible natural inner process, while
deformities were 1aid at the door of the mother's susceptibility to outside
impression.!'9 If a woman brought forth a monstrous child, the fauit lay,
not in nature, which always functioned normally, but in the woman, who
was assumed to have sinned in some way--usually through acts of
bestiality. As Frangois Jacob puts it, "Physical or moral, each divergence

from nature produces unnatural fruit. Nature too has its morality."20

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries some of the thinking
concerning the deity's place in the scheme of conception began to change.
Until this time, the production of its own kind by a living organism had not
been taken to express a law of nature. Instead, it was thought that the

most important event in generation was the implantation of the soul in the

19 Maogie Kilgour spesks of & "crude system of values” in which whel is outside the
territory of the seif is bad, snd what is inside is good, a polarization which may be expanded to
comprehend more sophisticated and broader notions of incluston and exclustor. Maggie Kilgour,

From Communion to Cennibalism: An_Anatomy of Metephors of Incorporstion. (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1990), 4.

20 Jacob, 27.
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body. This equation of the mystery of life with metaphysical impuise
predates Christianity. Both Aristotle and Galen had accounted for vital
activity by assuming it to be controlled by "souls” or “faculties.” By the
time of the Enlightenment, however, the generation of a living being was
no longer considered to be an isolated event. Instead it came to be seen as
a demonstration of laws that expressed the reguiarity of the universe. It
became the means through which form was maintained over time and the
permanence of species assured.2!

The concept of species had arisen at the end of the seventeenth
century from the need of naturalists to base their classifications on the
reality of nature. Dividing living things into species allowed the messy
profusion of the natural world to be slotted into neat compartments,
making it more amenable to study, and confirming the existence of a
rational world which functioned along orderly mechanistic principles.

The favourite trope of the Enlightenment was to compare the
workings of Nature to those of a machine. Discoveries, such as Harvey's,
that the heart worked like a pump to ensure the circulation of blood
through the bedy, and that blood itself, being liquid, followed the laws of
hydraulics, only confirmed the general impression of the mechanical
function »f nature. (The study of hydraulics--the action of fluids under
pressure--dates from the seventeenth century. A priest named Edme
Marriot, one of the founders of the French Academy, was stimulated by his
interest in the waterworks at Versailles to publish a thesis in 1686 on the

theory and practice of hydrodynamics.)

21 Jacab, 28,
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Descartes was among the first, and was certainly the most
influential of the philosophers to advocate the theory of the “animai
machine.” He declared that the physical world was essentially mechanical,
and that all change was due to a rearrangament of the particles of matter.
The bodies of organisms were therefore nothing more than physical
structures governed by the iaws of mechanics.22

This change in the way Nature was perceived leC inevitably to a
changed attitude towards God and his relationship to the living world. It
no longer seemed reasonable to suppose that God's hand was at work in
every detail of natural activity. The "clock-maker God" of the deists was
still the Creator of the Universe, but now the act of creation had been
pushed a step back. God was no ionger defined as an active agent engaged
in the ongoing process of creation, but as the initiator of a pattern, a
pattern which, once given its original impulse, remained constant
throughout the centuries. The God of the Enlightenment had set the world
in motion, and decreed its development. It followed, then, that the form of
the natural world was perfect, permanent, preordained, and impervious to
alteration or modification.

The lines dividing the various species were consequently assumed to
be fixed and immutable, so that no species was in danger of merging with
any other and thus confusing the taxonomy. Classification by species was
dependent on notions of heredity, since the very concept of species was
based on the assumption that each succeeding generation always produced

its like.

22 see Peter Bowler, Evolution: The History of an Ides {Los Angeles: U of Californie P,
1989), S7.
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This type of ciassification established a bond between the
contemporary world and its biblical origin, subsuming and erasing all
definitions of time as an evolving historical process through the
insistence on the permanence of living forms. In this way, the biblical
moment of creation was identical with present time, and the natural world
of the bible was made visible in the here-and-now. Generation could be
seen as another expression of the regularity of nature, a reassuring
stability to place against the relentless advance of time.

Frangois Jacob explains how analogies from the inanimate world of
machines could be thought to apply perfectly to the living world of Nature
by suggesting that until the end of the eighteenth century there was no
clear distinction between beings and things. The animate and inanimate
worlds were contiguous, with no break between the two and no acceptable
definition for distinguishing them.23 The steam engine was thought to be
the best model for describing a living body since it had a seurce of heat
that required feeding, as well as a cooling system and devices for
adjusting the various operations.2% In effect, the mechanistic view of
nature merely turned on its head the pantheism of earlier times. Whereas
pre-Christian Europeans had ascribed to all things, animate and inanimate,

the properties of life, the deists’ emphasis on mechanism ascribed to all

23 Uacob, 33. There were, of course, those who dissented from the prevailing view: The
eighteenth-century French scientist and man-of-letters Bernerd le Bovier de Fontenalle took
exception to tha ides thet living things ware mechines. He suggested that if a dog machine were
placed next to a bitch mechine, the result would eventually be & puppy mechine, but if {wo
watches were placed side by side they would never, inall their lives, yield a third. Fontenelle is
quoted in Jaccb, 63.

24 3pg Jacob, 43.



19

things, whether tiving or not, the properties of machines.

By the end of the seventeenth century all females were acknowledged
to possess eggs, although these were often referred to as "testicles,” thus
illustrating the linguistic confusion between male and female
reproductive systems that persisted in both medical and popular circles
until well into the seventeenth century. At the same time, refinements in
the technology of the microscope had revealed the existence of
spermatozoa in male semen.

These two related discoveries gave rise to the next important theory
in the history of heredity, that of preformation. Because living things at
this time were only comprehensible through their visible structures, it
became necessary to determine how these structures were maintained
from one generation to the next. Obviously, the structure itself could not
disappear but had to remain constant, and relatively intact throughout the
process of transmission. The idea that growth entailed the constant
subdivision and muttiplication of cells was not a concept available to the
scientific mind of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was
therefore assumed that a living organism had to exist as a minute version
of its eventual adult self. Since the structure could not disappear, it had
to persist in capsule form either in the seed or in the egg in order to be
passed on to future generations. The fertilizing contact of egg and sperm
triggered the growth of the capsule, known most commonly as the “germ,”
and so began the development of the organism.

Postulating the existence of a germ moved the process of generation



back one step. Life was now defined as originating in the distant past
with the creation of the germ, rather than in the present at the moment of
sexual contact. Parents were now perceived as little more than the
activating agents of the germs they carried. In fact, preformation
deprived sexual activity of all its procreative purpose, at the same time
as it diverted scholarly attention to the origin and organization of the
germ, which now reguired exptanation.

The problem then became how to account for the germ getting inside
the parent in the first place. The solution was to consider that the germs
of all organisms, past, present, and future, had always existed, that they
had been formed at the time of Creation, and were only awaiting the
moment of activation by fertilization?5 The preformed germ in turn
contained within itseif the germs of its own future children, who
contained the germs of their children, and so forth. Thus all future
generations lay encapsulated within the reproductive organs of the first
parent.

But which parent was it? 3ince the organism was conceived as
existing, preformed and intact, within the germ, it could not be a product
of the combined contribution of male and female but had rather to be
located entirely within either the male seed or the female egg. In the
beginning, and until the role and function of semen were better understood,
most preformationists were ovists, believing that the germ was located in
the egg. The discovery of parthenogenesis served to confirm this. The fact

that certain species of insect could multiply without sexual contact

25 Jacob, 60.



allowed for a scientific recasting and reaffirmation of the biblical story
of the first mother in Genesis.2®

Now all of humanity was seen to spring from the loins of Eve in the
most literal sense, since all generations that ever were and ever would be
had existed as encapsulated germs in her ovaries. In the words of
Elizabeth Gasking: "The first female of every species contained within
herself all future generations of her kind. Each generation in turn would
come to maturity, and when all the created germs had reached adult form
the species would become extinct."2? This Russian-doll concept became
known as "emboitement,” and it complemented and completed the theory of
preformation.

When the role of the spermatozoa was more clearly understood,
however, the animalcule--as the spermatozoon was called--was seized on
by many scientists as a more acceptable location for the germ than the
egg. Proponents of this view were called “animalcultists™ and their theory
had the advantage over that of the ovists in restoring the male to his
previous supreme position in generation?a Either way, however, whether
one believed that the germ was located in the maie or in the female,
preformation remained a theory of generation that was essentially
sexless, since the new organism was not formed through sexual contact

but merely activated that way.

25 While everyone agrees that the Swiss naluralist Charles Bonnet discovered
parthenogenesis, there is less agreement 8s to which insect led to the discovery. The
Encyclopedia Britannica and Peter Bowler say it was sphids (Bowler, 60), while Jacob claims
that Bonnet studied greenflies (Jaceb, 63), and Gesking lists lice {Gesking, 176).

27 gasking, 42.
28 @asking, 56.



The theory of preformation was first introduced into scientific
literature in a monograph on insects published in 1669 by the Dutch
naturalist Jan Swammerdam.29 It immediately won wide acceptance and
dominated most of the scientific work done on generation for the next one
hundred and fifty years. Some twentieth-century commentators have been
aghast at its reception and its longevity. “"That such an apparently
ridiculous theory was discussed seriously for over a century seems
incredible,” sniffs Peter Bowler.30 It has been argued, however--notably
by Stephen J. Gouid--that the preformationist view of science was not
that different from our own, in the sense that preformationists were
mechanists who insisted on a material cause for all phenomena, but were
hampered by the limited knowledge of their own era3!

Preformation also provides excellent proof of how ideological needs
may dictate what is perceived regardless of any inherent logic supplied by
"facts." The widespread acceptance of the preformation theory suggests
that it accorded well with the intellectual outlook of the age in which it
circulated. Preformation confirmed not only the existence of God, but also
the substantial accuracy of biblical revelation. It enhanced and
strengthened the notion of the fixity of species, at the same time as it
reinforced the mechanistic bias of the era. Preformation stipulated that
God had created all individuals of all species at the beginning of time, thus

initiating the pattern. Problems of individual development and

29500 Gasking, 43-44.
30 Bowler, 58.
31stephen J. Gould, The Flamingo's Smile (New York: Norton, 1986), 144.
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differentiation were thus reduced to a matter of growth, which was
regarded as a mechanical process.

The preformationist notion of how growth occurred was essentially
static, in that all stages of development were perceived 2s identical,
except for their size. In other words, the young were understood to be
little more than miniaturized versions of their future full-grown selves.
(Against this may be set the later models of growth as a process of
gradual development through accretion.) This idea was not peculiar to
theorists of generation but existed in the general cuilture as well. The
notion of the child as miniature adult has a lengthy historical pedigree
ranging all the way from medieval paintings of children with adult
features to the late 1880s when Frances Burnett published Little Lord
Fauntleroy. Anger at the assumption that children are merely small
versions of adults constitutes one of the major themes in the Dickensian
universe.

The invention of the microscope and the discovery of microscopic life
seemed further to confirm the findings of preformation, since it was now
evident that minuteness of the type required to imagine germs encased
within germs was decidedly possible. The invention of the microscope
also signalied the end of the belief in spontaneous generation, which now
succumbed to the weight of observation. In 1668, Francesco Redi had
demonstrated that maggots do not arise spontaneously from decaying meat
but from the eggs laid by adult flies. In yet another illustration of how
profitably science and literature may interact, it was said of Redi that he

was inspired to perform his experiments on decaying meat by reading



i
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Homer's 11iad. The description of the Fall of Troy led him to wonder why

Homer's heroes were always so anxious to protect the bodies of their slain

comrades from flies and worms. 52

Frangois Jacob notes that the significance of preformation l1ay in the
fact that it marked a change in thinking about the provenance of the child.
The germ holding the living organism may have been formed by God at the
beginning of time, but that made the future being all the more dependent
on the sexual congress of its parents to kickstart the process and so
assist in its development. The individual was no longer understood as an
isolated and unique creation independent of others. On the contrary, he
was now part of the warp and woof of a larger design that included all
living beings of his own species, who had been created in the germ along
the same pattern at the identica! time. Preformation deprived the process
of creation of its loneliness, but also of its momentousness.

in addition, the previous tension between invisible inner processes
and overpowering external influences was now resolved in favour of what

was internal. As Jacob observes:

The idea of pre-existence fitted in naturally with the
concept of species, If the germ preformed in the begetter
had been formed at the time of Creation together with all
those of its species, no piace remained for any outside
intervention during generation, for irregularities due to the

32 For mare on Redi, see Jacob, 54.



25

fantasies of parents or sins against nature. Generations
could succeed generations, always identical .. .The species
became a collection of germs, a reserve fund of copies made

on the same pattern.33
It was a picture of the living world as contained and static within a

fixed framework that was reassuring in its regularity, but also rigid in its
insistence on orderly descent and uniformity. Preformation may have
explained the continuity of type from one generation to the next, the unity
between the parts of an organism, and the orderly differentiation that is
observed when a new individual appears. But it could not explain
variation, and variation is--to quote Elizabeth Gasking--"so generai that

no biologist can deny it.” 34

The belief in preformation and the fixity of species persisted
throughout the eighteenth century, but not without cracks of skepticism
here and there. In 1742 Linnaeus, the most famous and influential of the
eighteenth century taxonomists, recognized a variety of toadflax as a new
species, and graduaily came to abandon his belief that all extant species
had been Created as-is at the beginning of time. By 1760, he was
suggesting that God had merely created a few species in each group and
that hybridization had produced many of the other species that he
catalogued--an idea that was clearly anathema to preformationists.3®

Nor was the challenge posed by hybridization limited to plants. The

spread of the slave trade in the eighteenth century with its attendant

33 Jacob, 62.
34 Gasking, 124.
35 Gasking, 66.



sexual abuses resulted in the birth of children of mixed racial parentage.
It began to be noticed that such children tended to inherit from both
parents, and that their skin colour, in particular, was often of a blended
hue. Could God have foreseen miscegenation at the beginning of time, or
approved of it to the extent of creating germs that displayed mixed traits
of black and white? (The fixity and distinctness of races was thought to
he as permanent and unalterable as that of species.) The existence of
children of mixed race caused greater attention to be paid to the fact that
offspring seem to inherit some features from one parent and some from
the other. As the eighteenth century progressed the problem of family
likeness became another reason to doubt preformation. A child who
resembles both parents casts doubt on the entire theory, since such a
biend of hereditary endowment meant that the child could not have existed
in totality preformed in the germ at the beginning of time.

In 1745, the French mathematician and astronomer Pierre de

Maupertuis published Vénus physique, which contained an essay called "Une

dissertation physique & l'occasion du Négre Blanc." Maupertuis's essay
treated the problem of hereditary traits--in this case albinoism among
blacks--remaining hidden through several generations then suddenly
reappearing. The white Negro was an example of this phenomenon, since
neither a white mother nor a white father was necessary in order for the
trait of white skin to appear. Maupertuis wrote: “. . . Elements which
represent the condition of an ancestor rather than the immediate parent

may enter into the union forming the embryo and so produce a resemblance
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to that ancestor rather than to the parent.”36

In a similar vein, Maupertuis investigated the phenomenon of
polydactyly as an inherited trait in a family. He traced a family tree
through four generations and produced mathematical evidence to show that
the trait of having six fingers was inherited. Evidence of this type of
inheritance, which could be passed on to children of either sex by parents
of either sex, constituted a severe blow against the theory of
preformation.

Some of Maupertuis's theorizing has a decidedly Darwinian ring to it,
since his primary interest lay in the mechanics of vartation. Maupertuis
beiieved that new forms must arise as the result of chance changes in the
form or arrangement of the seminal particles. He also believed that
mutations were the ultimate source of novelty. Once a new trait appeared
it might become a true variety by repeated generation, or disappear as the
result of interbreeding with normal individuals.37

Maupertuis's work was largely overlooked because of the eminence of
his countryman and contemporary, the naturalist George de Buffon. Buffon
was primarily interested in problems of growth and regeneration--Gasking
suggests that he came cilose to inferring the cell theory--whereas
Maupertuis had concentrated on the inheritance of variations. On account
of the wide influence of Buffon's work, problems of inheritance were

dropped from scientific investigation and were not considered important

36 quoted in Gesking, 76.

37 Gesking, 76. In his essay on Maupertuis and Yénus phvsique, Stephen Jay Gould
rejects the ides that Maupertuis was a& precursor of Derwin, calling it "sn unfair and
anachronistic asssssment, based on a few fleeting passages thet ebstract Meupertuis from the
concerns of his time.” See Gouid, “For Want of a Metaphor,” The Flaminge's Smile, 142.



again until after Darwin's Origin of Species had been published.38

By the middle of the eighteenth century, preformation had been
largely discredited as a viable theory, succumbing to a welter of
observable facts--children resembling both parents, the occurrence of
deviations, the intermediate appearance of hybrids--that could no longer
be ignored. The entire subject of generation and the organization of living
matter was in chaos, and would remain so until it was replaced by the
notion of reproduction.39

The fading of the idea that the individual--or his parts--exists in
miniature in the germ was accompanied by the rise of a new ideology
which signalied yet another change in the way nature was conceived. The
perfecting of the microscope made possible the embryological studies of
K. F. Wolff (about 1760). Wolff, a German physiologist, theorized that the
embryo does not exist fully formed in the womb, but develops in a seif-
determined way out of a mass of undifferentiated tissue. This way of
looking at generation has become known as epigenesis, the belief that the
embryo develops as a new creation through the action of the gnvironment
on the protoplasm. It is growth by incremental stages rather than

preformation. Or, in Stephen J. Gould's formuiation: "Embryology is

38 OGaesking suggests that the mejority of the particulate theories which appeared after
1750 were varisnts of Buffon's views. Oesking, 91. Particulate inheritence implies the
iransmission to offspring of distinclive traits from both the father and the mother.

39 Sep Gasking, 96.



addition and differentiation, not mere unfolding."%0 This conception, with
its emphasis on the gradual development of the individual in the womb, fit
in perfectly with the new intellectual climate of Romanticism which
arose in the late eighteenth century.

Romanticism affected scientific discovery in much the same way as
it affected literature and the arts. |t expunged the mechanistic outiook of
the preceding era, and replaced it with a philosophy which, among other
things, defined nature as unruly, wild, and uncontroliable, at the same
time decreeing that the individual, not the collective, was the measure of
all things.

Frangois Jacob defines the corresponding changes in the scientific

world as follows:

.. .At the end of the eighteenth century there was a change
in the relations between the exterior and the interior,
between the surface and the depth, and between organs and
functions of a living being. What became accessible to
comparative investigation was a system of relationships in
the depth of a living organism designed to make it function.
Behind the visible forms could be glimpsed the profile of a

secret architecture imposed by the necessity of living.4!
This radefinition of inner and outer with its increasing emphasis on

the inner workings of the individuat--an emphasis which in literature and
the arts generally was translated into an active focus on the emotions and
on psychelogical development--was in <science spurred on by new
discoveries in the physiological functions of the body.

Elizabeth Gasking points out that when a scientific subject has

40 Bould, “For Went of 8 Metaphor,” The Flamingo's Smile, 143.
41 Jacob, 85.




30

produced a secure theory that accords reasonably well with the facts, then
that theory is not likely to be influenced by changes in the intellectual
climate. A good example of this is Newtonian mechanics, which many
Romantic philosophers disapproved of but which remained largely
untouched by the new views. In biology, however, where scientific
theories were less secure, Romanticism inspired changes that were
profound and far-reaching. The German philosophers Herder, Fichte,
Schelling and Hegel saw the universe, not as a machine produced by a
Creator, who then remained a spectator, but rather as a living whole in
which the Spirit or Will was constantly present. The biologists who

adopted these philosophical views were called vitalists.

Many of them regarded it as axiomatic that the phenomena
they observed could not be explained by any underlying
causal physico-chemical processes. Instead they looked for
an explanation of a radically different kind, which had more
in common with the Aristotelian idea of a formal cause.
Nature could only be understood by studying the diversity of
its forms, but these forms were all variations of a limited
number of ideal types or archetypes which, like the Platonic

idea, were never fully realised in the actual organisms.42
It may be imagined, then, that vitalism and mechanism are at two

opposite philosophical poles. Vitalism is associated with the mystical
tendency in science which sees living things as being invested with a
spark of life that is not quantifiable and cannot be reduced to its

component parts.43

The Romantic philosophers also emphasized that individuals and

42 Ggsking, 149~50.

43 see Gasking, 149. For more on the difference between the two camps see Gould, "Just
in the Middle,” in The Flamingo's Smile, 377-392.
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Institutions could not be understood without a knowiedge of their
historical development. This led to an interest in history generally with a
particular emphasis on the history of beliefs, customs, traditions, races
and peoples. As far as the natural sciences were concerned this new
interest in history transiated into a belief that living things too had a
history, and the corresponding idea--promoted by examinations of fossils-
-that animals and plants alive today might differ from those which had
existed in earlier times.

The Romantic movement had a profound effect on early nineteenth-
century biology. Its insistence on generalized descriptions and
explanations in terms of a historical sequence of forms started several
fruitful lines of inquiry, most notably embryology. Its effect can be seen
in C.F. Wolff's theory that the embryo develops in a self-determined way.
Epigenesis and the notion of the progressive elaboration of the fertilized
egg cell helped to undermine the earlier belief in preformation.44

But not comptetely. Wolff's observations may have paved the way for
the development of cell theory, and his scientific discoveries certainly
heralded a new nonmechanistic outlook on nature, but none of this
disproved preformation once and for all. By the 1760s, preformation in a
new ovist version had once again become popuiar, and remained so until
the dawn of the nineteenth century. The reason for this was its
acceptance by three of the top naturalists of the time, Haller, Bonnet and

Spallanzani. Each scientist, by supporting the theory, encouraged the

44 for more on the effects of Romenticism on the study of biclogy see Gasking, 161. Also
J A. Y. Chapple, Scignce end Literature in the Nineteenth Century (London: Macmillen, 1986),



others to do likewise, and by presenting a united front they convinced
most of their contemporaries. The late eighteenth-century version of this

theory was known to a large public, and remnants of this belief lasted into

the early nineteenth century.4®

The late eighteenth century also saw a revival of interest in the Great
Chain of Being, which was now rethought in terms of the increased
diversity of knowledge about geology in general and fossils in particular.

The Chain of Being was originally a Greek method of classification for
the natural world. |t posited that 21l living things could be arranged on a
metaphorical 1adder with the simplest organisms at the bottom and the
most complex--Man invariably occupied the apex--at the top. As a
philosophical concept the Chain of Being tended to emphasize the unity and
interdependence of living beings, as well as their subservience to one
Creator. But while the Chain kept species separate and distinct, it did
seem to imply a progressive evolution from one step of the ladder to the
next.

The Chain's practical value from a historical point of view iay in the
fact that it served as the basis for the classificatory systems of the
eighteenth-century naturalists, and as such proved a boon to the study of
biology. In its pure form, the Chain of Being reaffirmed the immutability
of species, while providing still more proof of the productive potential of
God. Yet the necessity of demonstrating and substantiating the deity's

creative accomplishment stirsulated the study of taxonomy and variation.

4 gesking, 107, 137.
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Loren Eiseley makes the interesting point that because the Chain of
Being implied an ascendency from lower forms to more complex ones,
etghteenth-century scholars were less shocked by the proximity of apes to
Man than their counterparts would be a century later.46 This was because
belief in the fixity of species guaranteed that there could be no perceived
blood relationship between man and beast, and so the question of physical
kinship could not arise in the way it did later in response to Darwin,

One person to exploit the Chain of Being for his theory was Jean
Baptiste Lamarck. Lamarck felt that Nature, ideally, always arranged
itself on an ascending scale from the simplest organism to the most
complex. He believed that variation consistently proceeds from the
rudimentary to the detailed, that it is constantily striving to attain
perfection. But this perfection is seldom, if ever, attained, because of the
presence of the physical environment, which shifts with time and
circumstance, forcing living organisms to adapt in order to survive. This
ieads to changes in behavior and habit which eventually influence the
physical structure of the organism. The abstract perfection of the Chain
of Being is thus being constantly undermined by changing environmental
circumstances, which force animals into adaptive strategies in order to
survive.4? To account for these adaptive strategies, Lamarck proposed a
theory which postulated that environment had a direct effect on heredity.
The mechanism which he outlined as leading to the adaptive infiuence of

environment on heredity has come to be known as “"the inheritance of

46 Loren Eiseley, Darwin’s Century (New York: Ancher, 1961).8.
47 | am indebted t Eiseley, especiatly p. 51, for this understanding of Lemarckism.



acquired characteristics.” 48

The inheritance of acquired characteristics was certainly not
original with Lamarck. It is, in fact, one of the most traditional and
universal explanations for the workings of heredity, and can be found in
the mythologies and popular beliefs of all cultures. The writings of
antiquity are replete with the stories of chiidren perpetuating through
inheritance the accidents that occurred to their parents. Lamarck erected
his system on the possibility of such inheritance, making it the mechanism
that expilained local transformations and allowed organisms to adapt
themselves fully to their surroundings. Even Darwin, who made evolution
rest on spontaneous fluctuations in large poputations, accepted a form of
the inheritance of acquired characteristics through his championing of
pangenesis, which permitted external conditions to directly influence
hereditary characteristics. It was not until the discovery of germ plasm
in the 1880s, which in turn led to the discovery of chromosomes, that the

possibility of inheriting acquired characteristics was ever seriously
questioned.49

0 Gould, “ Shades of Lamerck,” The Panda's Thumb (New York: Norton, 1980), 77

49 Jacab, 217. An English rabbi writing in the early tweniieth century suggested that
Jews had particular resson to doubt the inheritence of acquired cheracteristics since Jewish
fathers in every generation have been circumcised yetl Jewish sons continue to be born with
foreskins. See W. M. Feldman, The Jewish Child: Its Historv. Folklore, Biolegv and Sociotogy
(London: Bailliere, Tindall, Cox, 1917).

In fect, however, the thaery has not yet been lgid to rest, and there is new evidence that il
is not necessarily false under all circumstances. Yiruses, for instance, may inject themselves
into the genetic material of a bacterium and be passed along Yo offapring as part of the bacteriat
chromosome. See Staphen J. Gould, “Shades of Lamarck,” The Panda’s Thumb, 79. An article
by John Rennie, “"DNA's New Twists* in Scientific American (March 1993), 122- 132 makes &
similar point, arguing thet when it comes to the inheritance of acquired characteristim, science
has been guilty of throwing the baby out with the bath waler. See also, in the same issue, & brief
essay by Otte Lendman, "Inheritance of Acquired Choracteristics,” p.150. Landman writes that
the abuses of the Soviet scientist Trofim Lysenko, who exploited Lemarck's ideas of inheritance
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Lamarck died in 1829, but during his lifetime a dramatic change had
occurred in the way that generation was understood. In fact, the word
"generation” had by the nineteenth century begun to fall out of use. It was
replaced by “reproduction,” a term which incorporated a new way of
thinking about the origins of life. In fact, reproduction filled the
conceptual void so completely that the term “generation,” in the sense of
giving life to offspring, has largely fallen out of modern usage.50
Reproduction confers a past on living things by implicitly linking them to
their forebears, their “producers.” The word was originally used to
designate the phenomenon that occurs in certain animals of regenerating
limbs to repiace those lost to amputation. In other words, that which had
existed previously was re-produced. This sense of the word was
eventually expanded by Buffon, writing in 1748, to indicate the generation
of living things.®!

For much of our history--in fact until the Darwinian revolution in the

middle of the nineteenth century--the living world was considered as a

for ideological purposes, heve so prejudiced modern scientists ageinst the theory of scquired
cheracteristics that they “refuse to recognize thet an understending of the role of acquired
characteristics opens a broader perspective on genetics end evolution.”

S0 Gesking notes thet the term “generation” has slmost entirely disappesred from modern
biology texibooks. She dates its obsolescence from the beginning of the nineteenth century.
Gasking, 7.

51 The word first accurs in 8 memoir by Réamur published in 1712 where it applies to
the regeneration of amputated limbs. This meening wes retained throughout the eighteenth
century. Buffon wes the first to use repreduction to mesn generation in general in his Natural
History of Animals ( 1748}, although he too retsined its more specific use for the reconstitution
of amputsted limbs. See Jacob, 72.
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system controlled from the outside.52 The concept of reproduction helped
to change that by defining the existence of each human being as the direct
result of the sexual actions of his or her parents. The physical, mental,
and emotional make-up of the individual was now seen to have a direct
relationship to the same characteristics in the parents. How this
relationship came about biotogically was still a mystery at the dawn of
the nineteenth century--as indeed it would be at the dawn of the
twentieth--but what was now beyond doubt was that a close bond tied
children to parents in 2 way that had not previously been imagined. The
physiological lines of heredity had been disentangled to the extent of
recognizing a physical, and not merely a legal, a customary, or even a
biblical link between the generations. The concept of reproduction
conferred a physical past on each living thing, tying the individual to his
parents, and beyond his parents to grandparents and ancestors.

Thus, at the beginning of the nineteenth century living creatures were
no longar seen as isolated structures standing above and beyond the
natural world, but were integrated into nature, the product of generations
which had gone before. The attitude towards time itself had changed. The
history of the earth was increasingly seen in relation to the history of
living things on the earth, and that history, when extrapolated from
fossils, seemed increasingly unstable and impermanent. The problem of
species had expanded to include questions about the origins of humanity as
a whole, about mankind's place within nature, about the reasons for racial

difference, and the proper reiationship of the various races to one another.

2 Jacah, 172.
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The 1830s, when Dickens first began to publish, was a decade
particularly rife with speculation and debate over human origins. Adrian
Desmond maintains that the evolutionary theories imported during this
decade from France to England had disturbing social and political
associations which precluded their being widely accepted in England. The
British gentry, already alarmed by the French revolution of 1789, became
even more reactionary in the 1830s following the July revolution in Paris
in 1830, which had seen revolutionaries co-opting Lamarck's ideas to the
service of their own democratic agitation.53

Despite the reactionary mood, the new sciences of paleontology and
chemistry stimulated inquiry into the history of living things, and most
especially into the question of how humans fit into the natural design.
Between 1830-33, Charles Lyell published his three-volume Principies of
Geology, which cast doubt on the reliability of the bible as a means of
accounting for the geoltogical history of the earth. In 1837--the year in
which Dickens began to serialize Qliver Twist--there appeared an
expanded five-volume edition of James Cowles Pritchard's Researches into
the Physical History of Man. This book was concerned with the‘ question of
race among humans, which Pritchard attempted to reconcile with

scriptural teaching.

53 pesmond alse ettributes Dsrwin's secrecy during this decade to the contentious
stmosphere surrounding ail questions of origin and evolution. See Adrisn Desmond, The Politics
of Evolution ( Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1989),2- 3.
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The intense and continuing interest in books like William Lawrence's
Lectures--which had been published and suppressed in 1819%4--and
Pritchard's Researches--to say nothing of Robert Chamber's best-seiling
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, which appeared in 1844--all
indicate a keen public appetite throughout the early decades of the
nineteenth century for more knowledge about the origins of life,

But this fascination with origins and races swamped further inquiries
into the nature of heredity, which was now relegated to the specialized
domain of horticulturists and animal breeders. While observations about
heredity had accumulated and multiplied by the nineteenth century,
heredity itseif ceased to be an object of scientific investigation.
Theories of how it worked and why it worked were vague and
unsatisfactory. Scientific researchers in the first half of the century may
have focused on questions of human origin, but they did so without any
clear sense that such questions were intimately tied to the riddle of
hereditary transmission. In Frangois Jacob's formulation, the nineteenth
century could contemplate heredity, but it could not analyze it.55

The vagueness of nineteenth-century notions about heredity proved a

particular handicap to Darwin. In his theory of evolution, successful

34n 1819, Sir William Lewrence, co-founder of the medical journal The Lancet and the
man credited with introducing the word " biology' into English, caused a furor when he published
two volumes of lectures in which he equated the existence of races among humans with the breeds
found smong domestic animals. Using this enalogy, Lewrence argued that all human races are
merely different strains within one species. He 8130 asserted that the human brain functioned on
principles identical to those of animal brains. Both claims came dangerously close {o asserting
that Man was no better than an animal. The storm of controversy which followed forced
Lewrence to suppress his own book. For more on Lawrence, see Kentwoad Wells, "Sir Willlem
Lawrence ( 1783-1867): A Study of Pre-Darwiniean |deas on Heredity and Yaristion" in Journal
of the History of Biclogy 4, Na. 2 (Fall 1971), 324.

399 Jacob, 190.
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adaptations are gradually incorporated into the biological make-up of
species by means of hereditary transmission. Because the mechanics of
heredity were unknown during Darwin’'s lifetime--despite the fact that
Mendel published his laws in the decade immediately following the

appearance of The Origin of Species--Darwin had difficulty defending his

theory against those who charged that "blended” heredity would eradicate
any advantages that selection might confer.

Scientific debate of the nineteenth century focused not only on the
question of human origins, but also on the mechanics of sexual
reproduction, specifically on the role of the male in gsneration. B8y this
time, the female contribution to the reproductive process was generally
acknowiedged and understood, but the importance of sperm and the manner
in which it interacted with the egg--if, indeed, it did so at all--was still
a matter for conjecture and controversy. This debate had serious
repercussions for the social interaction of the sexes during the nineteenth
ceznl:ury.56 Since the female role in reproduction was not in dispute,
reproduction came to be seen as primarily a female activity and this in
turn contributed to the belief in the separate functions of the sexes.

Scientific assumptions about what was "natural” merged with social
customs in furthering the division of the sexes along lines assumed to be
dictated by biology. The German zoologist Rudolph Leuckart pointed out in
1851, that the differing sex organs of male and female decreed a division

of tasks depending on these organs, so that a single individual was

90 See John Farley’s Gemetes and Spores: Ideas shout Sexus! Reproduction 1750-1914
(Beltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1982), and especially the chapter, “ The Cult of Sexlessness.”



40

scarcely capable of fulfilling both roles with equal facility.%? This neatly
formulates and rationalizes the widespread assumption of inherent
biological difference between the sexes which is characteristic of the
Victorian era. The male sphere encompassed the public domain, whereas
the naturai sphere for women was the domestic: They were responsible
for procreation, the care and nurturing of children, the maintenance of the
household. Dickens laid at this wife's door the entire blame for the fact
that they had too many children--nine who survived to adulthood--and her
fertility was one of the factors in the couple’s eventual separation. Later,
he blamed his troubles on his male children, accusing them of
shiftlessness and a lack of energy inherited from their mother.58

But the Victorian understanding of biology contained a paradox.
While the woman was thought to be primarily responsible for the
processes of generation, it was the man who was assumed to play the
primary role in heredity. This notion harks back to the theories of
Aristotle and to the doctrine of maternal impressions which held that
children most often resemble their fathers, because the mother transfers
to the foetus the features of the man she sees at the moment of
conception.5% In Victorian times the father was considered the primary
actor in the drama of passing on physical characteristics--although even
in this the Victorians were not consistent. Legally, however, there was no
doubt about who was the important parent: The father had sole rights over

the offspring of any legitimate union. As long as the role of the sperm in

57 Farley, 111.

SB3ee Phyllis Rose, Parallel Lives (New York: Vintege, 1984),189-90.
99 See Huet, 15.
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reproduction was unctear, Victorian attitudes towards hereditary
remained a jumble of contradictions and confusions.

At the same time, nineteenth-century literature began to show signs
of an ever greater interest in the dramatic possibilities of heredity. The

ramifications of the child's hereditary attachment to its parents began to

be more and more emphasized. Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice, in which
each of the five daughters is a variation on either the silliness of the
mother or the cynicism of the father, is just one example of this. The
fondness of Victorian fiction for the representative figure of the
foundling, the orphan, and the bastard is another.

The orderly worid of the seventeenth and eighteenth-century
mechanist had broken down. God might still be said to watch over each
individual, but the extent to which He was now understood to be actively
responsible for the formation of personality had degenerated to a matter
of rhetoric. What J. Hillis Miller has referred to as the "godless” quality of
Victorian fiction, in which omniscient authors have perfect knowledge of a
world they did not create, is a2 symptom of the advances in science which |
have outlined here®0 For Victorian authors, tracing resemblances
between generations became a way of internalizing the godhead, locating
not only the power of creation but also the ability to determine and
predict future conduct within the invisible and mysterious processes of

biolegical inheritance.

60, Hillis Miller, The Form of Victorian Fiction (Netre Dame: U. of Notre Dame P,
1970), 65.
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Dickens lived in a society organized along class-lines with a
hereditary monarch at its apex, and a vast under-belly of disenfranchised
poor at its base. He was born in 1812 and died in 1870, and while the
decades prior to his birth and in the early part of his life were times of
great ferment in scientific circles, this ferment affected relatively small
numbers of people.®! Far more influential in terms of elaborating and
disseminating notions of heredity was the popular and literary culture of
the time. Fairy tales, legends, ballads, proverbs, superstitions, the
heritage of Greek and Roman classical tradition, the teachings of the
Bible, the plays of Shakespeare--all of these had an effect on the common
perception. This meant that on the subject of heredity, Dickens was heir
to a long and influential history of cultural assumptions about the meaning
and mechanics of hereditary transmission, without necessarily being
conscious of the fact. In this section, | would like to lock at some of
these assumptions, especially those to be found in the two major sources

of Western cultural tradition.

The cultural heritage of Western Europe may be loosely divided
between the legacy of classical Greece, disseminated by‘ the Roman

Empire, and the legacy of the ancient Hebrews, disseminated by the

61 For & detailed account of the contentious atmosphere in scientific circles during the
early decades of the nineteenth century, which resched its climex in the 1830s, see Adrian
Desmond, The Politics of Evolution. Desmond is especially interesting with regerd to the
political ramifications of these scientific struggles, especially the attempt o democratize the
entrenched and reactionary medical establishment of Oxbridge.
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Christian church. These two sources merged in various ways throughout
European history and so nourished the wellsprings of modern tradition.
The models of heredity advanced by these two cultures were
fundamentally opposed--an opposition vitally tied to the fact that the
Greeks were pantheistic and the Hebrews monotheistic.

Pantheistic societies, like that of the ancient Greeks, collapse the
distinctions between the human and the natural world, so that Man is not
viewed as separate from his environment, but as an integral and functional
part of it. The mythologies of most peoples are full of legends that
assert this type of kinship between species, and most European folklores
contain tales of animal brides or husbands, while an entire class of British
folk ballad features anthropomorphic animals who are half-human and
half-animal. Furthermore, some form of totemic tradition, which defines
human beings as descended from animal ancestors, appears to be nearly
universal among primitive peoples. Such traditions certainly existed in
Britain: The Scottish McCodrum family and the Irish Keneelys claimed
seals as the ancestors of their clans.

The belief in crosses between two species was just as common as the
belief in crosses between Man and beast. John Locke, the seventeenth-
century philosopher, reported seeing a chimera which he asserted to be the
offspring of a mouse and a cat. Magner notes that in the mid-léast, camels
were thought to be especially likely to engage in experimental matings.
The giraffe was thought to be a mix of a camel and a teopard, while the

mating of a camel and a sparrow produced an ostrich, 62

62 Magner, 406-7.
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As these examples suggest, the most important way in which popular
belief integrates the human animai into the natural world is to imagine his
or her sexual union with individuals of different species. The resulting
offspring partake equally of the characteristics of both their parents, thus
erasing all lines of integrity between one species and another. The
centaurs, satyrs, and minotaurs of Greek mythology are half-human and
haif-animal, personifying a view of the world which defines nature as
fluid and multiple, a place where all mergers are possible. At the same
time, these dual creatures are not examples of "blended” heredity. Their
two halves are kept recognizably distinct, one part welded to the other.
Integration consists of the fact that the two disparate selves exist within
the same entity.

The belief that the categories of nature are infinitely dissoluble is
closely tied to the creed of magical transformation, which forms an
essential part of Greek mythology--as indeed it does of most pantheistic
mythologies. The possibility of unlimited transformation implies a
world-view that is infinitely metamorphic and pliable, lacking a sense of
fixed division between entities. Such an outlook rests on the assumption
that all objects are in a constant state of potential change, which means
that magical transformation undermines the supremacy and inviolability
of the human form by decreeing it to be no more than another shape to be
shifted.

The existence of such metamorphic beliefs means that classical

Greek mythology eliminates heredity altogether as a significant factor in
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the development of life. This is in keeping with the mythology's
presentation of other biological processes as floating free of all temporal
and physical constraints. In the Greek myths birth may occur in the
normal way--or it may not--and it may be defined as a female activity--
or it may not. Thus Athena springs full-grown and fully armoured from
Zeus's head, and to retaliate for this appropriation of feminine function,
Zeus's wife Hera conceives and delivers the god Hephaestus by herself.
(Both of these instances might be called early examples of
parthenogenesis.) Cadmus sows the ground with dragon's teeth and a race
of armed men is engendered in the furrows.

In other words, all objects are equally viable and equally capable of
engendering life. Transformation from one mode of being into another is
not only possible but universally imminent. Where magical metamorphosis
is the mechanism underlying development, heredity--that is, the
relationship of transmission from parent to child--loses all validity. The
fact that an individual may be instantly transformed into a star, a spider,
a stone, a tree at the whim of the gods--the fact that the gods may just as
easily transform themselves--means that the form one inhabits is not
understood as a constant handed down from parent to child, but is viewed
instead as an interim casing perpetually on the brink of being sloughed off.
In addition, the fact that sexua! contact between humans and'animals, or
even between humans and the elements-~I am thinking of the shower of
goiden rain in the legend of Zeus and Danaé--may result in offspring,
means that hereditary factors are worthless as a means of indicating

genealogy or origin. The idea that 1ike must consistently reproduce like,



or that there is a family connection between the thing engendered and its
progenitor is totally foreign to a scheme of creation which defines ail
objects as equally vital and equally fertile. In a pantheistic vision of the
world, magical transformation takes the place of hereditary transmissicn.
Leonard Barkan suggests that metamorphosis renders all things
numinous; designating every object in the universe as containing not
merely a spark of life, but also a mystical and metaphorical meaning.53
Myths which seek to expilain origins do so in terms of how an individuat--
invariably a human--was transformed into something else: Arachne into 3
spider, Narcissus into a flower. Once transformed, the spider goes on to
become the ancestor of generations of spiders, as the Tlower does of
generations of flowers, but we know that this constant reproduction of
like by like is not inevitable, that should some god will another
transformation, the spider may be returned to her original human shape or
may even be transformed into another shape. Yet because the original
ancestor is designated as human, there exists an ancillary suggestion in
myths of origin that while the human form may be transmuted into any
number of other forms, it nevertheless supplies the prototype for the rest
of the natural world. All objects are thus personified and humanized at
their source.
Magical transformation obliterates the significancé--and the
inevitability--of life's processes. Birth and death may occur in the Greek
myths, but the existential impact of these events is muted by the idea of

progression from one shape into another. In Gillian Beer's words,

63 L eonerd Barkan, The Gods Made Flesh { New Haven: Yale UP, 1986), p. 89.




“Metamorphosis bypasses death. The concept expresses continuance,
survival, the essential self transposed but not obliterated by
transformation.”64

Allied to this subversion of actual biological processes is the
obliteration of all notions which define time as a historical juggernaut
aimed into the future. Chronological conceptions of time are closely tied
to hereditary imperatives, and the world of the ancient Greeks and Romans
took little note of such temporal constraints. Instead, classical tradition
viewed time as infinitely malleatle. It may be expanded or contracted,
stopped altogether or simply collapsed into one temporal unit so that past,
present, and future become one. For example, according to Roman laws of
succession in the Augustan Age, the son was considered to be his own
father for purposes of inheritani.e. He was designated as “heres sui
ipsius” (his own heir), and so encitied to take his father's place without a
hand-over of property or iegacy. He in effect became his own father.65

In his essay on time and the chronotope in the novel, Mikhail Bakhtin
notes that in the early Greek adventure novels, time is not defined as an
element which brings change, either internal or external. The plot begins
when the hero and heroine meet and fall in love, they then go through a
series of trials and adventures, which do not take place in chronological
time, since there is no developmental effect. Hero and heroine do not age,
nor do their persopalities undergo any alteration because of the

experiences they have just lived through. They are the same both

64 g111an Beer, Darwin's Plots (London: Ark Psperbacks, 1985), 111.
65 xilgour, 41.



essentially and chronologically at the end of their adventures as they were
at the beginning.66

The action in these adventure tales is governed by chance.
Protagonists in classical literature seldom take the initiative. They
rarely even fall in love on their own. (Eros is responsible for that.)
Instead they are the pawns of fate, at the mercy of divine whim or chance
occurrence.  Bakhtin relates this emphasis on chance to subsequent
developments in the Eurrpean novel. "Whenever Greek adventure-time
appears in the subsequent development of the European novel, initiative is
handed over to chance, which controls meetings and failures to meet--
either as an impersonal, anonymous force in the novel or as fate, as divine
foresight, as romantic "villains" or romantic “secret benefactors.'57
Bakhtin mentions Walter Scott's historical novels as examples, out he
might as easily have listed Dickens, whose reliance on coincidence and

accident is just as marked.

The classical tradition’s abrogation of the imperatives of time, with
its attendant diminution of the importance of human geneaiogy flies in the
face of Judeo-Christian belief. Shape-changing means that the human
form is less important than its potential for infinite variability. Such an
idea is untenable in a monotheistic conception of the world which defines

the human body as the sanctified replica of the divine corpus.68

66 M. M. Baknlin, "Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel." The Dialogic
Imagination (Austin: U of Texas P, 1981), 90,

67 Bakhtin, 95.



49

The Hebrew Bible is an account of the relationship of a particular
people to its God, a relationship traced back to its beginnings through
genealogy and projected forward through descent. It is the first
elaborated account of a monotheistic retigion and the relationship which it
establishes between the children of israel and their God is 2 familial one.
God creates Man in his own image. Gen. 1: 27 in fact stipulates that He
creates both man and woman in His image, and exhorts them to be fruitful
and multiply. The human relationship to the deity ts thus established on
the basis of physical resemblance. Moreover, the human resemblance to
God is the result of an act of parthenogenetic creation. One of the
attributes of the Jewish God is that he is a father to the children of
Israel, and this attribute underlines the state of kinship between Man and
his Maker.

The connection between God and tsrael speaks to the issue of
biological paternity in another way as well. [t is a relationship based
entirely on faith, a fact underlined by the prohibition against graven
images which ensures the ahstract quality of the Hebrew conception of
monotheism. In this it echoes the actual relationship of fathers to their
offspring, a relationship which until the twentieth century was based on
no verifiable evidence, and so required a leap of faith on the part of both
fathers and their progeny to cement the bond of paternity. (The' severity of
biblical 1aws against female promiscuity, and especially against adultery,
are directly related to the male need to ensure paternity by restricting a

woman's sexual access to other men.) It is thus possible to assert, as

6B For more on this see Barkon, 97.
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Thomas Laqueur does in Making Sex, that the Judaic insistence that God
cannot be seen but must be accepted on faith is analogous to the blind
faith required to assume that a given man is the father of a given child.
Fatherhood, Freud had argued in Moses and Monotheism, is a supposition
based on inference, while motherhood is based on knowledge derived from
the "lowly senses.” Fatherhood is thus, according to Freud, the conquest of
intellectuality over sensuality, of the refined and abstract over the
sensory and material.69

The frequent genealogies of the Hebrew bible expand the paternal
metaphor still further by broadening it into a relationship that inciudes all
human societies. These genealogies reaffirm the implicit message of the
story of Genesis, ramely, that all nations, tribes, clans, families, and
individuals are ultimately descended from a single paternal deity. This
type of relationship, which establishes kinship by tracing lines of descent,
has an inclusive familial function in the sense that it defines all maie
members of a given group--artisans, musicians, poets--as part of a
hereditary family by virtue of their station in life. "All those in hereditary
professions were linked through some ancient ancestor and whoever joined
such a group was as a matter of course incluued in the genealogy even if he
did not actually stem from its line."70 The New Testament writers for
their part appropriated genealogies as a means of justifying Jesus as the
Messiah by establishing his descent from the House of David, the

hereditary line which, according to Isaiah’s prophecy, would give birth to

69 guoted in Lequeur, 57~8.
70 ~Geneslogy," Encyclopedia Judaics, $272 ed.
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the Messiah.

Genealogies, then, despite the seeming lack of imaginative scope
permitted by long dry lists of family names, actually carry a pronounced
ideological punch, and as such have metaphoric uses when adapted to

fiction. Dickens exploits this type of genealogy in The Old Curiosity Shop,

his most obvious attempt to portray apotheosis. By tracing the saintly
Little Nell back to the mother and grandmothers who preceded her, women
who were all noted for their virtuous goodness, Dickens reverses the
thrust of the Old Testament genealogies, which tend to point backwards to
the greatness of a vanished ancestor. By suggesting that the highest point
of this exceptional female line is achieved in the person of Little Nell--
for whom all previous generations were just preparation~-Dickens allies
himself with the ideological focus of the New Testament genealogies,
which suggest that the outstanding personalities of past generations
anticipate the arrival of the Messiah in the present. In this way, Dickens

draws a subtle connection between his heroine and the figure of Jesus,

The biblical insistence on genealogies is closely allied to its
obsessive concern with time. Biblical characters are constantly identified
by their ages. We know how old Sarah was when God opened her womb
(ninety) and the age of her husband Abraham at the same time (one
hundred). We know how old Methuselah was at death (969 years). This
concern with time is closely linked to the biblical notions of generation
and heredity. Biblical time is chronological and historical, never cyclical.

Time moves in one direction only, towards the future, and its advance is



measured in generations. The opening verses from Exodus--"And Joseph
died, and all his brethren, and all that generation. . . Now there arose up a
new king over Egypt, which knew not Joseph.” (Ex. 1. 6-8)--represent an
unequivocal statement of the passage of time, and the beginning of a new
episade in the historical chronicle.”!

In the bible people are born and they die. The span of their lives may
be hyperbolically extended to hundreds of years, but once they die they are
dead. In contrast to the mythologies of pantheistic peoples, there is little
explicit mention of an afterlife in the Hebrew Testament. in Greek myths,
human beings either go to Hades after death, or they are transformed into
something else--Cadmus and his wife become serpents. In the Hebrew
bible, only the actual human life span is important, and immortality is
achieved through children, through the multiplication of seed and the
proliferation of descendents. Fertility and sterility are matters for divine
intervention. God will step in and open 2 womb when necessary--as it is
in the case of three of the four matriarchs--and He will bless his
favourites by making their seed as plentiful as the grains of sand.

The Hebrew bible is also the source of the Western belief in
hereditary taint, best expressed in the language of the second
commandment: "I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, visiting the tniguity
of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of

them that hate me (Ex. 20:5 or Dt. 5:9)." This type of curse assumes that

7! When Frangois Jacob claims thet not until the Derwinian revolution hed time been
meesured by generations, he is clearly in error. The idea of generetion es 8 meesurement of
time is 85 old &s the bible itself. SeeJacob, 171.
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the state of culpability, if not the act itself, may be transmitted from
parent to child through more than one generation. A slightly different
logic underlies the injunction that "A bastard shall not enter into the
congregation of the Lord; even to their tenth generation shall they not
enter into the congregation of the Lord for ever (Dt. 23:2)" Here the
problem is related to the uncertain hereditary components represented by
the offspring of an unlawful union. Here too, however, the stain of the
initial transgression is transmissible to several generations.

The Christian doctrine of Original Sin takes this view of inherited
stain and generalizes it to alt of humanity. Since Adam is the father of
mankind, when he falls, the penaity of his disobedience is visited upon all
the succeeding generations of his descendents. B8rewer's thumb-nail

definition of Originatl Sin makes the hereditary cennection explicit:

[Original Sin is] that corruption which is born with us, and
is the inheritance of all the offspring of Adam. Theology
teaches that as Adam was founder of his race, when Adam
fell the taint and penalty of his disobedience passed to all

his posterity.?2
Only through the Second Coming of the Messiah, in the person of
Jesus, will this hereditary culpability be lifted. Or, in Gillian Beer's
formulation: " . . . Man--the son of God, [is] cast out of his inheritance by
his forbears' sin ¢~ restored to it by the intercession of the immediate
heir 73 What Beer is enunciating here is one of the prototypi-cal plots of
heredity, the plot of concealed aristocratic lineage, in which the

protagontst, having been separated from his noble parents at birth, grows

72 Brewer's Dictionery of Phrase snd Fable (Revised Edition) (London: Cassell, 1965),
833.

73 Beer, 63.




up in a degenerate state, until the machinations of the plot eventually

restore him to his rightful patrimony.

The hereditary drama as played out in monotheistic religions centres
on the conflict between free will and determinism. | will take my example
from Judaism, but the same dilemma occurs whenever the exigencies of
belief in divine intercession are confronted with the realities imposed by
the physical fact of heredity. The bible claims that it is the immediate
action of the Creator's will which infiuences and moulds Man and his
destiny. Echoing this, the Talmud unequivocally announces that marriages
are preordained: Forty days before a child is born its mate is decided upon.
At the same time, however, the Talmud lays down laws as to what a man
should look for in a prospective bride, insisting that no hereditary faults
should run in her family. The Taimud discourages the marriage of the
physically unfit, since the children of such a union are born weak, and
marriage between a man and woman who are either very short or very tall
is discouraged, lest the children be born either too short or too tail. The
Talmud also urges that a man seeking a wife should marry the daughter of
a man of character, because as the tree, so the fruit.

All these prescriptions and caveats point to the central tension
between free-will and determinism. |f the match has been preordained by
heaven, then it is not clear why so much effort should go into finding the
proper unblemished spouse. Obviously, then, the fact that something has

been preordained does not preclude the need for human intervention in the
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choice of options. This type of dilemma--summed up in Judaism by the
paradoxical aphorism, "everything is predestined but the will is free"--is
played out in Dickens's novels in slightly different terms. There, the
element of determinism is located in the bloodline that is passed from one
generation to the next, while free will resides in the ability to surpass

one's hereditary endowment and disarm its prescriptive grip.

In the foregoing | have attempted to simplify the compiex metaphor of
hereditary transmission by dividing it into two abstract models: The first
model, informed by a pantheistic and animistic world-view, is amorphous,
fluid and multiple, recognizing no boundaries of time or of substance, and
no distinction between the living and the inanimate. In this version the
characteristics that we would normally ascribe to heredity are subsumed
by the process of magical transformation. Human development is here
confounded with fantasy, linked to the irrational, associated with the
individualistic, and defined by the pursly imaginative. Time is presented
as circular and regenerative. What dies is eventually reborn.

The second hereditary model is a more realistic presentation tied to
actual life processes. In this version heredity is inextricably linked to
chronology and to historical development. Here the distinction between
categories is steadfastly maintained, while heredity itself is perceived as

an internal process, immune to outside forces, progressive, inviolable,
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deterministic. This second model speaks to issues of family, of inclusion
(or exclusion), of succession. Where the first model presents human
nature as individual, unfettered, spontaneous, multiple, and blessed with
infinite possibility, the second model presents human nature as part of a
whole. It is a portrait of Man in his connections, as part of society, part
of a generation, part of a genealogy and a history, part of a class and a
race. inthis second model, heredity stands as a metaphor for the stability
of orderly succession, for the rational apprehension of the universe and of
humenkind's place within it.

It will be my contention throughout the following chapters that both
of these models of heredity, simplified polarities though they may be, can
be found within the great Victorian edifice of Charies Dickens's novels,
where they clash and contend, or--more rarely--compiement each other. |
will further argue that mediating between these two philosophical
constructs, giving weight first to one and then to the other side of the
equation, are the scientific beliefs of Dickens's time, such notions as
preformation, blended heredity, and reproduction, culminating in the

evolutionary theories of Darwin in the last decade of Dickens's life.



Heredity and the Individual

Evil often stops short at itself and
dies with the doer of it; but Good
never.

our Mutual Friend
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Chapter 2: The Inheritance of Goodness

For most of his career, Dickens was fascinated by the subject of
heredity. Forster noted that the question of hereditary transmission had
"a curious attraction” for Dickens and was frequently on his mind.!
Allusions to heredity occur frequently--aimost obsessively--in the novels:
“He had stamped his likeness on a little boy,” "My girls are pictures of

their dear mother,” both from The Pickwick Papers. “Humanity is a happy

lot when we can repeat ourselves in others” (Barnaby Rudge). "In this

daughter the mother lived again” (The Old Curiosity Shop). "He would be as
like his father as it’s possible to be, if he was not so like his mother too”

(David Copperfield). And these few quotes barely scrape the top of the

barrel. Phrases such as “the express image,” “the living copy,” “"the
speaking likeness" recur over and over again, defining the relationship
between parents and children as one of near-perfect duplication.

Dickens’s hereditary views seem to have been influenced by the
various remnants of earlier beliefs which were still current in the
nineteenth century. The doctrine of maternal impressions, for instance,
appears in Barnaby Rudge, and there is mention of the inheritance of

acquired characteristics in the novels as well. in The Pickwick Papers,

for instance, Dickens describes a meeting of the United Grand Junction

Ebenezer Temperance Association. One of the newly reformed teetotallers

1 Quoted in Leavis, 87-88.



is:°Betsey Martin, widow, one child and one eye. Goes out charing and
washin~ by the day; never had more than one eye, but knows her mother
drank bottled stout and shouldn’t wonder if that caused it. . ."(PP, 547).
This is clearly intended as a joke and is in line with a8 subsequent
reference to the deleterious effect of alcohol on the longevity of wooden
legs. Yet, despite the widespread acceptance of the inheritance of
acquired characteristics during his lifetime, Dickens made very little use
of this belief in his novels. His preferred hereditary modeis tended to be
“hard,” that is, he liked to conceive of heredity as being impervious to
external influence.

However there was another aspect of Lamarck'’s theory which did find
an answering echo in Dickens’s philosophica! beliefs. This is the notion,
derived from the Chain of Being, that there is an inherent perfectibility in
Nature, a perfectibility which exists despite the repeated subversions of
time and environment. This vision of an immaculate ideal encrusted in the
dross of ordinary human life lies very close to the heart of the Dickensian
universe.

The theories of the deists also found their way into Dickens’s fiction,
and their influence can be felt most strongly in his literary style. The
Dickensian universe is one in which inanimate objects are endowed with a
vitality indistinguishable from that of living beings. And the opposite is
true as well. The sort of mechanistic iinagery that confuses animal and
machine can also be found in Dickens, for instance in the description of the
elephantine factories in Hard Times. There is even an allusion to the
deists’ watchmaker God, embodied in the clock in Dombey and_Jon which
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ticks away young Paul's life. As John Carey suggecte, Dickens's
imagination was most engaged by “the border country between people and
things” and he tended to increase the population of this region by likening
inanimate objects to people and people to inanimate objects.2

But the most striking thing about Dickens’s conception of heredity is
that he tends to define moral gualities as being hereditable. In the early
novels, virtue, grace, and goodness are hereditable characteristics,
amenable, 11ke blue eyes, to being passed on from parent to child. Evil, on
the other hand, tends to die out with the malefactor, and is seldom passed
on to progeny. That Dickens conceived of moral qualities as being
transmissible is not really surprising, since as Juliet McMaster points out,
he tended to equate morality with looks3 It being demonstrable that
physical characteristics are passed on from parent to child, it then
follows that the moral gualities which those characteristics represent
should be equally the stuff of hereditary transmission.

Dickens's tendency to define moral qualities as hereditable can be
seen in its purest form in those novels which feature children as
protagonists. These novels, taken chronologically, also serve as the best
illustration of how Dickens’s views on heredity changed over the course of
his career until, under the impetus of the Darwinian revolution, heredity

ceased to play any role in his depiction of the formation of the self.

2 John Carey, The Yiolent Effigy  London: Faber and Faber, 1973), 101.
3 Juliet McMaster, Dickens the Designer ( Totowa, N.J.: Barnes and Noble, 1987), 4-7.
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i) Oliver Twist

The first avaiar of childish goodness in Dickens’s novels is, of course,
Oliver Twist. Oliver is a foundling--or to use Dickens’s ironic pun, a
"fondling"--born in a parish workhouse to an unwed mother who dies
within hours of his birth. As far as the world is concerned, Oliver has no
identity other than the one imposed on him by external circumstances: He
is tllegitimate, illiterate, and impoverished, just another “item of
mortality,” a member of the vast Victorian underclass of the
disenfranchised and marginalized. Oliver is brought up in the warkhouse
and charged to the care of the parish. At the age of nine b2 is put out to
work. He runs away to London, where he falls in among thieves,
prostitutes and murderers. Yet despite these unpromising beginnings,
Oliver Twist remains the quintessential little gentleman, a model of
honesty and integrity whose character is untouched by his environment and
unblemished by the slightest hint of morai stain.

Oliver Twist is a fairy tale in which the magical element is located
within the domain of heredity. It is his biological inheritance which
protects Oliver from the corrupting effecis of his surroundings, and it is
this same biological inheritance which ensures his happy ending, safely
ensconced within the middle-class milieu of his parents.

Dickens signals the importance of heredity very early in the novel. In
the second chapter, he describes Oliver on his ninth birthday: "Nature or

inheritance had planted a good sturdy spirit in Oliver's breast.” Nature,
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here made synonymous with inheritance, is no so~ner invoked than it is put
in opposition to external circumstances: "It [the sturdy spirit] had had
plenty of room to expand, thanks to the spare diet of the establishment,
and perhaps to this circumstance may be attributed [Oliver's] having any
ninth birthday at all” (OT, 49). In other words, the mysterious force
designated as inheritance or nature, is from the beginning presented as
shielding Oliver from the vicissitudes of life.

Oliver may be described as an “item of mortality,” but heredity
endows him with a predetermined invincibility which cancels out the
implications of that phrase. Because of this Oliver requires neither
gducation nor experience to instruct him; he is incorruptible from birth.
Not even exposure to the malignant Fagin can shake his imperviousness to
temptation, and this despite the fact that the other boys in Fagin's trcop,
whose personal histories are as little exalted as Oliver's but who lack the
distinguishing features of his biological inheritance, have taken to
stealing without compunction. This fact illustrates the negative side of
viewing heredity as the sole determinant of personality--its dependence
on chance. !f heredity is destiny, it is 2 destiny wholly determined by
luck. Genealogy may comfort the dispossessed, but only if their lineage is
more distinguished than their station. Without Oliver's exalted bloodline
to immunize and exalt them, Fagin's other boys turn out to be no more than
criminals-in-waiting.

Oliver, on the other hand, exists in virtual isolation from his
environment. Unlike his friend Dick who dies as a consequence of early
privation, Oliver does not succumb to the physical consequences of the

neglect he suffers in the workhouse. Nor does he lose his innocence



prematurely, like the Artiul Dodger, who is Oliver's age but acts much
older due to the hardening and aging efrects of a life cof crime.
Furthermore, all the other positive characters in the novel turn out to be
either close friends of Oliver's parents or related to them by blood, thus
forming a charried circle of the privileged to which Oliver inherently
belongs. Oliver's parents, we learn at the end, were good people acting out
of the best motives; their love for each other was a true love, despite the
fact that circumstances prevented their marrying.

The fact that Oliver is illegitimate puts an interesting twist on what
would otherwise be a most unimaginative portrayal of virtue. In fact,
Dickens seems to insist that Oliver’s goodness is directly linked to his
illegitimacy--and the link is strengthened when it becomes apparent that
one of the novel's three villains, Oliver's half-brother Monks--whose
moral and physical degeneracy is emphasized--is the legitimate child of
his parents. (OQliver's bastardy is contrasted as weil with that of the
obnoxious charity-boy Noah Claypole who "could trace his genealogy all
the way back to his parents” (OT, 77).)

The fact that Oliver's father was not married to his mother means
that Oliver himself constitutes the living proof of his parents’ sexual
transgression. In the novel’s words, he is "the offspring of a guilty and
most miserable love" (OT, 440). Oliver's very existence is therefore
defined as inherently tainted, at least, according to the accepted views of
religion, law and society. But ail of these constitute nothing more than
“the feeble censure of the world™ (OT, 457); they are definitions of

morality imposed from the outside. The novel places this external
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morality in opposition to the inner workings of heredity, which is defined
as the physical transmission to Oliver of his parents’ moral essence.
Oliver inherits what his parents were, not what they did. Virtue that has
been biologically transmitted is inviolable; it cannot be affected by
extraneous circumstances.

But why is Oliver distinguisned by this sort of inheritance? Why is
his illegitimacy more privileged--and more emphasized--than that of the
novel's other children? One answer has to do with class. The other
children in the workhouse and in Fagin's school, most of whom may be
assumed to be just as illegitimate as Qlivar, ali descend from the lower
classes, so that they grow up within the milieu of their parents. But
Oliver is deracinated when placed in cuch degraded circumstances. He is
by right--that is, by biological right, by the right of his bloodline--a
member of the middie class, although Cates Baldridge is surely right in
suggesting that Dickens is here grafting onto his middie class characters
the same concern with the pireservation of "blue blood" as was current
among the aristocracy.* What Oliver inherits from his parents is more
than just their moral essence, 1t is their moral essence as defined by their
social class. Virtue in Oliver Twist is a middle class characteristic,

bound up with such traits as respectability, honesty, hard work, personai

4 Cates Baldridge, “The Instabilities of Inheritance in O/fver 7wist " Studies in the
Novel 25 (1993}, 189. Baldridge’s otherwisa fine erticie on inheritence in Oliver Twist is
merred by an essumption that the Yictorian understending of heredity was similar 1o our own.
This leads him into snacronisms. For instence, he refers to “genelic inheritance” and
"geneticism’ several times during the courss of his discussion. The term “gene" does not exist
prior to the twentieth century--the OED gives 1917 as its earliest citation. The modern sense
of the word “genetics” which refers lo the theory of particulate inheritance likewise dates from
the twentieth century  While Cariyle and Darwin used the word "genetic” their meaning was
closer to the meaning of * generation” than to what we mean by that term today.
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honour, and a good cornmand of English.

Yet Oliver's virtue is portrayed as more transcendent than this.
what seems to bestow grace on Oliver is the fact that his parents loved
each other, and that he is the product of that love. This sets him apart
from his half-brother Monks, who is the offspring of the father's unholy
(because coerced)--but legal--union with Monk's mother. Monks is
legitimate, evil and degenerate, Oliver is a bastard, but good and innocent.

That it is love which accounts for the distinction between the half-
brothers is not as fanciful or sentimental a notion as it may at first
appear. The Victorians assumed that such matters as the state «f mind of
the parents, and the degree of their affection for one another at the time
of conception had a bearing on the personality of the engendered chilid.®
The fact that Oliver's parents loved each other makes their son a love child
in the full sense of the word, with the result that, shielded by the grace of
his heredity, Oliver emerges from the near-starvation and brutalization of
the waorkhouse, from the miserliness and mistreatment of his employers,
and from the company of thieves, prostitutes and murderers, unscathed and
unscarred.

This means that heredity, as it is presented in Oliver Twist, is a

biological process of supernatural potential. Oliver is what he has
inherited. Everything about his personality, everything about his history is
dependent on and has been predetermined by the virtue which he has
inherited. Dickens made clear in his preface to the novel that Otiver is

intended to be a figure of grace: "...| wished to show, in little Oliver, the

S see Stephen Kern, "Explosive Intimecy: Psychodynemics of the Yictorian Family,” The
New Psychohistory ( New Yori: The Psychohistory Press, 1975), 31.
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principle of Good surviving through every adverse circumstance and
triumphing at last."® In other words, Oliver is to be a symbolic
protagonist, functioning within a realistic framework. This means that
the grace bestowed on Oliver is not to be understood as a metaphysical
construct, however much it may be an allegorical one. Dickens never
suggests that Oliver's transcendence springs spontaneously from the hand
of God. Instead he makes it a matter of biology, thereby locating it within
the sphere of human interaction--and what is more to the point, of human
sexual interaction.

Nevertheless, the contradiction between the supernatural and the
realistic persists, despite Dickens's attempts to account for Oliver's
nature through human agency. The magical qualities which Dickens
attributes to heredity--its ability to shield and protect, its perpetuation
of the good despite a moral vacuum--suggest a metaphysical construction
imposed on a physical process. This uneasy alliance is not far removed
from the vitalism of those late-eighteenth and early nineteenth-century
scientists who were inspired by Romanticism. Vitalism assumed the
existence of a vital force in living things that was distinct from ail
physical and chemical processes. This mysterious force controllied the
form and development of the organism. Vitalism suggested that
metaphysical factors lay beyond and above the rational and material
processes of heredity. Dickens developed a similar belief about the
mysterious forces at play in generation and translated it into a doctrine
that | would call mystical heredity.

Mystical heredity is the intuitive apprehension of kinship on the part

6 Author's prefece ta Oliver Twist { Penguin, 1985), 33.
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of characters who have no other rational reason to believe that they are

related.” In Qliver Twist mystical heredity occurs in the scene where

Oliver reacts with instinctive emotion to the portrait of his mother
hanging on the wall of his bedroom at Mr Brownlow's house. Oliver has no
way of knowing that this is a portrait of his mother, but the mysterious
workings of heredity are enough to make him sense a connection. Says
Oliver, ™. .. The eyes look so sorrowful; and where | sit, they seem fixed
upon me. . . as if it was alive and wanted to speak to me but couidn't” (OT,
129)8

This same chapter ends with a description of Oliver's uncanny
resemblance to the portrait. He is called its "living copy™: "The eyes, the
head, the mouth; every feature was the same. The expression was, for the
instant, so precisely alike, that the minutest iine seemed copied with an
accuracy which was perfectly unearthiy” (OT, 132). The pertrait of
Oliver's mother serves as a trope for the relationship between art and life.
Oliver's mother is dead, but she lives on in her portrait in much the same
way as she lives on in Oliver, who is the living copy of both the portrait
and the woman whose likeness the portrait represents. Portraits in

Dickens's fiction do the work of genealogy by demonstrating the

David Orylls refers to this ss “the unerring mystical semaphores of the hlood

relationship in Dickens.” See Grylls, Ouardians_snd Angels: Psrents gnd Children in
Nineteenth-Century Literature (London: Faber and Faber, 1978), 145. '

8 Kerry McSweeney uses this same scene to indicete Dickens's lack of sophistication in
handling memory in Oliver Twist, since the only retionel explanation of Oliver's sense that he
has a conneclion to the nainting of his mather is to posit that he remembers her face from
infancy. See McSweeney  David Copperfie/d and the Music of Memory,” Dickens Studies Annual
23 (New York: AMS Press, 1994), 98. | would suqgest, however, that the instinctive
connection which Oliver feels towards the portrait hes iess to do with en actusl memory then
with the boy's sense that he is in the reproduced presence of someone to whom he is intimately
connected.
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persistence of features from one generation to the next. In this manner,
Dickens expands the term “reproduction” to its fullest metaphoric
potential.  "Reproduction” had supplanted “generation” in the late
eighteenth century as the term used to denote procreation, and the dual
sense of the word, encompassing both biological and artistic recreatton
was well-established by Dickens's time.? (The extert to which Dickens
connected portraiture to reproductive issues can be seen in Bleak House,
where a failed likeness of Sir Leicester Dedlock is referred to as "a
fearful abortion” (BH, 853).)

Dickens's figurative use of the concept of reproduction relates the
biological activity of engendering life to the artistic faculty of
reproducing it. By insisting on the resembiance of living beings to the
portraits of their progenitors, Dickens hightights the interplay between
life and art, and raises philosophical concerns about the relationship of
facsimile to original, and the value of art as an imitation of life.
Portraits are permanent records of family features which are
simultaneously preserved through time and shielded from the ravages of
time. Heredity is the natural equivalent of portraiture, preserving family
features over the course of generations and maintaining them intact
despite the passing of time.

Dickens thus zdapts the concept of reproduction to his own ends by
extending it into a visual pun. In his fiction he frequently uses family
portraits not merely as signals of hereditary relationships, but also as

decoders of the mysteries of connection. Portraits in the novels often hint

9 Marie-Héléne Huet suggests that the link between painting and procreation fits within
an ancient tradition according to which works of art are privileged metaphors for the process of
generation. See Huet, 96.
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at heretofore unacknowtedged family ties, thus making visible on canvas
the hidden bonds which link one character to another. This is especially

evident in cuch novels as Qliver Twist and Bleak House, where the

protagonist is ignorant of his or her origins.

The portrait of Oliver’'s mother is the first of several such
genealogically significant portraits in the novels. But in this case Dickens
adds an interesting complication; The portrait of Oliver's mother was
painted by Oliver's father (0T, 437), thus enhancing the procreative
symbolism of a portrait which not only serves %0 identify an unknown son,
but aiso ensures that the mother’s features will remain forever fresh in
his memory. By this act of reproduction, the father collapses the
distinction between artistic and biological productivity, a procreative
duality that is given yet another twist, when Dickens, at the end of the
novel, assigns to himself as narrator the role of a painter. There he
speaks of “painting” Rose Maylie as “the life and joy of the fireside
circle™ and of “painting” the happy love that exists between Rose and her
dead sister's child (0T, 479). The irony of using the verb "to paint™ in this
context is obvious. Neither of the two things which the narrator would
like to paint can be rendered visually because they are abstractions. They
require painting in words not pictures. Yet through the verb “painting” one
art form is melded into another and both are related to artistic

representation and to the engendering mind of a male author.

Artistic reproductizn is the transferring of resemblance from one

medium to another. Biological reproduction is the transferring of



resemblance from one generation to another. In all of Dickens’s depictions
of the hereditary relationship, resemblance is the key element. In a case
like that of Oliver Twist, where heredity is so vital in determining the
protagonist’s personality and protecting him from the evil effects of the
life he leads and the company he keeps, Dickens insists on his resembling
both parents (0T, 438-439). Oliver's resemblance to his mother is so
strong that it is evident to Mr. Brownlow, Oliver's protector, as soon as he
lays eyes on the boy for the first time. What is even more astonishing is
that Mr. Browniow had never actually met Oliver's mother but knew her
features from a portrait.

Yet Oiiver's physical resemblance to his father is no less striking.
"Even when | saw [Oliver] in all his dirt and misery, there was a lingering
exprassion in his face that came upon me like a glimpse of some old friend
flashing on one in a vivid dream” (OT, 438). Again, the speaker is Mr.
Brownlow, but this time the reference is to Oliver's father, who had been
his old friend. What is more, the villain Monks realizes that Oliver is his
half-brother through being struck by the boy's resemblance to their
common father (OT, 439), even though, again, Monks had never laid eye on
Oliver before.

This emphasis on the physical resemblance between generations is
Dickens's favourite device for indicating hereditary relationships. So
important is resemblance to him as a way of demonstrating Kinship, that
he often appears to be exaggerating its extent beyond the reaim of the
probable. Such a strong resemblance to both parents as we are asked to

believe existed between Oliver and his mother and father may seem very
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unlikely. Yet, in this instance, Dickens is not indulging his penchant for
imaginative exaggeration, but accurately reflecting the betiefs of hic own
time.

The replicating tikeness described in Qliver Twist is symptomatic of
the confusion prevalent throughout the nineteenth century on the subject
of hereagity. The theory of blended heredity--which was essentially an
attempt to account for the contribution of both sexes to the biological
endowment of their offspring--suggested that children represented
amalgams or alloys of the characteristics of their parents. Each parent
was thought to pass on all of his or her characteristics through the blood,
and the resulting child was therefore a blend of the two endowments. As
late as 1895, Eduard von Hartmann was writing in his book The Sexes
Compared that during pregnancy the father's blood, containing all his
qualities, mixed permanently with the blocd of the mother, who then
passed the mixed blood onto the foetus.!0 Such a conception of heredity
presupposes carbon-copy resembiance, which is another reason why this
type of duplication is so often linked in Dickens's novels to its closest
artistic analogue--portraiture. .

Physical resemblance is the most obvious manifestation of family
connection. Of all the qualities which may be passed from parent to child,
the one about which there can be the least empirical doubt is _Iooks. It is
clear to all who have eyes to see that there is a similarity of feature
between parents and children. The problem for the naturalists of Dickens's
time, who had no conception of genes or particulate inheritance, was how

to account for this perpetuation of features. Scientific opinions during

10 5en Kern, 31-32.
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Dickens's youth favoured theories of fixity and immutability. This was a
holdover from the generally accepted eighteenth-century belief--
enunciated, but later abandoned by Linnaeus--that the number of species
had not changed since the Creation.

Hereditary endowment was therefore seen as the means of
maintaining, stabilizing, and perpetuating immutability. Belief in
heredity's fixed properties was so firmly established that a naturalist like
william Lawrence, otherwise an advocate of variation in nature, could
nonetheless write: "The offspring of sexual unions is marked with altl the
bodily characteristics of the parents.“” Hereditary transmission, which
maintained and stabilized characteristics from generation to generation
was therefore thought to perpetuate family features more or less intact,
while the idea that heredity represented a blending or fusing of the traits
of both parents would account for the fact that Oliver simultaneously
resembles both his mother and his father.

Resemblance is also related to another aspect of Dickens's fictional
technique. As Juliet McMaster points out in Dickens the Designer, for
Dickens, appearances are synonymous with moral qualities, an equation of
inner and outer states which Dickens borrows from folktale. Thus, beauty
is equated with goodness, ugliness with depravity, and a character's
external features serve as a reliable guide to his or her inner essence.!2
(For instance, the description of Florence, the heroine of Dombey and Son,
"whose guileless heart was mirrored in the beauty of her face" (D5,320).)

It should come as no surprise, then, that Ollver, despite his many

Hauated in Wells, 323.
12 McMaster, Designer, 4-5.



experiences of hardship and misery, remains sweet and innocent, just as
he remains a beautiful child, uncoarsened and unspoiled by life's
depredations. Oliver's physical beauty is the outer sign of his inner grace.

That Oliver's beauty bespeaks a genteel and gracious parentage 15
made manifest through the machinations of Dickens's plot, which is
primarily concerned with reiocating Oliver within his proper genealogical
niche. In this sense, the novel constitutes a2 journey backwards. Dickens
subtitles Oliver Twist, "the parish boy's progress,” but the only progress
he describes is one which turns back on itself by returning the protagonist
to his roots. At the same time, Qiiver's various adventures are merely
steps on the way towards externalizing an innsr reality, which is the
reality of his essential nobility. The world at large must eventually
acknowledge the dispossessed orphan's rightful piace in society. That
place has been his all along by virtue of his inner nature, but it has been
obscured by external circumstances. The novel is thus a tale of hidden
origin, cuiminating in the restoration of the outcast to his proper station.
As such it sets up a tension between inner and outer states, between what
is essence and what is appearance that testifies to Dickens's early
understanding of human identity a3 a thing innate and inborn.

Oliver's speech and moral qualities are all portrayed as part of his
essential self, a self which is eclipse1 by the unfortunate circumstances
into which Oliver is born. These circumstances dictate how the workhouse
foundling is treated by those around him. External circumstances may
have no bearing on internal identity, which has beenr fixed at birth, but

they do nevertheless constitute a form of identity, an identity imposed



from the cutside. The relationship of the outer world to the essential self
is symbolized in the novel--as it is elsewhere in Dickens's fiction--by
clothing, as, for instance, in the following description of Oliver soon after
his birth:

What an excellent example of the power of dress young
Oiliver Twist was! Wrapped in the blanket which had hitherto
formed his only covering, he might have been the child of a
nobleman or a beggar;--it would have been hard for the
haughtiest siranger to have fixed his station in society. But
now that he was enveloped in the old calico robes, which had
grown yellow in the same service, he was badged and
ticketed, and fell into his place at once--2 parish child--the
orphan of a workhouse--the humble half-starved drudge--to
be cuffed and buffeted through the world,--despised by all,
and pitied by none. (OT, 47)

Like speech and good manners, clothing is an indicator of social
status, but unlike the first two, clothing represents disposable identity, a
matter of things being put on or taken off. Clothes are a false indicator of
the essential seif because they may disguise as well as reveal, and they
are infinitely malleable. More than one person may dress in the same
clothes. The essence of inborn identity remains constant no matter how it
is dressed, or as Juliet McMaster writes, "Clothing mediates between the
individual soul and the social function."!3 in this respect it is interesting
that the first items which Fagin teaches his young charges to steal are
pocket handkerchiefs, another indication of how unreliable clothing is as a

clue to true identity.“1 Clothing in Oliver Twist bespeaks the symbolic

13 McMester, Designer, 45.

14 A similar point about the trensforming effect of clothes on identity is made in chapter
six of Dombey and Son, in which Florence's rich clothing is stolen by Good Mrs. Brown and
Florence is made to dress in rags instead. The well-off but neglecied Florence dressed in rogs {s
a living embodiment of the poor litlle rich girl. For more on this point see Harry Stone, Diexens
and the invisible World ( Bloomington: indiana UP, 1979), 18!




blindness of society, which is easily misied by external appearance, and
cannot recognize inherent worth when it lies behind a shabby exterior.
(The inconsistent relationship of clothes to essential identity is given a

ghoulish twist in Barnaby Rudge where Dennis the Hangman " inherits” the

clothes of those whom he has executed.)

Dickens returns repeatedly to the plot of hidden identity as a
narrative device. It is related to two of his favourite themes--
resurrection and interconnection. Because the plot of hidden identity
privileges the internat over the external, it is essentially an attempt to
idealize the mysteries of biological inheritance. The plot of hidden
identity relies on heredity as the mechanism by which nobitity is encoded
into the personalities of the disinherited, the orphaned, the illegitimate,
and the outcast. It assumes that human relationships are essentially
famitial, and that this family connection lives on in the blood of offspring
even after death has cut the tie to the previous generation. it is a myth of
the self in the sense that 1t places every individual, no matter how
solitary, within the social context of a historical family. The problem for
the narrative is to resurrect the protagonist's family out of the mists of
time, to clarify the line of descent until it emerges from the obfuscating
shadows of present confusion. ldentity is conferred on the protagonist
through his relationship to his own past, since the piot of hidden identity
is perforce connected to time. That is why there are so few truly
autonomous beings in the Dickensian universe. Every individual has a

history, and every history is familiai.



ii) The Old Curiosity Shop

The extent to which Dickens defines heredity as existing in intimate
relationship tc Lime -3n be illustrated by the following quote from Oliver
Twist:

The boy stirred , and smiled in his sleep, as though these
marks of pity and compassion had awakened some pleasant
dream of a love and affection he had never known. Thus, a
strain of gentle music, or the rippling of water in a silent
place, or the odour of a flower, or the mention of a familiar
word, will sometimes call up sudden dim remembrances of
scenes that never were, in this life; which vanish like a
breath; which some brief memory of a happier existence, long

gone by, would seem to have awakened; which no voluntary
exertion of the mind can ever recall. (OT, 268)

The "scenes that never were in this life” presupposes scenes that
were in another life. But while this may constitute a reference to the
Wordsworthian notion of pre-existence as Cates Baldridge suggests,!S |
would propose that there is another hereditary model at work here, whose
presence is made explicit in The Old Curiosity Shop. This model is
preformation, a theory in which every generation constitutes a repetition
of the generation that went before, so that all generations are more or
less identical. What happens in those alive today may be supposed to have
happened to others like them in earlier times. Oliver's sense of feeling
something that he could only have experienced in another lifetime is an

allusion to this form of cyclical history.

15 Baldridge, 190.
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Because it defined generation as a process that was both regutar and
repetitive, preformation appealed to Dickens as a way of accounting for
human virtue without having to resort to supernatural explanations. |If
virtue was defined as a hereditable quality, then it fell within the domain
of human agency, and if heredity was undsrstood as a process of near-
perfect duplication from one generation to the next, then virtue might be
propagated and perpetuated through descent.

[he Old Cuyriosity Shop offers the best example of this kind of
thinking. This novel--Dickens'’s fourth--again features a saintly child at
the centre of its parrative. This time the child is a girt, and while she,
like Oliver, is orphaned, there is no suggestion of illegitimacy in her
background. Little Nell's circumstances are more comfortable than
Oliver's. She has a home of her own, and a family in the person of her
grandfather, who is the owner of the old curiosity shop of the titie. But
Nell's grandfather gambles away his money. Hounded out of their shop by
their creditor, the villainous dwarf Quilp, Nell and her grandfather take to
wandering around the countryside untit Nell succumbs to the hardships of a
life overburdened with adult care, and dies at age fourteen, followed soon
after by her grandfather.

The basic dynamic of the relationship between Nell and her
grandfather is that of reversal. She, the chronological child, takes care of
the old man who should be taking care of her, so that youth and age change
places--a favourite Dickensian motif. While this makes Nell's situation
as pathetic as that of Oliver, it lacks the dimension of abandonment that

characterized Oliver’s initial desolation, that vulnerable sense of being
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cut off from one’s source of identity. Instead Nell's sanctity is located in
upholding the demands of family and in taking premature responsibility for
those from whom she springs.

Dickens accounts for this unusual--aimost unnatural--sense of
family obligation on Nell's part by relating it to the girl's bloodline. She
springs from a line of sweet-natured angelic women, whose ancestry is
demonstrated through the metaphor of a picture galiery, thus repeating--
and expanding--the trope of hereditary resemblance and its relationship to

portraiture that Dickens first introduced in Gliver Twist.

‘If you have seen the picture-gallery of any one old
family, you wili remember how the same face and figure--
often the fairest and slightest of them ail--come upon you in
different generations; and how you trace the same sweet qirl
through a long line of portraits--never growing old or
changing--the Good Angel of the race--abiding by them in all
reverses--redeeming all their sins--' (OCS, 637)

In this description, Dickens wraps the metaphysical aspects of
goodness within the concrete form of an inherited trait through his
punning atlusion to reproduction as both a2 human and an artistic process.
Here unequivocally is Dickens's presentation of goodness as a hereditary
trail that is simultaneously physical and moral. The passage is one of the
Clearest statements in Victorian literature of the manner in which
qualities once assumed to derive from God and to have religious
significance, such as goodness or grace, rave been reassignéd to human
agency, including so celestial a category as the angelic.

This repetitive encapsulation with its model of the generations
succeeding one another with little or no variation is at the heart of the

preformation theory, More than this, each daughter in the line essentially
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functions as a reanimation of the mother: "iIn this daughter the mother
lived again. . .her breathing image” (OCS, 637) is how Dickens puts it.
This exalted picture gallery has a more down-to-earth analogue in

The Old Curigsity Shop's other portrait galiery, Mrs. Jarley's wax-waorks,

which also deals with resemblance and reproduction, this time of the
three-dimensional variety. “There were so many of them [the wax figures]
with their great glassy eyes--and as they stood one behind the other all
about her [Ne}l’s) bed, they looked so like living creatures and yet so unlike
in their grim stiliness and silence. . ." (OCS, 289).

The wax works may comprise the artificial side of resemblance, yet
their attraction lies in the fact that they counterfeit life. Says Mrs.
Jarley: "I've seen wax-work quite like life, and I've certainly seen some
life that was exactly like wax-work™(0CS, 272). This reproductive
confusion between the living and the inanimate significantly exterds to
Nell herself, who is referred to as *a wax-work child” (0CS, 308). In the
passage quoted in the previous paragraph, the wax figures even stand
behind one another in a parcdy of the hereditary model offered by the
picture gallery in which the same sweet female figure recurs in all
generations.

What is significant about these reproductive models in The Old

Curiosity Shop is that they are almost exclusively feminine. The wax
figures in the novel may occasionally represent men, but they are the
property of the motherly Mrs, Jarley, who appears to be an echo of the
real-life Marie Tussaud. And Madame Tussaud hersell was not the only

woman to be involved with wax-works in England. when she arrived in the
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country from France in 1802, two other women were already operating

wax galleries there.!® Certainly The 0ld Curiosity Shop attaches a

feminine connotation to the wax-works. Not only are they owned and
operated by Mrs. Jarley and demonstrated by little Nell, but the clientele
includes "a great many young ladies boarding schools” (OCS, 288). It is
difficult to avoid the conclusion that the wax figures, being reproductions
of actual human beings, belong property to the domain of the feminine.

But in The 0ld Curiosity Shop the metaphor of the portrait gallery is
also feminine, thus negating Marie~Hélene Huet's suggestion that unlike
wax~works, portraiture is primarily a masculine art.17 It was certainly
masculine in Oliver Twist where the mother is the model and the father is

the painter, but in The Old Curiosity Shop the portrait-gallery analogy of

hereditary transmission applies specifically to women. What this means
is that the gnodness attributed to little Nell acquires the added dimension
of sexual innocence, thic being the particular form of transcendence

appropriate to a female child. We are told that Nell's mother dies,

... leaving to her father's care two orphans: one a son of
ten or twelve years old; the other a girl . . .the same in
helplessness, in age, in form, in feature--as she had been
herself when her young mother died.

... The boy grew like his father in mind and person; the
girl so like her mother, that when the old man had her on his
knee, and looked into her mild blue eyes, he felt as if
awakening from a wretched dream, and his daughter were a
little child again.” (OCS, 637-B)

16 See Huet, 217. Marie Tussaud died in 1850, which means that she was stiil very much
slive when Dickens wes writing The Old Curicsity Shop.

17 Huet, 217.
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In other words, boys take after fathers, girls after mothers. Each
mother and daughter is so alike that even their personal histories are
near-duplicates. And so it goes back through time, each female generation
representing a copy of the one before.!8

But this tracing of a strand of female virtue back through time leads
Dickens into a bind. He portrays Nell as the final product of a hereditary
line of female angels--"the Good Angel of the race™--all of whom are
defined as similarly vulnerable and innocent. Yet the innocence of Nell's
grandmother and mother is undermined by sexual experience, an experience
which they must have in order to carry on the line. There is thus an
insoluble paradox at the heart of a definition which sees female virtue as
being synonymous with the sexual innocence of angels, since each woman
must engage in sexual relations in order to pass on the trait of sexual
purity.

The corrupting effect of sexual knowledge on virtuous women is
suggested by the fact that the women from whom Neil is descended either
die young--like Nell's grandmother--or marry men who mistreat them--
like Nell's mother--and then die young. Nell is the culmination of this
line, its apotheosis and finest product. As such, the logic of equating
innocence with sexual purity decrees that she die a virgin, so that she may
finally fulfill the destiny of her line by remaining inviolate and pure--

despite being constantly exposed to sexua! threats. But this also means

18 Referring to this passage, Dianne Sadoff suggests that "The portraits of men change,
father begetting son, who begets a son in his turn, but those of deughters remain ever the same.”
It is not clear to me wher 2 Sadoff sees the difference between the genealogy of sons and that of
daughters, since in her formulstion, the repetitive patlern remains the same. In fact, Little
Nell's brother seems to be a copy of the children's ne'er-~do-well father, thus suggesting thet the
repetitive pattern is the same for both sexes. See Dianne Sadoff, Monsters of Affection
(Baltimere: Johns Hopkins UP, 1982), 54.
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that she represents the extinction of her line and of the particular
redemptive strain of femate virtue which it represents. His heroine's
premature death may be an indication of Dickens's belief that saintliness
of the type Nell personifies is too fragile to survive for long in this world,
but it is also an apparent contradiction of Dickens's intention to present
goodness as immanent in human affairs through the agency of hereditary
transmission.

Because Nell is a special case, an example of goodness so exquisite
that it cannot survive to propagate itself, Dickens offers another, more
mundane instance of the inheritance of goodness in Ihe Old_Curiogity
Shop--but it is a very odd example. The Garlands are a family of three, the
two parents and an only child, a son. Abel Gariand is twenty-eight years
old when we meet him. Being the sole offspring of parents who married
late in life, he is overprotected, so that despite having reached the age of
majority, Abel has been away from his parents only once in his life, and
the experience was so traumatic that he fell iil.

There is certainly something unsettling in Dickens's description of
the Garland family. What we seem to have is an unhealthy, smothering,
overly close r=lationship between a grown child and his parents. Dickens

hints at this in his description of the family group:

Mr. Abel, who had a quaint old-fashioned air about him,
tooked nearly of the same age as his father, and bore a
wonderful resemblance to him in face and figure, though
wanting something of his full, round cheerfulness, and
substituting in its place a timid reserve. In all other
respects, in the neatness of the dress, and even in the club
foot, he and the old gentleman were precisely alike. (OCS,
167-8)



The Garlands are presented sentimentally as the prototype of a secure
and happy family group, yet the physical resembiances drawn between Able
and his father suggests something a good deal less wholesome. Steven
Marcus was one of the first critics to draw attention to the anomalies in
this family group. Abel is a "grown-up baby,” grumbles Steven Marcus, who
has “placidly inherited his father's 1ittle club foot, thereby affirming the
transmission to him of a kind of grace of affliction.” in addition, Dickens
complacently writes that father and son appear to be the same age,
although the chronological gap must be considerable, since Abel is the son
of his father's old age. Marcus calls Abel's relationship to his father "a
cheerily witled abasement of self before an absurd image of authority.”!9
This willed abasement of self is reproduced in Nell's retationship with her
grandfather.

There is much justice in Marcus's compiaint, but what he fails to
notice is that Dickens depicts Abel and his parents as bound to one another
through love. This love is similar in kind to the insidiously destructive
affection which binds Nell to her grandfather, but in the case of the
Garlands, Dickens presents a positive outcome to the affective side of

family life. Dickens, in this novel, is stili concerned to prove, as he was

in Oliver Twist, that the redemption of parents rests with their offspring.
He draws what appears to be an unhealthy portrait of a family only to deny
the negative implications of his description.

In this sense, Abel must be seen as a comic, watered-down stand-in

for Nell. As she was an innocent child forced too early into an adult’s role,

19 AN quotes sre from Mercus, Dickens from Pickwick to Dombey (New York: Norton,
1965}, 162.
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S0 Abel is an innocent aduit anachronistically clinging to his childish role,
They are two sides of the same coin. Abel's childishness links him to Nell
through their shared qualities of kind-heartedness and innocence. What is
more, because Abel is male, Dickens may depict him as innocent while
scanting the issue of sexual threat; Abel may propagate his kind without
losing or staining his integrity.

The result is that Abel, despite or because of being smothered with
love by his parents, turns out rather well. He finds the perfect marriage
partner in a girl who is as bashful as he is, and the two settle down to
raise a family, a fact which Dickens, as narrator, finds “pleasant to write
down. . . Because any propagation of goodness and benevolence is no small
addition to the aristocracy of nature, and no small subject of rejoicing for
mankind at large” (OCS, 667). The Garlands--in company with the novel's
other positive secondary characters, the Nubbles, and Dick Swiveller and
his wife, the Marchioness--perpetuate the quality of goodness as a
hereditary trait, thus making up for the extinction of the line which Nell
represents.

The ambiguous quality in the description of the Garland family, the
fact that father and son resemble each other so closely that the son even
duplicates his father's club foot, constitutes another example of the
theory of preformation and its iink to the transmission of goodness as a
hereditary quality. The very name Garland suggests a positive chain of
descent. The Garlands’ hereditary line is clearily not as exalted as Nell's--
there is no suggestion that any angels will bioom on it, the hereditary club

foot indicating an all too human biemish. But the blemish s physical not
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moral. The Garlands are redeemed by their kindness, and this Kindness
justifies their fertility, which in turn constitutes a hopeful sign for the
future.

In fact, as Juliet McMaster points out, hereditary resembiances are
especially notable among the good characters of this novel. The Nubbles
too resemble one another, and Barbara, the future wife of Kit Nubbles, is
described as being just 1ike her mother.20 There is a sense in which all
these positive characters make up in their fecundity for the sterility of
Nell. With these less exalted but still admirable human characters
Dickens wishes to fill the hereditary void he created by expunging Neil's

line and with it the extraordinary virtue which she embodied.

%
i11) Dombey and Son:
Dickens's presentation of goodness in The Qld Curiosity Shop is

essentially optimistic, despite Little Nell's death. In all the early noveis,
he takes as a given the fact that virtue and benevclance exist, and he
presents heredity as the mechanism by which these attributes are
propagated and their redemptive qualities disseminated through the
population and across the generations. But by the time he comes to write

Dombey and Son in 1846, Dickens's opinions on the positive aspects of

20 McMaster , Designer, 112.
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heredity have begun to alter, and his insistence on absolute determinism

as a factor in the formation of the self is more muted.

Dombey and Son may be read as an extended fable of heredity in which
the evil forces of male dynastic ambition are aligned against the gentier
and more humane qualities of love and affection handed down by mother to
daughter. The novel takes as its premise the assumption--common to
Scripture, the Victorians, and Western culture generally--that the only
worthwhile offspring a man can have is a son. (Dickens was writing at a
time when it was common for the obstetrician's fee to be higher for
delivering a boy.2!) This assumption is turned on its head by a
demonstration that the values of a male world, as symbolized by the
ideologies of capitalism and technological progress, are corrupted and
debased when they exclude the contributions of the feminine. The
demonstration is effected through the figure of Mr. Dombey, head of the
mercantile house of Dombey and Son.

Mr. Dombey wants a son in order to pass on lo his descendents the
wealth which his house has acquired over the generations. So imperious is
this need within him--and so tied up is it with his own amour-propre--
that all other aspects of his life are made subservient to it. For ™Mr.
Dombey a son would be the living embodiment of all his ambitions--
affective, dynastic, economic.

Here, for the first time, Dickens portrays physical resemblance--
previously his most cherished trope for indicating the transmission of

positive qualities from one generation to the next--as a negative, more

21 see Patricia Marks, “Dombey end the Milk of humen Kindness,” Dickens Quarterly
11,1 (Msrch 1994), 16,



conducive to the vanity of parents than the benefit of children. "You
Angel,” cries the spinsterish Miss Tox to the infant Paul, "you Picture of
your own Papal" (DS, 148). But the remark no longer carries the positive
charge that such comparisons--mediated, here as elsewhere, through the
metaphor of the portrait--had in the earlier novels. On the contrary, it is
rife with dynastic implications, since so much of Mr. Dombey's indomitable
pride is wrapped up in molding his son into a true replica of himself.

Dickens makes explicit in the opening chapters that what Mr. Dombey
loves about his son is the fact that he is a son, and so resembles his father
in @ way that no daughter can. “Paul and myself will be able, when the
time comes, to hold our own--the House in other words, wiil be able to
hold its own, and maintain its own, and hand down its own of itself. . .~
(DS, 103). Catherine waters points out the "masturbatory grammar” of
this passage, and suggests that it describes a process of male
parthenogenesis, which excludes all intimations of the feminine from its
apprehension of the world.22

That Mr. Dombey's absorption in his son is a form of self-love
animated primarily by considerations of gender can be seen in the
analogous situation in David Copperfield where Betsey Trotwood storms
out of David's young life when she discovers that he is a boy and not the
gir! who she had hoped would carry her name. The point is made even more
forcefully when Betsey greets the run-away David with the heavily
symbolic gesture of chopping the air with her knife as she says, "no boys

herel” In both cases, the adult is looking to duplicate his or her self in the

22 catherine Waters, “Ambiguous Intimacy: Brather and Sister Relationships in Jambey
andSon ,* Dickensian, 84 (Spring 1988), 11.
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child, a duplication achieved most obviously and definitively through the

reiteration of sex. In both Dombey and Son and David Copperfield--novels

from his middie period--Dickens presents an adult's preference for
children of the same sex as a mark of selfishness and narcissism.
Egotism, and its near-cousin, narcissism, are the unsavary aspects of

heredity which Dickens dramatizes in Dombey and Son. Mr. Dombey places

such value on a male heir because he wants a copy of himself to love. He
is so full of pride that the only other being to whom he is prepared to
confide his heart is one he has created in his own image. In Mr Dombey,
Dickens, for the first time, demonstrates the negative implications of
defining heredity as the unsullied reproduction of identical traits: Such a
definition makes offspring valuable only to the extent that they resemble
their parents.

it follows, then, that the novel should associate the abuses of
hereditary determinism with gender. In Dombey and Son, both Paul and his
sister Florence have their futures pre-arranged solely on the basis of their
sex, as Mr. Dombey makes clear when speaking of his son: "His way in life
was Clear and prepared, and marked out before he existed" (DS, 204). But
Dickens does not regard this statement as boding well either for Paul or
for his sister. The preordained course of the son’s life will have such
disastrous consequences that it constitutes, in effect, a death sentence.
At the same time, Mr. Dombey’s intense focus on Paul deprives his sister
of her right to equal consideration and affection. In the context of this
novel, the predetermined path marked out for children of either sex is as

calamitous for the favoured son as it is for the neglected daughter.



Dickens mocks the implications of physical resembiance between the

generations in Dombey and Son's opening paragraphs. There Mr. Dombey's

forty-eight years of life are contrasted to his son's forty-eight minutes.
Both father and new-born son are bald and have red faces; both are
wrinkled. The irony, of course, lies in the fact that these apparent
resemblances are nothing of the kind, and the assumption of genealogical
regularity through the generations, with the infant representing just one
more rung on the ladder of descent, is false. The idea that the species
Dombey remains constant and paramount, preserving and perpetuating the
family name, while its individual members are subsumed under the needs
of the collective, hints again at the theory of preformation, but this time
without approval.

when Paul is a littie older, Dickens again contrasts father and son.
Paul is described as Mr Dombey’s "little image with an old, old face. . . The
two so very much atike, and yet so monstrously contrasted” (DS, 151-2).
Paul is his father’s biological son, but as the passage makes clear, he {8
also his contrast. The resemblance of little Paul to his father, and to all
the other Dombeys before him therefore exists and does not exist. There
isa superficial quality to their connection, which marks it as ephemeral
and 1llusory. Dickens emphasizes this by adding a supernatural dimension
to Paul's identity, describing him as "a changeling” and “a young goblin,”
“one of those terrible little Beings in the Fairy tales, who at a hundred and
fifty or two hundred years of age, fantastically represent the children for
whom they have been substituted” (DS, 151). This suggests that Paul is
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the product of spontaneous generation, owing his existence to no parents
or forebears.

But Dickens is merely being fanciful. Paul's uniqueness as a Dombey
rests not on metaphysical expianations, but on his being his mother's
child. And that mother was most emphatically not a Dombey, a point made
forcefully by Mr. Dombey’s sister, Louisa, as Mrs. Dombey lies dying (DS,
S53). Mrs. Dombey is Paul's forgotten parent--forgotten because she is
female and forgotten because she is dead. For this reason it is easy to
overlook the fact that both Paul and Florence actually inherit from her.
Paul's physical and his emotional frailty are attributable to his mother, as
is the mildness of his personality. But nothing binds mother and son more
closely than their common fate: Neither can survive for long in the
Dombey air. Both are doomed to a premature demise.23

Paul's mother dies soon after his birth, while Paul catches a chill
during his christening from which he never recovers. Dickens makes Paul
more vuinerable to outside influences than his previous child protagonists,
and his wilting and early death are far more convincing than Little Nell's,
who is originally described as "chubby, rosy, cosy little Nell” (OCS, 125),
indicating robust good health rather than physical frailty.24 But Paul’s
apparent susceptibility to his environment is in fact an inherited quality,

transmitted to him by his mother. That Paul, the Dombey son, should owe

23 For & more psychological interpretation of the effects of his mother on Paul's
personality see Joseph A. Boone end Deborsh E. Nord, “Brother and Sister: The Seductions of
Siblinghood in Dickens, Eliot end Bronté,” Western Humanities Review 46, 2 (1992), 169-
{70

291 is not her environment that kills Nel}, but rather Dickens's determination--a
determination he srrived 8t mid-way through writing The 0ld Curiosity Shop--that she tust
die. This is what accounts for the discrepancy between her early sturdiness and her lster
frailty. For more on Dickens's decision to ailow Little Nell to die, see Malcolm Andrews,
“Introduction™ to The 0ld Curiosity Shep ( Middissex: Penguin, 1985), t4.
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more in terms of biological inheritance to his mother than to his father
adumbrates the novel's ideological intent, which is to champion women as
equal and positive contributors to the rungs of genealogy.

Florence, too, has inherited from her mother. When the dying Paul
sees a vision of heaven, he exclaims to his sister: "Mama is like you, Floy.
| know her by the face” (DS, 297). Here the transcendent--and
transmissive--quality of female virtue is made abundantly clear. That the
mildness of Florence's personality is similar to her mother's is remarked
on by several characters, most irenically by the villain Carker (DS, 105,
686). In fact, the close bond between Florence and her brother is an
indication of just how similar their natures are.

Steven Marcus suggests that it is Florence, not Paul, who is the figure
of grace in this novel, and he compares her to Oliver Twist, suggesting
that grace does not work miracles for Florence as it did for Olhiver. Marcus
defines grace in this novel as the ability to feel affection, to respend to
people with fuliness, to be able to love.2> what Marcus does not say, but
what is clear is that Florence represents the female version of grace, with
all the limitations this suggests--most notably, that for women, grace is
biologically defined. As long as Florence is a girl, she has little power in
the cold mercantile world of the Dombeys. It is only when she reaches
sexual maturity and with it the potential for motherhood that she attains
the kind of moral power which will eventually swamp and erase the

masculine dominance of the unbending Dombeys.

25 Marcus, 351-2. Marcus suggests that the difference in the way grece functions in
Qliver Twist and in Dombey and Son indicates & difference in Dickens’s conception of God. That
may be, but my own feeling is that it indicates a change in the way Dickens conceives of heredity.
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Patricia Marks suggests that Dombey and Son is about the vaiorization

of motherhood, and links this not only to the domestic drama of the
Dombeys but also to the hints of imperialism present in the novel:
Brittania, the motheriand, exploits her coloniat children2® The novel
begins with the death of a mother, and the banishing of her substitute; it
ends with the reinstatement, through Florence, of the maternal principle.
But Florence’s fluctuating power as girl and mother suggests the limits of

a grace that is defined biologically.

In its attempt to champion the female principle in generation, Dombey
and Son focuses on the ways in which that principte can be corrupted and
debased. The nove! channels its critique of capitatism to the
commercialization of the female body. In Dombey and Son, women are
prized primarily for their biological functions, which may be bought and
sold. Thus Mr. Dombey hires Polly Toodle for her breast~milk, just as he
courts Edith for her reproductive potential as the mother of another son,
Edith's cousin, Alice Marwood represents the most common symbol of
femaleness for hire--she is the "fallen woman,” who has bartered her
sexual favours for lucre. In a mercantile world where everything is a
matter of trade--Mr. Dombey is, after all, a merchant--women represent
the most obvious example of human beings as commodities.

If everything has a price, then heredity too may be subjected to
financial transaction. The corruption of human values through their
association with money forms the subtext of Dombey and Son, and is most

evident in Mr. Dombey's courtship of Edith, which culminates in the

26Marks, 17.



businessman's vast wealth being laid out to purchase the future mother of
another son. Edith is a widow when Mr. Dombey is first introduced to her.
His interest is piqued by her beauty and her pride--the latter because it so
resembles his own--but his decision to make her his wife hinges on her
fertility, about which he inquires immediately after meeting her. He
learns then that she has been the mother of a son who died young, which
makes her an ideal candidate for his purposes, since it means that she can
have children--male children--and yet is unencumbered by any actual
child.

As part of his courtship, Mr. Dombey tests Edith's various
accomplishments, asking her to play on an instrument or to draw, as if
these activities were accurate indicators of her hereditary potential.
Lawrence Stone has suggested that scientific advances in the eighteenth
century had given the English a sense of control over their environment,
and that this was most apparent in their enthusiasm for animal breeding.
Success 1n breeding livestock and domestic pets led men to choose their
wives as they would 2 brood mare, with great care for their hereditary
endowments.2?7 Mr. Dombey's courtship of Edith certainly contains hints
of a search for sound breeding stock, which makes it doubly interesting
that his primary method of assessing hereditary suitability should be

through artistic endeavors.

27 Seg Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage, 160. Also Harriet Ritvo, The
Animal Estate ( Cambridge; Harverd UP, 1987) on the enthusissm for livestock breeding in the
nineteenth century and the abuses ta which this could lead, such es caitle so heavy they could
scarcely support their own weight. The ides of choosing & mate with regard to bloodiine is not
new. As | mentioned in chapter |, iic Talmud was advocating just such an approach almost two
thousand yeers agn. Whatl does seem to have changed by the early nineteenth century is the
notion that one could menipulste certain specific qualities through the breeding of animals, and
consequently of humans.
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't is doubtful that Mr. Dombey has any ambition to father a child who
is musical or artistic. The purpose of his testing Edith's accompiishments
is 1o measure her mastery of the proper social prerequisites for the
position of being his wife. It is a testing for social attainments rather
than artistic ability, but these attainments are nonetheless emblematic of
hereditary potential. There is of course another, more psychological
aspect to Dombey's testing of Edith--it is a means for him to assert his
will over her by making her perform according to his wishes.2® in this
sense, it also serves as an indication of her future malleability and
compliance--at least, Mr. Dombey assumes it does.

This careful preliminary weighing of her external qualities makes
Edith's intended adultery with Carker all the more devastating to Mr.
Dombey, since it would subvert his claims of future paternity, a matter so
close to his heart that he even names one of his ships, the Son and Heir.
The inequality of Victorian divorce laws, which enforced the double
standard by sanctioning the hushand's adultery and condemning the wife's,
was rationalized on just such grounds, namely that a wife's adultery
threatened her husband's status as father. In thus rendering a man's
paternal status problematic, a woman's infidelity was thought to attack
his personal identity.2%

By the same token, cdith's elopement with Carker is the only
assertion of female rebellion possible in a society which defines and

values women soleiy for their biotogical functions--just as her refusal to

28 For more on this, see Harry Stone, Dickens and the Invisible World, 148 166.

29 see Barbara Leckie, Infidelity, the Novel end the Lew (Diss., McBill University,
1991), 34, 37.




become Carker's mistress, even after she has eloped with hinr;, reinforces
the fact that the only freedom available to her is the freedom to dispose
of her sexual favours as she sees fit. A woman's assertion of sexual
freedom carries with it an implicit claim to equal status in the realm of
biology, since it affirms her ability to determine the hereditary
composition of her offspring. Dickens's championing of femininity in

Dombey and Son does not extend so far as to allow Edith such powers of

determination, so she remains chiidless.

The mercantile, mechanistic society depicted in Dombey and. 3Son
vaiues women solely for their biological potential as the conduits of male
inheritance, but in doing so, it devalues and sterilizes what is best and
most worthwhile in human nature. Assigning a price to women's biological
functions negates the very qualities which Dickens defines as the highest
attainments of femininity--affectionate empathy, tenderness, altruism,
spirituality--qualities which Victorian sexua! ideology designated as
redemptive of the degeneracy of men. These female qualities Dickens
locates in the idealized--and fertile--Florence.

Florence's lack of stature in her father's eyes is tied to her perceived
lack of economic worth. From Mr. Dombey's point of view, she has no
market value. "But what was a girl to Dombey and Son! In the capital of
the House's name and dignity such a child was merely a piece of base coin
that couldn't be invested--a bad Boy--nothing more” (DS, 51). Florence's
true value, of course, is priceless. She is one of Dickens's many femaie
angels, a child rejected and unloved, who never rejects and never fails to

love. Florence, in her unstinting Kindness and affection, in her unwavering
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meekness and humility, is clearly an example of the intangible and
unquantifiable worth of the best in human--and female--nature.

Florence's fertility ensures that the ideal elements of her personality
will be passed on to succeeding generations. In fact, fertility in this
novel, as elsewhere in Dickens's work, is & sign of blessing, of the
expancive potential of heredity as a means of oropagating the good. It also
stands as an indication of the limits of capitalism, of the things which

money cannot buy. Human fertility in Dombey and_Son is implicitly

contrasted to the unnatural breeding of money, as in the old Aristotelian
prohibition against charging interest: “This term usury, which means the
birth of money from money, is apptied to the breeding of money from
money because the offspring resembles the parent. Wherefore of all modes
of making money this is the most unnatural.*30

Fertility tn this novel is the over-riding female virtue, the natural
result of an affectionate womanly heart. Dickens's unexpected and rather
startling feminism here is, in fact, based on and confined to biological
considerations. What he is actually championing is not social, political, or
educational equality for women, but an appreciation of their biological
worth. (Dickens makes Florence cleverer than her brother, but her
intelligence is placed entirely at his service and channeied into being his
tutor. It has no value in itself.) Dombey and Son seeks to establish the
female claim as a force for good in the founding of a dynasty. Mr.
Dombey’s dynastic ambitions foundered when he sought to ground them on

his son. Through her fertility, Florence proves that a dynasty may spring

30 quoted in Bernard Grebanier, The Truth Aboul Shylock (New York: Random House,
1962), 79.
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just as well from the loins of a daughter, and that the result is a kinder,

happier, more loving line of descent.3!

Clearly, Dickens's faith in hereditary endowment as a force for the

propagation of good has not entirely dissipated in Dombey and Son. His

idealization of the Tamily remains intact and is at the heart of the theme
which Kathleen Tillotson identifies as integral to this novel--the sense of
the past under assault by the present.32 Viewed from this perspective,
heredity becomes the conservative force standing in opposition to the
anarchic thrust of technology. No matter what the abuses imposed on the
new generation by the old, the repetitive nature of hereditary endowment
still stands for a stabilizing and secure element at the heart of life, in
contrast to the reckless advance of inhuman technology embodied in the
railway. Trains, and the destruction they wreak on countryside and city,
are emblematic of the ambiguous price of progress, with its headiong rush
into a chaotic new world cut adrift from the certainties of the past.
Heredity and the family relations it implies, stands as the one secure, if
imperfect, foundation for human continuity,33

It is significant that the novel's villain, Carker, who dies so
dramatically under the wheels of a train, has severed all connections to

his own brother and sister. Not content with alienating his siblings,

31 This is essentially the point made by Boone and Nerd who argue that Dombey end Son is
not so much a ¢ritique of petrisrchal values es an attempt to reform them through harnessing
Florence's reproductive powers to the dynastic cause, See Boone and Nord, 171

32¢gthieen Tillotson, Novels of the Eighteen-Forties (Oxford: Ciarendon Press, 1965),
108.

33 For mare en Dickens's embivalent attitude towards change, see Ceorge Levine, Darwin
and the Novelists ( Chicego: U of Chicago P, 1988), 121,
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Carker also attempts to destroy Mr. Dombey’'s second marriage by seducing
Edith Dombey away from her husband. Carker is the novel's "modern man,”
the character most wedded to the elusive ideal of technological progress,
and the one least impressed by family obligations and connections. It is
fitting, therefore, that he should end under the wheels of a train. (Anna
Karenina meets the same fate, and she too has sinned against the concept
of family by committing adultery.) Mr. Dombey, on the other hand, full of
selfishness and pride though he may be, is allowed to live long enough to
realize his error. Mr. Dombey’'s saving grace lies in his belief in the
human--and hereditary--institution of the family, his mistake being the

assumption that this institution is just an extended reflection of himself.

Closely tied to the themes of heredity and family in Dombey and Son
are names.>4 On Lhe one hand, names resemble clothing in being symbols
of disposable identity, but they are also public manifestations of
genealogy, either fencing off one family from the next, or indicating a
conjunction. In Dombey and Son, names are intimately tied to both power
and identity. The fact that Mr. Dombey is the novel's primary dispenser of
names suggests that one of the attributes of power is the ability to label
and therefore to define the world in accordance with one's wishes. (God
grants Adam, and through him Mankind, a similar power in Genesis 2.)

Mr. Dombey changes Polly Toodle's name to the more respectable

Richards, because he feels that the latter is more appropriate to her

34 Names have a complicated relationship to heredity in nineteenth-century thought. In an
analysis of |bsen’s late play Little Evolf, Marvin Carlson notes that Ibsen uses the geneelogical
imp1ications of nemes, “"society's traditional stamp of legitimate inheritance,” to stand in place
of physical resemblance as an indication of an illicit love relationship. See Carlson, 778.
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function as his son's nurse. Having purchased her services as wet-nurse,
he feels that he has bought her name and identity as well. Polly, for her
part, asks that the name-change be considered in her wages, underlining
the extent to which names may be considered commodities. 3imilarly,
once marrted to Edith, Mr Dombey expects her to be suitably impressed
with the new name and new identity which he has bestowed upon her: °l
have made you my wife. You bear my name. You are associated with my
position and reputation” (DS, 651). In Dombey and Son, naming is linked to
the corrupting influence of capitalism. Mr. Dombey's maney gives him
power, his power allows him to impose names, and therefore, to dispense
identity. But, this sterile capitaiistic power has its limits. Paul Dombey
may have the same name as his father and grandfather, but that does not
ensure that he will inherit their personalities--or their longevity.

But if names are not indicative of identity, they are--usually--
indicative of genealogy. So0, on the one hand, Dickens uses the imposition
of names as a way of alluding to sham identities, on the other, he
manipulates names to suggest the repetitive nature of generation. Thus

at the end of The Old Curiosity Shop, when Kit Nubbles marries and has

children, they are ail named after the positive characters in the novel
(OCS, 671). Only Little Nell has no one named after her. By leaving hers as
the one name which is not repeated into the next generation, Dickens
implies that Nell herself was too singular, too exquisite, to be
reincarnated in another child of flesh and blood.

In Dombey and Son, Mr. Dombey, who was named after his father,
names his son after himself, while his daughter Florence names her son

after her father and her brother. Thus little Paul Dombey, who is named
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after his father, is reincarnated again in his nephew Paul Gay, the son of
his beloved sister Florence. In commenting on Paul's premature death,
Dickens had written that all that remained of the boy was his name. But
that turns out to be no small thing. Since names are recyclable from one
generation to the next, they have memorializing qualities, so that, in a
sense, Paul Dombey is revitalized by having his name conferred on his
nephew. Dianne Sadoff, referring to the novel's end, writes that Florence
carries the message to her father that genealogy binds and redeems
because she herself has become a mother. Little Paul, her brother reborn,
links her to her father; Little Florence, herself reborn, links her to herself
and to her mother.35

As Sadoff notes Dombey and Son ends, not only with a new little Paul,
but also with a new little Florence, daughter of the original Florence. The
repetitive naming from one generation to the next allows the now-humbled
Mr. Dombey to redeem himself through the third generation for the sins
which he committed against the second. He loves his granddaughter
Florence, "hoarding” her in his heart, to make up for the way he mistreated
her mother. (One wonders if the verb “hoarding” is a sly allusion to the
persistent economic basis of Mr Dombey’s affections.) Nevertheless, it is
curious that Dombey's love for his granddaughter remains secret, unlike
his love for his grandson, which he disptays to the world. Referring to the
elder Dombey's love for his granddaughter, Dickens writes: *That story
never goes about,”(DS, 975), and one wonders if Dickens intended this

secret affection to stand for the hidden and inexplicable processes of

35 sadoff, 60.
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heredity which turn daughters--despite the lack of resembiance--into the
legitimate heirs of their fathers.

The repetitive naming allows Dickens to work his happy ending by
suggesting that each new generation affords the one before it an
opportunity for expiation and exculpation. This is similar to the kind of
reiteration that is inherent in preformation, and in fact Dickens's habit of
repetitive naming is indicative of a world-view very much akin to that of
preformation. Preformation wiped out all distinctions of time because it
denied the existence of variation and, therefore, left no scope for change.
When those who lived in the past are defined as identical to those who live
today and to those who will live tomorrow, then past, present and future
become coterminous. The repetition of names from generation to
generation has a similar effect, erasing distinctions between individuals
and suggesting that there is a regularity and duplication in human affairs
which allows a situation of injustice in one generation to be rectified in
the next. In this sense, Dombey and Son, which for most of its narrative
course had been concerned with demonstrating the damaging effects of
too-strong an emphasis on the imperatives of bloodline and genealogy,

ends by resurrecting heredity as a positive force in human life.



iv) David Copperfield

If, in Dombey and Son, Dickens appears to be torn between conflicting
presentations of heredity as first a negative and then a positive force,
David Copperfield signals a still more radical change. This novel marks a
loosening of Dickens's belief in the prescriptive grip of inborn traits.
Where previously Dickens had exploited resemblance as a trope for the

discussion of positive genealogical transmission, in David Copperfield,

resemblance, in the form of behavioral patterns modeled on parenis and
compulsively repeated over the course of a lifetime, alludes to
psychological factors more than it does to inherited proctivities.

David Copperfield is presented as the autobiography of a successful
novelist, but it is not a portrait of the artist as a young man. Dickens does
not, as a rule, attribute talents to heredity, and certainly David's literary
gift, which is essentially Dickens’'s own, is depicted in the novel as more
the product of hard work and steadfast application than of inherited
predilection. David's literary talents are, in fact, one of the few aspects
of his personality which cannot be traced to his parents. Instead, they are
ascribed to environmental factors, specifically the obsessive reading, “as
if for life,” in which David indulges to escape his miserable childhood. His
literary abilities may account for David's success in later life, but there
is not much specuilation as to their origin, nor, for that matter, much

emphasis on their importance.36

3 in From Copvright to Copperfield (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1987), Alexander Welsh
argues thet it is part of the narrator’s deliberate strategy o pose 8s a man no different from any
other, and for this resson Dickens devotes more time to David's mastery of shorthand--
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In fact, David insists on keeping his profession incidental and
marginal: "It is not my purpose, in this record, though in all other
essentials it is my written memory, to pursue the history of my own
fictions™ (DC, 758). David's public career as author is scarcely touched
upon, as if no true drama lay in that sphere of life. Instead the novel's
focus is on the hero's progress from the immaturity of his youth to his

sense of fulfiliment in a second marriage. David Copperfield may be a

bildungsroman, but the drama of David's education lies not in his
intellectual or philosophical attainments, but in his emotional
development.3? The entire dramatic scope of this “autobiography” is
confined to the private domain of affective relationships.

This focus on David's emotional development means that David
Copperfield is a novel which is vitally concerned with the question of
what is inherent in human development, and what is acquired.38 The novel
dramatizes the course of a life in which the emotional patterns
established in childhood are repeated in adolescence and young manhood.
The problem constantly before the reader throughout the enactment of
these recurring patterns is to establish how much of David's personaiity is

inherited--and therefore predetermined and immutable--and how much

attributable to application and hard work--than to his cereer a3 a novelist. Seepp. 110-111,

37 Welsh suggests thet Dickens's emphesis on the private domain in David Copperfield is an
attempt to direct attention ewsy from the real theme of his novel, which is the rise of 8
successful man despite unpromising beginnings. !n this reeding, David's unhappy childhood may
be seen &s the attempt 1o justify the ambition and success of his aduit self. See Welsh, Copyright
158.

38 of g young man who hed fallen into his father's wesknesses without having had the
possibility of observing them for imitation, Dickens wrote: "It suggests the strangest
consideration as to which of our failings we sre really responsible, end as to which of them we
cannot quite reasonably hold ocurselves to be so. What A evidently derives from his fether
cannol in his case be derived from association and observation, bul must be in the very
principies of his individuality as a living cresture.” Quoted in Lesvis, 87-88.
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may be attributed to the effects of environment and experience. That
environment and experience may have a modifying effect on the raw
material of hereditary endowment had never before been a serious
consideration for Dickens. (Little Nell and Paul Dombey may be susceptible
to the dangers of their environments, but their essential selves remain
unaffected.) In David Copperfield, for the first time, Dickens posits the
question of nature versus nurture in terms of the difference between

autonomy and determinism.

David is a posthumous child. His father, who died six months before
his birth, lies buried beneath a white gravestone that is visible from his
son's bedroom. Thus, in a scene which he would repeat in Great
Expectations, written some ten years later, Dickens begins his account of
an unfoiding )ife with a meditation on death, specifically on the death of a
parent. In both David Copperfield and Great txpectations, the opening

scenes near the parental graves serve simultaneously as a reminder of the
end of life and of its source. But if parenial gravestones establish an
absence in the life of the child, they also suggest an enduring presence, a
type of ghostly immortality conferred by the inherited materiaj coursing
through the veins of the living of fspring of dead parents.

Thus, the opening scenes of David Copperfield, which establish
David's orphaned state, also ratse the guestion of the abiding claims of the
dead upon the living, and the manner in which such claims may be

expressed.3? Into David's unfolding life a certain quantity of raw

39The theme of the symbictic relationship between the dead and the living fescinated
Dickens. In 1846, three years before he begen serialization of David Copperfield, he had
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hereditary matter has been poured, and this inheritance will influence the
future course of his biography. Dickens has always portrayed heredity as
destiny, and he seems to be extending this assumption into David
Copperfield, with its opening declaration of the hero's orphaned state. The
dead live on in their children, while the children's lives are played out
under the long shadow cast by the dead.

This ongoing relationship between the dead and the living is made
palpable in the early chapters. in fact, it is suggested in the novel's
opening paragraphs, where David claims that, according to superstition,
his birth in the small hours of a Friday night means that he has been fated
to see ghosts and spirits. He no sooner makes this claim than he
dismisses it, asserting that he has never yet come into this "inheritance”
(DC, 49). In fact, the “autobiography” he is preparing to narrate takes as
its theme the persistence of the past into the present, and the need to
come to terms with and to assimilate, the ghostly presence of past
attachments. A further instance of this same theme occurs when we are
told of David's boyhood fear that the dead have risen from their tombs in
the graveyard which he can see from his bedroom window. This fear of the
reanimated dead is linked to David's obsessive thoughts about his father.

David's reflections on the grave of his father, towards whom he feels
an "indefinable compassion,” is connected to his sense that with regard to

his father "the doors of our house were-~-almost cruelly, it seemed to me

written a Christmas book called * The Battle of Life,” which is set on n ancient battlefieid, now
overgrown end planted with crops. The field owes ita unusual fertility to the decomposed bodies
of the men and horses buried underneath the growing corn. In The Night Side of Dickens
(Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1994), Harry Stone relgtes this motif of the living battening on the
dead to the theme of cannibalism. See Stone, 236-40.
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sometimes—--bolted and locked" (DC, 50-1). This Hamletic opening with its
suggestion of a forsaken and outcast paternal spirit haunting 2 house that
will soon see the introduction of an unwanted and--from the son’'s point of
view--usurping stepfather, predicts, as well, David's own fate in the
Murdstone menage. In this way, Dickens prepares for future developments
in this first section of the novel by introducing a theme that will see
David duplicate in himself, and in the choices he makes in hig life, the
character flaws and mistakes of his parents.

If David's father represents the ghostly influence of the dead on the
destinies of the living, his mother represents the parental influence which
the child actually experiences. The fact of her being alive during David's
childhood means that the role she plays in her son's deveiopment is based
on his conscious awareness of her, so that her hereditary contribution to
his make-up is superseded by her phenomenological essence. This is the
first fictional statement by Dickens of the complicating effect which
experience may have on hereditary endowment as a factor in human
development.

As to what David actually learns from his mother, Q. D. Leavis sums it
up as follows: "That David's love of his mother is the love of Woman, and
that he is atways looking for her image, a pettish, wilful, childish, loving
playmate, is shown as the pattern of his emotional 1ife."49 |n David's case
the emotional attachment to his mother is intensified by the fact that his
father is dead, and he has no siblings. There are no other family members

to distract his mother's attention from her only son, nor his from her.

40 | eavis slso sugoesis that David Copperfield's is "& typical male history of that age.”
Leavis, p. 81. It should be noted, however, that it was nol typical of Dickens himself, who did
not feel particularly close to his mother.
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Clara Copperfield is thoroughly and determinedly girlish, making a
virtue out of her immaturity. David's childhood adoration of her initiates a
pattern that will culminate in his infatuation with Dora. In fact, the
pattern emerges very early. No sooner has David arrived in Yarmouth than
he thinks himself in love with Little Emily, a child of his own age. Here
again Dickens is establishing for David a model-~this time a model of
attraction to girlishness--that he will repeat in later life. The roots of
this attraction lie in his relationship to his mother.

David Copperfield therefore represents a new stage in Dickens's
understanding of heredity and its influence. in this novel, repetitive
behaviour from one generation to the next may well be a product of
inherited predisposition, but the possibility also exists that this
behaviour is learned, that individual proclivities may indicate a
psychological response to actual life experience. Dickens has transformed
his previous reliance on hereditary resemblance as a means of explicating
personality to a stress on the duplication of behavioral patterns from one
generation to the next. The shift away from presenting hereditary
qualities as static reproductions--appropriately mediated through the
iconography of portraiture--to a notion of the individual reproducing
during the course of his life the emotional patterns he has learned in
childhood, tzkes the definition of heredity into a new dimension. Thus, the
novel dramatizes the course of a life in which the emotional patterns
established in childhood are repeated in 1ater live.

David's attachment to his mother and the unfortunate consequences

which this too-close relationship has for his future is replicated in the
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relationships of the novel's other orphans to their parents. None of David
Copperfield's many principals has a sibling, and all its domestic triangles
are shattered by death, leaving the children orphaned and intensifying the
attachment to the surviving parent, who is invariably of the opoosite sex.
David, Steerforth, and Uriah Heep all suffer from unhealthy attachments to
their mothers, while Agnes Wakefield is the victim of her father's
excessive love, as is Little Emily of her uncle Peggotty's obsessive
attachment. More significant still is the fact that this type of intense
emotional bond between parents and children of the opposite sex is plainly
labeled as unhealthy. Agnes's father acknowledges that his iove for his
daughter is diseased.

Stephen Kern writes that in the Victorian family, "Motherhood was
reyarded as positive, supportive, and bisexual, while the father-child
relationship was conceived to be conflict-ridden, with a special
destructive sexua! element in the father-daughter relation."4! It is
interesting, therefore, that Dickens is so even-handed in apportioning
blame for unhealthy parent-child relationships in his novel. Steerforth's
mother is scarcely more commendable in her over-indulgence of her son

than Agnes’s father is in his obsessive concern for his daughter.

As for David himself, he is still, to a large extent, the sum of what he
has inherited from his parents, but this inheritance is no longer entirely
positive, as it was, for instance, for Oliver Twist or Little Nell. Like
Otiver, the child David is inherently honest, to say nothing of scrupulous

beyond his years. Having decided to run away from the firm of Murdstone

A Kern, 39.



and Grinby, he nevertheless cdetermines to stay until he has worked the
equivalent of his week's advance pay because he was "unwilling to
disgrace the memory | was going to leave behind me.” (DC, 233). But this
innate honesty--and precocious worry about his good name--cannot
protect David against the perfidy of the aduits he meets on his way to
Dover, wlwo frighten, trick, cheat and rob him of the few possessions he
has.

Again, like Oliver, David is presented as bearing a strong resemblance
to both his parents, or to use his aunt’'s words: "He would be as like his
father as it's possible to be, if he was not so like his mother too" (DC,
248). But in this novel, being like both one's parents does not strain
credibility, because resemblance is no longer defined as purely physical; it
now includes learned behaviour as wetll as inherited predilection. What is
more, being like one's parents has become a mixed blessing. in David's
case, his double indebtedness seems to have predisposed him to a double
immaturity. He inherits his father's gullibility and his mother's
malleabiiity. He duplicates his father's attraction to "wax dolls,” and
remains, like his mother, passive and childish. Even David's attraction to
Dora appears to have been predetermined, so closely does his marriage to
her reproduce his own parents’ "babes in the woods" union, down to the
identical problems with housekeeping.

But Dickens has now come to distinguish physical inheritance from
moral qualities. The distinction is made by Betsey Trotwood. She notes
David's physical resemblance to his mother, then to his father, then
specifies:
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But what | want you to be, Trot. . . | don't mean
physicatly, but morally; you are very well physically--is a
firm fellow. A fine firm fellow, with a will of your own. With
resolution. ., . With determination. With character, Trot--with
strength of character that is not to be influenced, except on
good reason, by anybody, or by anything. That's what | want
you to be. That's what your father and mother might both have
been, Heaven knows, and been the better for it. {DC, 332)

The assumption behind this speech is one which Dickens has not made
before--that physical appearance has no relation to moral essence, that
personality is subject to alteration through the free werkings of the will
and is not unalterably predetermined by inheritance. When David notes the
resemblance between Steerforth and his mother, he says "All that | had
ever seen in him of an unyielding wilful spirit, | saw in her." (DC, 531)
Here again, while the resemblance is stressed, it is not clear that the
culprit is heredity rather than a deliberate fostering on the part of the
mother of a perverse nature in the son. Steerforth’s resemblance to his
mother is in fact presented as an egotistical attempt on her part to mould
him in her own selfish image.

Similarly, while David's marriage to Dora duplicates his father's
union with his mother, David's treatment of his child-wife also contains
echoes of the Murdstone doctrine of marital firmness. This is learned
behaviour on David's part and suggests that David has modeled himself on
someone he detests. Clearly Dickens has begun to move away from seeing
heredity as the entire answer to the problem of human development.

In fact, the link between Mr. Murdstone and David is very close, even
though they are not connected by blood. Not only are Murdstone and David

rivals for the same woman--David's mother--but they also share the same
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attraction to "wax dolls,” as can be seen in Murdstone's subsequent
targeting of another child-like young woman to be his wife, and his driving
her mad through his repeated insistence on firmness. Murdstone, it is
clear, is no more free from the obsessive repetition of emotional patterns
than is David, and the fact causes him just as much distress, although
David cannot see this. Murdstone's passionate grief over the death of
David's mother seems to suggest that he is the type of man who cannot
help killing the thing he loves. Yet, he is incapable of surmounting the
destructive patterns of his behavior, patterns which are further
complicated, in his case, by a severe brand of Christianity.42

Steerforth, the other important male character in the novel, is also
subject to the obsessive repetition of destructive emotional patterns. He
is the type of the seducer, playing a dangerous and deceitful game with
women, which is ultimately self-defeating. in fact, Dickens hints at the
tragic element in a personality which cannot overcome its own destructive
tendencies--the need to be constantly charming others into admiration,
followed by the wish to discard them once the conguest has been made.
Steerforth’s first success is with Rosa Dartle, his second--ironically--is
David himself in his boyish {(and feminine) guise of “Daisy.” Miss Mowcher
is yet another victim of Steerforth's manipulative style. Finaily there is
the elopement with Little Emily. Steerforth’s emotional pattern is clear,
and it is just as obsessive as David's or Murdstone's,

It is left to David to prove that a break with the emotional past is

42doseph Bottum suggesis that Murdstone's similarity to David is despened when we
remember that he is left unpunished st the novel’s end, See Bottum, "“The Gentlemen's True

Name: David Copperfield and the Philosophy of Neming,” _Nineteenth-Century Literature 49, 4
(March 1995), 448.
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possible. David is the first of Dickens's child protagonists to have the
opportunity to be influenced by and to learn from events. He is shown as
having the option of choice--and often choosing wrongly. What is more,
his relative age at the time he makes his choices dictates how he should
be judged. When he is still a child and his innocence and trust are taken
advantage of by the waiter at the inn, who eats up all his food, it is
clearly the waiter who is at fault. But when as a young man, and later as a
married man he continues to be taken advantage of by tradespeople,
1andiadies and servants, his innocence becomes 1ess pardonable. In fact, it
ceases to be innocence and becomes gullibility. Similarly, when as a young
boy, David inadvertently brings about Mr. Mell's dismissal because of a
wish to please his beloved Steerforth, it is difficult to condemn him
entirely; but when as a young man he persists in being blind to his idol's
faults and unwittingly abets Steerforth's designs on Little Emily, it is far
more difficult to absolve him of guilt. Thus the very notion of innocence
has undergone a change in David Copperfield. It is no longer a fixed trait,
totally synonymous with goodness and vulnerability, but has become the
plaything of perspective, admirable or condemnable depending on such

relative factors as chronology and circumstance.

Yet despite the options for change available to his protagonist,

Dickens's portrayal of autonomy in David_Copperfield is problematic.

David's recognition of his misguided affection for Dora and Steerforth,
defined as the "mistaken impuises of an undisciplined heart,” coupled with

the shock of their premature deaths, leads him to a new understanding of



himself and of the ways in which he has contributed to his own
unhappiness. Having reached this understanding of himself, David proceeds
to act on it by choosing Agnes for his second wife.

This means that Dickens locates the notion of self-determination in
David's altered sense of what he requires in a wife. No longer does he look
for a glorified child and playmate as a spouse. Instead, in Agnes, he finds
the very model of maturity and responsibility who will be the proper
helpmeet.43 Agnes has in fact been there for David to love during most of
the course of the novel. Other characters, such as Betsey Trotwood, are
perfectly aware of har virtues and her suitability for David. Even David
seems unconsciously aware of Agnes's suitability when he over-reacts to
the discovery that Uriah Heep has designs to marry her.

The fact that Agnes has been there all along and has hopelessly but
faithfully loved David, despite his being blind to her wifely potential, is
presented as part of the deterministic side of David's make-up. Agnes's
precocious maturity makes her an ideal sister-figure, but, as Leavis points
out, maturity in a woman is chilling to the younger David.%4 The
Victorian ideal of womanhood called for something a good deal flightier,
and David's experience with his mother, to say nothing of his inheritance
from his father, predisposed him to fall for the attractions of a child-
woman like Dora and to overlook the sterling qualities of an Agnes, for

whom his affection is initially fraternal and asexual. Thus a mix of

43 |n parallel Lives, Phyllis Rose notes thet David Copperfisld begins with David asking
whether he will turn out to be hero of his own life and ends by meking it cleer that his wife
plays thet role. Rose suggests thaet this iribute lo 8 wife invites comperison with The

Autobiography of John Stusrt Mitl &s a "monument in the annels of Yiclorian domesticity.” See
Rese, 132,

44 | eavis, 82.
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hereditary, cultural, and psychological forces predetermine David's
attraction to Dora and stand in the way of his iove for Agnes.

we are meant to understand that David finally breaks free of all such
deterministic constraints when he recognizes Agne:s's true worth, and
decides to make her his wife. Dickens clearly intends this second choice
of a wife to signal the possibility that self-determination may play a role
in individual development. But because he portrays Agnes in such idealized
terms that she scarcely seems to be real, the viability of this notion is
difficult to accept. Agnes is seldom mentioned without reference to her
sanctity, and this wrapping her in a mantle of religiosity only accentuates
the impression of fantasy, implying that David has married an angel, not a
flesh-and-blood woman. She is always portrayed as pointing upwards in
the direction of heaven, and David always sees her in the remembered glow
of a stained glass window. [f it is difficult to accept the reality of Agnes,
it is even more difficult to accept David's marriage to her as the solution
to the problem of personal autonomy versus determinism.

Harry Stone suggests that at the heart of the difficulty with Agnes
lies Dickens's separation of woman into a sexual partner on the one hand,
and a companion and helpmate on the other. In fact, Agnes does not seem
any more realistic or wise a choice than Dora was. But while Dickens was
aware of what was wrong with David's choice of Dora, he seems not to
have sensed that Agnes too is a form of wish-fulfillment. 9 Agnes is
intended as the answer to David's "old unhappy loss or want of something”
(DC, 890). But by turning her into a saint, Dickens nearly succeeds in

throwing doubt on his own definition of maturity as marriage to the proper

45 Sea Stone, Jnvisible World, 250.
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partner.

In David Copperfield, David is still very much influenced by his
heredity and the novel itself is a chronicle of how patterns established in
childhood and predetermined by heredity are repeated in adulthood. But

David_Copperfield also suggests that these childhood patterns may be

broken through the wisdom conferred by self-knowledge. The novel
portrays this self-knowledge--which it equates with maturity--as both
possible and attainable. Once David has escaped the pattern of
childishness that he has both inherited and learned from his parents, once
he has disciplined his heart sufficiently to recognize who is and who is
not worthy of its affections, he can settle into a fulfilled existence as a
successful novelist and a successful family man. Indeed the novel is
written from the standpoint of that achieved success, and as such it
tempers a certain underlying sadness about the human condition with a
hopeful view of human nature. Men, the novel seems to imply, may be far
from perfect, but redemption is still possible through the love of a good
woman. By the time Dickens came to write Great Expectations, ten years

later, even that hope was gone.
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v) Great Expectations

It would be a decade before Dickens again put a child at the centre of
a novel. When he did so in 1860, his thinking on the subject of heredity

had expanded and changed. The novels written between David Copperfieid

and Great Expectations--Bleak House, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, A Tale of

Iwo Cities--no longer take as their primary subject the developing
jdentity of a single individual. Instead they focus on society as a whole,
the various strands of narrative being gathered under the unifying
umbrella of one over-arching metaphor--the law suit, the prison, the
French revolution, etc. These novels attempt to encompass all classes,
their narratives moving from the highest rungs of the social ladder to the
lowest, hinting at the common fate of all. This alteration in focus alters
the manner in which Dickens presents heredity as both metaphor and
narrative device. However, in 1860, ten years after the completion of
Davig Copperfielg--and one year after the publication of Darwin's The
Origin of Species--Dickens again decided to place an individual at the
centre of a novel and to return once more to the subject of the single
developing consciousness,

The proximity in time of Darwin's book to Dickens's novel had a major
effect on Dickens’s attitude towards heredity and his consequent depiction
of how identity is formed. In my last chapter, | will examine in greater
detai) the Darwinian influences on Dickens's last three novels, beginning
with Great Expectations, but here | would like to look only at the manner
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in which Dickens alters his understanding of the formation of the seif in

this novel.

Great Expectations constitutec a reassessment of Qljver Twist and

David Copperfield, reversing the theme of hidden identity in the former,

and re-examining the remaining traces of hereditary determinism in the
latter. The most obvious points of comparison are between David
Copperfield and Great Expectations, since both are “autobiographical”
novels narrated in the first person by the central character. (Dickens
himself was so worried about repeating the earlier novel in the later that
he reread David Copperfield to make certain that his new book was
original.) But Great Expectations does not so much echo David Copperfield
as turn it inside out, negating many of the assumptions about human nature

that Dickens had so confidently espoused in the earlier book.

In Great Expectations, Dickens takes the radical step of totally
discarding heredity as a determining force in human development. In its
place he substitutes experience, which he defines as encounters with
other people. Pip is as complete a tabula rasa as Dickens ever created for a
protagonist. We know nothing of his parents beyond what is reported of
them on the inscriptions of their tombstones. Alexander Welsh notes that
many of Dickens's novels begin with a thought of death immediately
superimposed upon a birth, the birth being that of the novel's main
character, and the death that of a parent.1® This pattern is followed in

Oliver Twist, Dombey and Son, David Copperfield and_Great Expectations.

As | have suggested in my discussion of David Copperfield, such an opening
46 welsh, Copyright, 181.
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tends to establish heredity as the prescriptive force in the unfolding life
of the young child, alluding as it does to an absence that remains potent
beyond the grave,

But such is not the case in Great Expectations. When the dead are
invoked at the opening of this novel, it is specifically to deny their future
influence on the protagonist, and to replace them with the convict, whose
impact on the course of young Pip's life will be far more powerful than
that of any blood-relative. Pip's lack of hereditary connection makes him
the most utterly desolate of Dickensian orphans. Not only are his parents
dead, but they are utter blanks. There is not the least speculation
throughout the course of the novel to enlighten Pip, or the reader, as to
what they may have been like.

The result is that Pip must create himself out of whatever material
happens his way, and we are first introduced to him on the very day when
he begins the process of sorting out the “identity of things." It is on this
particular afrterncon in his seventh year that Pip first makes the
acquaintance of Magwitch as the convict rises up from among the
tombstones that mark the graves of Pip's parents and brothers. This
terrifying apparition imprints himself on Pip's consciousness just seconds
after the boy has come to the frightening realization that his existence is
a thing separate and distinct from his surroundings. No sooner has the full
impact of this existential loneliness impressed itself upon Pip, than he
begins to cry, and his crying rouses the terrible spectre of the convict.
Pip in a sense calls him forth, so that the convict rises from among the

graves seemingly in answer to 2 need.
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The nature of that need may be variously interpreted. It may be the
need for a second father to replace the defunct original, and Magwitch will
certainly play that role in Pip's life. Or it may be the need for a second
self to fill the vacuum left by Pip's sudden consciousness of emptiness.4?
But it is also possible to read this opening from a Darwinian point of view.
Pip's original awareness of himself as distinct and solitary, a creature
existing apart from his surroundings, 1S given a check by Magwitch’'s
sudden emergence from behind a tombstone. That check constitutes a
reminder that there is no such thing as total distinctness in nature or
human society, that ali living creatures are fundamentally related and
interdependent, from the simplest organisms to the highest, from the
lowest classes to the most exalted--a proposition which the ensuing

narrative will proceed to demonstrate.

S50 complete is Dickens's break with the notion of inherited
personality in this novel that he purposely scrambles the kinship relations
which he creates. The most obvious blood tie, that of Pip to his sister, is
the one most devoid of any trace of family feeling and affection. The boy
Pip reserves his love for his brother-in-law Joe, to whom he is related
only by marriage. By a similar scrambling, Mr. Pumblechook has been
appropriated by Mrs. Joe, Pip's sister, as her uncle, although in fact he is
Joe's uncle not hers. And, despite his blood relation to the mild-mannered

47 peter Brooks reeds Magwitch es “the fearful intrusive figure of future suthorship,”
while Pip himself represents "an existence wilhout a plot,” who i3 necessarily in sesrch of one.
Brooks therefore interprets what | call the “tabule resa” of Pip's identily ss an empty poge
eventually filled by Magwitch. This, of course, would meke Magwitch & stand-in for Dickens
himself and imply a correlation between authorship and criminslity. See Peter Brooks, Reeding
for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative { New York: Knopf, 1984), 116-117,
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Joe, the hypocritical Pumbiechook is closer in temperament and world-
view to Mrs. Joe than to his nephew, a sign that congeniality of outlook can
produce greater resemblances than any direct blood connection. In the
same way, the cold and haughty Estella is the daughter of Magwitch and a
hot-tempered gypsy woman easily roused to homicidal jealousy. But
despite a physical resemblance to her mother, Estella’s personality has
been formed by her guardian Miss Havisham, and that influence is so strong

that it extends to her looks and gestures:

In some of [Estelia's] looks and gestures there was that tinge
of resemblance to Miss Havisham which may often be noticed
to have been acquired by children, from grown persons with
whom they have been associated and secluded, and which,
when childhood is passed, will produce a remarkable
occasional likeness of expression between faces that are
otherwise quite different. (GE, 259)

This is a description of resemblance resulting from influence, not
heredity. In Great Expectations influence of this type replaces heredity as
the formative factor in determining identity.

That Pip will be someone who will seek to define himseif through the
eyes of others is not immediately apparent from the start of the novel. On
the contrary, one’s first impression of Pip is that he is self-assertive. He
has, after all, named himself: "So | calted myseif Pip, and came to be
calied Pip" (GE, 35). Pip’s self-naming appears to be a sign, not only of his
assertiveness, but also of his genealogical status and family' connection,
Pip's name is a childish corruption of Philip Pirrip, his father's name, and
seems to define him as an extension of the line of descent. This opening
gambit implies not only a strong sense of identity, but also an ability to

make others take heed of one's claim to individuality--Pip comes to be
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called what he calls himself. But this initial impression of self-assertion
turns out to be misleading: There is no aspect of Pip’'s young life which is

his own creation, and eventually, he will have to relinquish control even

over his hame.

One of the earliest and most formidable influences on Pip belongs to
his sister, and its most obvious consequence is the boy's pervasive feeling
of guilt."“'3 Pip's upbringing has been made miserabie by his sister's
evangelical brand of Christianity, with its firm emphasis on the doctrine
of Original Sin. This doctrine has been the guiding principle behind her
philosophy of chiid-rearing, and Pip's being raised in this manner
represents the theological conception of how personality is formed, a
conception which the novel depicts as standing in opposition to a newer
developmenta! model inspired by Darwinian ideas. According to his
sister’'s religion--as filtered through Pip's eyes-~the child is criminal by

virtue of the fact that he is born:

As to me, | think my sister must have had some general
idea that | was a young offender whom an Accoucheur
Policeman had taken up (on my birthday) and delivered over to
her, to be dealt with according to the outraged majesty of the

4Bjt hes become & criticat commonplece to identify guilt es the crux of Great Expectations.
See Shuli Barzilei “Dickens's Ores! fxpecistians: The Motive for Moral Masochism,” in
Modern Critical Yiews: Charles Dickens { New York: Chelsea House, 1987), 263. One of the
mast influential views on this topic was articulaled by Dorothy Yen Ghent in her 1953 essay
“On Oreat £xpeciations " in The English Novel: Form and Function. There Yan Ghent argued that
Magwitch functions in the novel as the objective correlative for Pip’s sense of guilt. Since then
other principals in the novel have been !dentified as alter egas for Pip. Julian Moynahan
nominates Orlick to play this role in "The Hero's Guiit: The Cese of Gren! Expectalions ™ in
Essays in_Criticism, 10 (1960), 60-79}). Bsrzilai himself, in the erticle cited abave,
suogests Estella. Such interpretations are primarily psychological and iiterary in nature; they
tend to slight the novel’s rather explicit criticism of religion as the source of Pip's
overwhelming feeling of guilt.
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law. | was always treated as if | had insisted on being born,
in opposition to the dictates of reason, religion and moraiity,
and against the dissuading arguments of my best friends.
Even, when | was taken to have a new suit of clothes, the
tailor had orders to make them like a kind of Reformatory, and
on no account to let me have the free use of my limbs. (GE,
54)

Even the most ordinary events of childhood assume a criminal cast.

And then {she] entered on a fearful catalogue of all the
llinesses | had been guilty of, and of all the acts of
sleeplessness | had committed, and of all the high places |
had fallen from, and all the low places | had tumbled into, and
all the injuries | had done myself, and all the times she had
wished me in my grave, and | had contumaciously refused to
go there. (GE, S9)

His encounter with the convict endows Pip's feelings of sinfulness
with human personification, and so supplies him with an objective
correlative for his sense of guilt. He begins to associate the condemnable
parts of himself with the convict. One consequence is that Pip's
recollections betray an inclination towards sententiousness that was
entirely absent from the memoirs of David Copperfield. David, after all,
defined himself as innocent. Pip defines himself as guilty. The result is
that Pip’'s memoirs emphasize past sins and errors, from which morals
may be extracted and lessons learned. This can best he demonstrated by

his thoughts on his sister's death:

... The times when | was a little helpless creature, and my
sister did not spare me, vividly returned. But they returned
with a gentler tone upon them that softened even the edge of
Tickler. For now, the very breath of the beans and the clover



whispered to my heart that the day must come when it would
be well for my memory that others walking in the sunshine
should be softened as they thought of me. (GE, 298)

This passage, with its suggestion of a common fate for all living
things, and its implicit connection of death with the regenerative
functions of soil, sunshine, and growing things hints at the common
sources of life as well as at their common ends. The allusion to these
natural processes sits side-by-side with the religious morality animating
the restatement of the biblical maxim, "judge not, lest ye be judged."49

Here, in condensed form, are the antithetical concepts of the self that
the novel puts forth. The theological concept, to which may be attributed
the novel's persistent theme of guilt and criminality, conceives of the self
as a unique creation deriving straight from the hand of God. The individual
is born into the world in a fallen state, but at the same time, despite his
degeneracy, he is the favourite child of Creation, standing separate and
apart from the natural worid. Against this is placed the theme of unifying
natural forces, the self befng connected in essence and destiny to the
surrounding landscape and ali the creatures in it.

Heredity in Dickens's fiction had used to stand as a mediating point
between these two conceptions of individual derivation, transiating the
theological into the human sphere. Once it has been eliminated from
consideration, the definition of selfhood begins to vacillate between the

extremes of arigid morality which defines identity as fixed and culpable,

49 For en eerlier, more romantic version of this idee, see Polly’s aliempt to comfort
Florence in Dombey gnd Son. There the kind nurse counters the child’s assertion that her
mother is lying in the cold ground, with the following: " No the werm ground. . . where the ugly
little seeds turn into beautiful flowers, and into grass, and corn, and | don’t know what all
besides. Where good people turn into bright angels, and fly eway to heaven” (DS, 78). Pally, it
will be noticed, Jocates the meking of angels underground, in the domain of the earth.
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and the opposite pole of extreme fluidity. In the second case, the
individual tries to fashion himself on any model which chance provides,
being drawn particularly to those models bearing the stamp of social
approbation. The second of these alternatives can be seen in Pip's

relationship with the inhabitants of Satis House.

If Pip absorbs his sense of guilt from his sister and her moralizing
hypocritical friends, he absorbs his sense of social inferiority from the
inhabitants of Satis House. One of the consequences of Pip's need to define
himself through others is that he is suggestible. He has only to hear Miss
Havisham tell Estelia to break his heart and his heart is as good as broken.
As for Estella, "Her contempt for me was so strong, that it became
infectious and | caught it" (GE, 90).50 He accepts without question the
truth of Estella's scornful remark that he is nothing but a common
labouring boy with coarse hands and thick boots who calls knaves jacks--
the latter a particularly inspired hint at the arbitrariness of class
distinctions--and feels ashamed. The extent to which Pip defines himself
in terms of how others see kim is underscored by his compiaint to Biddy:
"What would it signify to me, l;bing coarse and common, if nobody had told
me sol” (GE, 155). In other words, Estella’s contempt is all that is needed
to make Pip feel contemptible.

The extent to which Great £xpectations defines the other as vital in
supplying a sense of the self can be seen in Pip's frequent use of words

like "influence,” "contagion,” "contamination,” "coercion” to underline the

SC For more on the confuston which existed in the Victorian mind about the distinction
between cultural, infectious, end hereditery transmission, see Kern, 31.
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importance of external forces on his attempts to create himself.
Sometimes this terminology is given a slightly different context, as in
Biddy's sarcastic reply to Pip when he expresses amazement that she
manages to keep up with her studies, "I suppose | must just catch it
[learningl--like a cough” (GE, 153). But in the main, these terms belong to
Pip's vocabulary and form part of his conception of himself vis-a-vis
others. 30, in the example above, Estella's scorn is described as
contagious; while of his brother-in-law Joe's beneficent affection, Pip
writes: "It is not possible to know how far the influence of any amiable
honest-hearted duty-doing man flies out into the world, but it is very
possible to know how it has touched oneself in going by. . . " (GE, 135).

Pip attributes his positive qualities to the influence of Joe, and he
attributes his timidity and sensitivity to "the capricious and violent
coercion” of his sister's upbringing. Even more significant is Pip's use of
the word "contaminated"” to describe the "taint of prison and crime” which
seems to haunt him wherever he goes and which he cannot seem to escape
(GE, 284). All infiuences, both for the good and for the bac, are crucial to
Pip, who has no other way to define himself. Since Pip has come into the
world without any predetermined or inherent sense of identity, he must
try to forge his individuality out of an amalgam of such external factors.
But it is not a happy amalgam. "Contagion,” “contamination,” "coercion,” all
have negative connotations. They suggest that Pip is too susceptible to
outside authority and too little resistant or discerning when it comes to
distinguishing harmful influences from beneficial ones.

The effect of external forces on the developing self constitutes



125

Dickens's new post-Darwinian understanding of human nature. Darwin’s
theory attempts to explain evolution through a balancing of external
forces and internal ones~-that is, natural selection assumes that those
individuals in any given species who adapt most successfully to their
surroundings will be the most likely to pass on their hereditary material
to their progeny, who will in turn have an advantage in adapting to their
surroundings, which they will pass on to their progeny, and so forth. Thus
the evolution of species is seen as encompassing a gradual response and
reaction to external factors. In Great Expectations, the development of
the individual is seen in similar terms. Estelia, for instance, has been
moulded away from her “right nature” by the influence of Miss Havisham
(GE, 411). Such an alteration of the essential self would never have been

possible for an Oliver Twist, a little Nell, or even a Paul Dombey.

The character who best illustrates this new developmental model is
Pip. At every stage of his life, Pip has been influenced by someone else.
But the paramount infiuence, the one around which the entire novel
revolves centers on his great expectations. This turning point in Pip's life
and fortune is entirely dependent on the actions of another. Pip, who has
understood himself only in the reflected light of other people's
conceptions, now allows someone else's definition of what it means to be
a gentleman to dictate the course of his life. In accepting the unexpected
fortune that suddenly comes his way, Pip abdicates all say over his own
destiny. He even abdicates the right to dispose of his own name, the one

thing over which he had once had control. Now it 1s his anonymous



benefactor who insists that he must never be called anything but Pip. So
even Nhis one attempt at self-definition has been appropriated by someone
else.

Pip’s relationship to Magwitch forms the crux of the novel. From
their first encounter, Magwitch functions as an aiternate ego for Pip, and
the identification between them is subtly suggested. Pip watches the
famished convict eat the food which he has stolen for him 2nd notices, "a
decided similarity between the dog's way of eating and the man's.” (GE,
50). Later Pip is devastated by the thought that Estella feeds him "as
insolently as if | were a dog in disgrace” (GE, 92). And later still,
Magwitch will describe how he first came to self-consciousness in terms
that are reminiscent of Pip's first instance of self-awareness "I first
became aware of myseif, down in Essex, a thieving turnips for my living.
Summun had run away from me. . .and he'd took the fire with him, and left
me wery cold" {(GE, 360).

Contributing to the identification between Pip and Magwitch is the
fact that Pip, in embarking on his privileged life, sacrifices his autonomy
to become his patron’s creature. He begins to play the part of a gentieman
in instinctive and spontaneous accord with Magwitch's idea of what the
concept entails, even before he knows that Magwitch is his benefactor.
Magwitch--as becomes clear when he finally reveals himself--conceives
of a gentleman as a being entirely defined by money, and therefore as 2
commodity to be bought. One of the cornerstones of Magwitch's belief is
that the money which defines the gentleman and validates his existence

should be money which he has not earned. The gentleman's existence must
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be one of leisure and idieness, graced by a smattering of learning.

Here again, Dickens is portraying a society in which the traditional
defining power of heredity--in this case the original association of the
concept of "gentleman” with the upper classes--has been undermined. One
need no longer be the offspring of a gentieman to be called a "gentieman.”
If the appellation may be purchased, then it may apply to all, including
such lower-class beings as blacksmiths' apprentices. At the same time,
the term’s provenance among the elite and its aura of inherited privilege
is the very thing that makes the idea of “gentleman” so appealing to such
déclassé types as Magwitch and Pip, and so reaffirms their symbolic
kinship.5!

This symbolic kinship is, in effect, a relationship of father and son,
achieved without any actual blood tie. The infusion of Magwitch's money
into Pip's young life creates a relationship analogous to paternity.
Jagger's refers to Magwitch as the fountain-head, the source of Pip's
money, and therefore the source of his rebirth as a gentleman. In case the
point needs any more emphasis, Dickens has Magwitch himself exclaim:
"Pip I'm your second father. You're my son. ..|'ve put money away only for
you to spend” (GE, 337). In this father-son relationship, money

substitutes for semen as the stuff out of which life is created.52 (In the

S! Geoffrey Crossick writes thet in the esrly Victorian yesrs, wealth alone did not
guerantee the status of genlleman. It was necessary also 1o be independent, so thel those who
lived off investments and property most readily received the title. In the mid-Victarian period
the term distntegrated as a description of social position, becoming vegue in specific application,
and coming to denote, more generally, social apprival and moral approbation, usuatly combined
with a reasonably comforteble income. For more on the changing histery of the term
“gentleman” during the nineteenth century, see Crossick, “From Gentlemen to the Residium:
Languages of Social Description in Victorian Britein” in Lengusge, History end Class {London:
Blackwell, 1991), 163-4,

52 Northrop Frye suggests that Megwilch's symbolic paternity of Pip end his aciual
fsthering of Estella turn Pip and Estella into siblings and this was the reason why Dickens was so



same way, money stands for both the biological and utilitarian aspects of
Pip's love for Estella, when he writes that he cannot dissociate her
presence from all of his hankerings after money and gentility, nor separate
her from “the innermost life of my 1ife” (GE, 257).)

Pip’s initial reaction to this new-found father is to recoil in horror,
as if from the worst aspects of himself: "The abhorrence in which | heid
the man, the repugnance with which | shrank from him, could not have been
exceeded if he had been some terrible beast” (GE, 337). But he gradually
comes to accept and even to love Magwitch. Through this dance of
repulsion and affection, Dickens presents the complexities of a father-son
retationship which is based on circumstance rather than blood. It is also
based on mutual identification. When, during his solitary life in the
Australian bush, Magwitch drops a knife, the face he sees reflected in it is
not his own, but Pip's. Similarly, Pip is haunted by the spectre of
Magwitch as another version of his own most detestable nature. When
Magwitch asserts his ownership of Pip as a “brought up London gentleman”
we are thrust into the arena of paternal power and boyish rebellion, and
when Pip acknowledges that his rightful place is at Magwitch's side, we
are meant to understand this as a sign of his maturity.

This is in keeping with the muddying of actual kinship ties
throughout the novel. There is no hereditary thread to bind the two men,
as Pip acknowledges when he writes: "1 was not related to the outiaw, or
connected with him by any recognizable tie; he had put his hand to no

writing or settlement in my favour. . . | had no claim. . .” (GE, 458). It is

reluctant to let the iwo marry. See Frye, “Dickens and the Comedy of Hunoura,” The Yiclorian
Novel { London: Oxford UP, 1971),61.
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this lack of either a biologtcal or a legal claim on either side that serves
to underiine and broaden the meaning of paternity here.

Pip constitutes Magwitch's claim to a place of equality and respect
in the world. Magwitch can feel that he is equal to, if not better than the
Australian colonists because, "If | ain't a8 gentleman, nor yet ain't got no
learning, I'm the owner of such” (GE, 339). In this assertion of ownership
over another human being Magwitch the convict resembles no one so much
as Dombey the capitalist. But in Great Expectations the corruptions of
capitalism are mutual, affecting the giver and the recipient equally. Pip
revels in the discomfiture of the Pumblechooks and Wopsles, in whose
opinion he has so suddenly and unexpectediy risen. He allows his new-
found wealth to lead him into dissipation. For both Magwitch and Pip, the
making of a gentleman has a significance rooted in the insecurity and
poverty of their origins. If Magwitch is the author of Pip's great
expectations, Pip is no less the personification of Magwitch's.

But if the paternal relationship between Magwitch and Pip begins as a
demonstration of the spoiling power of money, it ends on a far more
affective and redemptive note. Magwitch had chosen Pip as the beneficiary
of his 1argess out of a sense of gratitude and loyalty to the boy who once
fed him when he was starving. As their relationship develops, Magwitch's
belief that Pip has always acted out of the best motives begins to have an
effect. Magwitch is convinced that even as a child Pip had recognized in
him "some small redeeming touch,” and this perception eventually becomes
the truth. Pip does begin to see Magwitch's redeeming features and this in

turn reinforces Magwitch's belief in Pip's goodness of heart. If Magwitch



130

had presented for the child Pip the distorted image of his own guilty self-
reflection, the image which he reflects back for the adult Pip tends in the
opposite direction.

This demonstrates the positive side of Pip's suggestibility. Because
Magwitch believes in Pip's better self, Pip becomes that better self and
begins to feel for Magwitch the affection and gratitude which Magwitch
has felt for him. Pip believes that the alteration in his feelings toward
Magwitch is the result of a change in Magwitch rather than in himself. He
believes that it is Magwitch who has softened, “indefinably, for | could not
have said how" (GE, 390). Pip cannot say how, because the softening has
occurred in himself and not in Magwitch. The transposing of one's
emotions, thoughts and motives onto another--what in psychoanalysis is
called projection--is the complement of absorption. Projection is an
attempt to impose one's emotions onto another, while absorption is the
attempt to take another into oneself. Both Magwitch and Pip attribute to
each other qualities and feelings which do not initially exist, but these
apparently mistaken attributions eventually become reality.

This shaping and reshaping of personal identity in answer to external
factors further underscores Dickens's attempt to blot out hereditary
determinism in this novel in favour of a more flexible model of human
development. Great Expectations defines human nature as fluid and pliable
with regard to the impressions left on each individual personality by its
contact with others. The novel's principals impose their own beliefs,
emotions, and prejudices on each other and are in turn imposed upon; they

attempt to fashion others in their own images and are in turn fashioned by
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them. Viewed in these terms, the title "Great Expectations” takes on
broader associations than merely the reference to Pip's sudden and
ultimately elusive rise in fortune. It refers as well to the dynamic of
interrelation in the novel, which conceives of human nature as attuned to
the expectations of others, and of individual identity as forming itself in
answer to those expectations--an idea not that far removed from the
Darwinian precept of adaptation, which conceives of organisms evolving in
response to their environments.

This new conception of human development is in keeping with the
social concerns that animate Dickens's narrative. The fact that Pip
becomes a gentleman through the infusion of Magwitch's money suggests
that the susceptibility associated with individual development has
ramifications which extend beyond the domain of the personal. Fluidity
may extend also to class. For this reason, notions of descent and family
line are irrelevant to the novel. [f anyone with money can "make" a
gentleman, then actual paternity becomes meaningless, since class itself
ceases to be a hereditary category and becomes subject to the pressures
of the marketplace. What is more, if the formation of personal destiny is
dependent on such uncontrollable factors as chance encounters with
strangers, then heredity becomes worthless as a means of propagating the

good.

The feeling of contamination which haunts Pip and which he
associates with the netherworld of convicts and prisons is closely related
to the feeling of guilt which permeates his conscience. But the criminal

element in the novel functions not only as a metaphor for the corruption
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lying at the heart of society, but aiso as a reminder of the rudimentary

connections linking all living things. Great Expectations is

uncompromising in its assertion that the most respectable human
institutions are shadowed by the least respectable, in much the same way
as the dome of Saint Paul's can only be seen from behind the stone walls of

Newgate Prizon (GE, 189). Great Expectations defines the "underworld” as

existing in symbiotic relation with the world "above” it.

The result of all this juxtaposition and intertwining between levels
of society is to create an tmpression of a world in which everything is
connected by invisible strings of complicity. This suggests another way in

which Great Expectations constitutes a corrective to Oliver Twist--it

overturns the plot of hidden identity. In Great Expectations Pip discovers
that his wish to be a gentleman has allied him, not with the upper levels
of society, but with the lower. The secret of his gentlemanly origin is not
that he belongs to the aristocracy, but that he belongs to the underclass.
His sudden wealth, which had seemed to catapult him into the social
stratosphere, and which he had assumed to derive from the aristocratic
Miss Havisham, in fact tied him ever more securely to the marginalized
domain of criminals and low-lifes. What is more, the real secret of hidden
identity which the novel reveals is that this apparently marginalized
world exists at the core of society, interacting with the aristocracy,
breeding with the middle class, turning all princes into potential felons
under the skin.

The woman Pip loves, the one who mocks his working-class origins

and to whom he is attracted because of her ladylike pretensions, turns out
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to be the natural daughter of Pip's convict-benefactor by a murderess. Not
only is Estella a mirror-version of Pip, but she is, symbolically, his kin,
since both she and Pip are, biologically and by adoption, children of
Magwitch. Both have been "made” by their respective benefactors, for
reasons which have as much, if not more to do with their benefactors’
private miseries as with their good intentions. Yet Pip and Estella learn
their roles well. They become the creatures they were intended to
become--thus totally undermining the prescriptive potential of heredity,
and reversing, among other things, the optimistic thrust of Qliver Twist.

The absence of predetermined personality traits in Great Expectations
would appear, at first glance, to confer greater autonomy on the novel's
characters, hence a greater freedom to create their own sense of identity.
In fact, this apparent liberty is obliterated by what Dickens depicts as a
total reliance on others to supply a definition for the self--and by an
unquestioning acceptance and subservience to the class system as a means
of adjudicating values and determining desires.

Eliminating heredity as a primary factor in the formation of the self
does not free the individual to create an identity. Quite the contrary.
Dickens portrays the lack of hereditary influence as potentially
debilitating, because it allows external factors to play too large a role in
personal development. The individual is left without a centre, and is
therefore subject to the will of others and to a form of weather-vane
slavery imposed by the constant shifting of external conditions. There is
no evidence that Dickens considered this definition of development as

preferable to his earlier understanding of the self as an amalgam of
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inherited traits. Neither Pip nor Estella is presented as a contented being,

free to create the self in accord with personal desire.

In Great Expectations, the definition of goodness is no longer what it

was in Oliver Twist. It has ceased to be an inherited trait, and has

acquired an aura of ambiguity and abstraction. This is a far cry from the
concrete and definite quality which goodness had in Qliver Twist and The
0ld Curiosity Shop, where it seemed to be simply a displacement of the

theological concept of grace to the human sphere. In Great Expectations,

goodness, virtue, beneficence have acquired such amorphous complexity
that they are difficult to separate from their more negative cousins--
narcissism, snobbery, condescension, self-righteousness.

In this chapter | have tried to trace the evolution of Dickens's thought
on the subject of positive human qualities and their relation to hereditary
transmission from its simple deterministic beginnings in Qliver Twist and
The Old Curiosity Shop, to the more complex and ambivalent presentation
in Dombey and Son, where the negative aspects of heredity as dynastic
monomania are counterbalanced by its redemptive functions. David
Copperfield sees yet another change as Dickens begins to entertain the
possibility that human identity may be fashioned by factors other than
heredity, and that life experience might have some bearing on the
development of personality. Finally in Great Expectations--one of his
most pessimistic novels--Dickens jettisons heredity altogether as an
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. ingredient in the formation of the self, and tries to imagine human
identity without an inborn core, leaving the individual to create himself

solely in accord with the demands of his environment.
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Chapter 3: Heredity as Dead End and Bad Seed

In the previous chapter | concentrated on Dickens's treatment of
heredity as a transmitter of grace, suggesting that in the early part of
his career, Dickens presents his protagonists as avatars of goodness, a
quality that is part of their hereditary endowment. By placing his
protagonists within a hereditary context, Dickens attributes to them
positive qualities that are transmissible from generation to generation.

Dickens's attitude in this regard ran counter to the general
scientific assumptions of his time, which assumed that morbid
phenomena were particularly amenable to hereditary transmission, and
that the bad was more easily passed on than the good. This emphasis on
the hereditability of negative characteristics grew more pronounced as
the century progressed.

in the following chapter { will discuss Dickens's attitude towards
the more negative aspects of neredity. My discussion will focus on four
topics: incestuous motifs, illegitimacy, mental deficiency and criminal

behaviour.

i) Incestuous motifs:

| argued in my earlier chapter that Dickens tends to treat physicail

resemblance as a metaphor for hereditary transmissfon. Usually this
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implies the transmission of positive qualities since it is most often the
protagonist who is placed within a hereditary context. However,
physical resemblance may have negative connotations as well. The best

example of this can be found in The 01d Curiosity Shop. Balancing the

exalted line of Nell's female ancestors--depicted as a progression of
female angels with Nell at the zenith--we have Sally Brass. Sally Brass
bears a "striking resemblance” to her brother, Sampson, who is lawyer to
the novel's vitlain, Quiip, and, like his client, a thoroughly disreputable
character. 30 striking is Sally's resembiance to her brother, that
Dickens intimates that she is essentiaily a man masquerading as a

waoman:

... S0 exact, indeed, was the likeness between them,
that had it consorted with Miss Brass's maiden modesty and
gentle womanhood to have assumed her brother's clothes in 2
frolic and sat down beside him, it would have been difficuit
for the oldest friend of the family to determine which was
Sampson and which Sally, especially as the lady carried upon
her upper lip certain reddish demonstrations, which . . .might
have been mistaken for a beard. (OCS, 320-1)

Sally's masculine nature is also attested to by the fact that she is
learned and has, since childhood “clung to the skirts of the Law,” a
profession at which she seems to have bested her equally legalistic
brother. The ®skirts of the law® metaphor, which alludes simultaneously
to judicial robes and female attire, perfectly underscores the sexual
ambiguity which attaches to Sally.

when Dickens wants to suggest the viciousness and moral turpitude
of a female character, he exaggerates her masculine proclivities, thus

underscoring the extent to which she is unnatural. Mrs. Joe in Great
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Expectations is an exampie of this. S0 is the unpleasant Miggs in Barnaby
Rudge, who suffers from a “deficiency of outline” (BR, 231). in an

interview he gave on the subject of women's rights in The Quarterly

Review in 1861, Dickens declared that he was against women playing any

role in public life, because "a male female is repulsive.” He was also
fond of joking that women's rights “were usually men’s lefts.”!

The close physical resemblance between Sally Brass and her brother
indicates the similarity of their natures. In fact, even Sally's approach
to sexuality has something of masculine insouciance about it, since she
seems to be the mother of the illegitimate Marchioness, a circumstance
which causes her no apparent embarrassment, nor does it awaken any
maternal impulse in her breast.2

Dickens is here exploiting Victorian assumptions about the proper
role of the sexes in order to paint Sally as a creature beyond the pale of
both social and biological acceptability. Sally’s masculine tendencies
are defined as monstrous because they do not conform to the Victorian
understanding of female nature. That understanding was dependent on the
scientific information then available on the nature of reproduction.

The assimilation of scientific information to social circumstances
often results in a kind of chicken-and-egg tangle of mutual influence in
which scientific discoveries feed cultural assumptions at the same time
as cultural assumptions dictate how scientific data are interpreted. For

instance, the Victorian assumption of separate spheres for the sexes

! Quated in Michaee! Siater, Dickens and Women { Stanford: Stenford UP, 1983}, 316.

2 Dickens originally intended thet the Marchioness be the offspring of Saelly Brass end
Quilp, but he deliberately mystified Quilp's fetherhood by cutting Selly Bress's confession thet
she is the Marchioness's mather and that Quilp is the girl’s father. See Sadoff, 15.
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was related to their understanding of how sexual reproduction functions.
The role played by the ovum was well-known to naturalists of the
nineteenth century. What was not known, and so remained a matter of
scientific debate throughout the century, was the function of sperm and
the nature of its interaction with the egg. The dearth of information
meant that the male contribution to generation, and hence to heredity,
was under a guestion mark, which nevertheiess gave broad scope to
conjecture, so that masculine nature was ailowed to appear multifarious
and diffuse. By the same token, since the female contribution to
procreation was evident and beyond dispute, women were deemed to have
been intended by nature for maternity, the nurture of children, the care
of the home, and not much else. This is illustrated by a quote from
James Weir, who wrote in 1895: "The Almighty in creating the female
sex, had taken the uterus and built up a woman a2round it. "3

Sexual distinctions thus made for a social division that was neat
and regular. The more so, since social custom and scientific theory
seemed to agree on a division of 1abour based on biological function. The
concept of separate spheres provided a biological rationale for
stereotyping female and male character traits according to procreative
function and for generalizing sexual roies to society at large.
Furthermore, in a holdover from the rigidity inherent in such eighteenth
century concepts as the Chain of Being, sexual stereotypes were assumed

to be immutable and fixed for all time according to the dictates of

3 Quoted in Ferley, 112. | am indebled to John Fariey’s, Gemeles and Spores: (deas about
Sexus) Reproduction 1750-1914, for much of the information in the rest of this section and
par-ticularly to his chapter “ The Cult of Sexlessness.”
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Two examples from Francoise Barret-Ducrocq’s Love in the Time of

Victoria, illustrate just how immutable such stereotypes were thought
to be and how uncomfortable the Victorians were made by any exchange
of gender roles. In the first, a London missionary worries that a weaver,
who had been found peeling potatoes while his wife wove a piece of black
satin, had abdicated his role as head of the family. In the second
example, Barret-Ducrocq cites Frederick Engels on the shame of "poor
Jack” who was discovered sitting by the fire mending his wife's stocking
with a bodkin, an act which he desperately tried to conceal when
found.4

Thus, when Dickens tars 3ally Brass with the brush of masculine
proclivities, he establishes her as a type of villain far more unsettling
than her brother, because she i{s unnatural. Similarly, in A Tale of Two
Cities, the most blood-thirsty and terrifying segment of the rioting maob
is female. At the same time, however, the close resemblance between
the Brass siblings, which extends to their personalities and interests as
well as to their eventual fate as twinned outcasts from society is
merely a negative presentation of Dickens's favourite male-female
conjunction--that of brothers and sisters.

From a hereditary point of view, the essence of the relationship
between brothers and sisters is resemblance. When Dickens is present-
ing the negative type of maie-female siblings he stresses their physical

resemblance in order to underline their nefarious essence, which is

4 Francoise Barret-Ducrocq’s Love in the Time of Victoria (New York: Penguin, 1992),
26-7.
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highlighted when the sister is turned into a "male female.” Thus with
the Brass siblings, resemblance plays the devil's rele. And a similar
unholy symmetry prevails between the Murdstone siblings in David
Copperfield,

But Dickens’s portrayal of brothers and sisters is far more likely to
be positive than negative, and when this is the case, resemblance takes
on a more complicated aspect, often standing for an attraction and a
sympathy that verges on the incestuous.

The theme of brother-sister love starts very early in Dickens’s

work. In Oliver Twist, Mr. Brownlow says of Oliver’s father, whe died

before Oliver was born, that “he had his sister’s soul and person” (0T,
436). Since Mr. Brownlow had been in love with the sister, who died on
their wedding day, the fact that her younger brother resembled her in
“soul and person” alludes simultaneously to the brother's saintliness and
to the reason for Mr, Brownlow’s “love” for him, In this instance, as in
most others, resemblance between siblings sanctifies the brother at the
same time as it exalts the sister.

Two other examples occur in Qliver Twist. Dickens deliberately

heightens the pathos surrounding the early demise of Dick, the doomed
workhouse orphan, by having him remark that he is glad to die so young,
because it means that his littie sister in heaven will not forget him (OT,
173). 1t is his sister, not any other relation, whom Dick singles out. And
when Oliver learns that Rose Maylie is his aunt, he rejects that relation.
presumably because it is not close enough, preferring to call her “sister”
(0T, 463).5

S Harry Stone in Dickens and the Invisible World, 172-3, and Charles Kligerman in



in Dombey_and Son, the one warm spot in Paul’'s short life is his
love for his sister, and this affective connect.cn is the major emotional
relationship of the first third of the novel, lingering on even after Paul
dies. Florence, the unloved daughter, takes the place of a maternal
presence in her younger brother's life. Dickens is quite clear about this,
and about the positive effect that his sister's iove has on Paul. This
suggests another aspect of the brotrer-sister tie: With few exceptions,
it is the sister’s love for her brother, not his for her, that is emphasized.
In keeping with the doctrine of separate spheres, it is the she who
provides the maternal care and sustaining affection, even to the point of

self-sacrifice. For instance, Harriet Carxar, also in Dombey and Son, is

sister to the embezzler John Carker. She is described as follows:
"Slight, small, patient. . . is she, his sister, who of all the world, went
over to him in his shame and put her hand in his, and with a sweet
composure and determination ied him hopefully upon his barren way" (DS,
535-6). So self-denying is Harriet that she has even put in jeopardy her
own marital prospects, while she acts the part of dutiful, domestic
companion to her disgraced brother.®

The brother in these relationships is judged by the extent to which

“The Dresm of Charles Dickens,” Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Associstion {Oct.
1970) suggest that Dickens's exeltation of the brother-sister tie is the result of his
irensferring his love from his mother to his eider sister Fenny. Stone's psychological
discussion of Dickens's fixation on sisters 15 particularly suggestive. But whatever personal
reverberations brother-sister love may have had in Dickens’s personal life, he was not alone
in emphasizing the altechment, which cen be found s a recurrent theme in the works of many
nineteenth-century novelists. For more on this see Joseph A. Boone and Deboreh E. Nord
“Brother and Sister: The Seductions of Siblinghood ir: Dickens, Eliot, and Bronté” Western
Humanities Review 46, 2 ( 1992), 164-188.

5 For more on this brother-sister peir and the more comic devotion of Mrs. Chick to
her brother Mr Dombey, see Weters, 9-26.
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he appreciates the love of his sister. In the later novels, notably Hard

Times and Our Mutual Friend, the brother undervalues the sacrifice of his

sister and, by cutting himself off from her empowering affection,
descends into degeneracy. By forsaking his sister, the brother betrays
the better part of his own nature, and so is morally cast adrift. As a
general rule, however, Dickens ideaiizes the love between male and
female siblings, portraying it as more sublime, altruistic, and
emotionally rewarding than that between husband and wife, or parent and
child.

It is ironic that despite Dickens's care to place his child
protagoniste within specific lines of familial descent, biological
parents--that is, the actual agents of hereditary transmission--come off
r2t.er badly in the novels. The most positive parental figures are seldom
the actual progenitors of the protagonists.7 Sometimes, there seems
to be a suggestion that the only good parent is a dead parent, for
instance, when the drunken nurse ironically exhorts Oliver Twist's young
mother just before she expires: "Think of what it is to be a mother,
there's a dear young lamb, do" (0T, 46). What it means to be a mother, in
this instance, ts to be dead. In fact, Dickens tends to portray parents--
assuming they survive to play such a role in their children's lives--as
incompetent to one degre2 or another. When Dickens speaks of "that fair

creature of his 1ove 2nd kindred” (0T, 434), he is describing a sister, not

7 in Dickens, Wemen snd Lenquate (Toranto: U of Toronto P, 1992) Petricia Ingham
makes the point that thase women in the novsls who have ectuslly given birth are described as

monsters of selfishness or defectors through deeth, while those who ere idealized because of
their maternal characteristics, such as Litlle Nell or Little Dorrit, are often prepubescent
girls who sre nol yet mature enough to give birth. See especially, pp. 115-117
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a mother. The only important blood relationship that almost invariably
has the author's approval is that between siblings, and especially
between brothers and sisters.

This leads to some odd arrangements, in which the style of
narration itself changes to accommodate a situation which borders on

the incestucus. The most striking example of sibling intimacy occurs in

Martin Chuzzlewit, where Tom and Ruth Pinch, brother and sister, set up
housekeeping together. The description of their domestic arrangements
makes them sound like 2 married couple. Tom Pinch describes himself as
"quite a famiiy man" (MC, 650) when he starts living with his sister. She
sews for him, and cooks for him, during which activity, "she looked
demurely every now and then at Tom" (MC, 676). He stares back at her
“with one of the most joving smiles imaginable” (MC, 676). In fact, were
Dickens not so serious, the excessive cuteness of the 1anguage he uses to

describe the Pinches’ domestic arrangements would read 1ike a parody of

marital bliss:

Such a busy little woman as [Ruthj was! So full of self-
importance, and trying so hard not to smite, or seem uncertain
about anything! It was a perfect treat to Tom to see her with
her brows knit, and her rosy 1ips pursed up, kneading away at
the crust, rolling it out, cutting it up into strips. . .and never
venturing to steal a look in his direction, lest her gravity
should be disturbed; until, at last, the basin being quite full
and only wanting the top crust, she clapped her hands all
covered with paste and fiour at Tom, and burst out heartily
into such a charming little laugh of triumph, that the pudding
need have had no other seasoning to commend it to the taste
of any reasonakie man on earth. (MC, 677).

When Ruth does finally get married, Tom is invited to join the



145

household, and the very last scene in Martin Chuzzlewit focuses, not on

any of the pairs of happily married lovers, but on the brother and sister
together again. Dickens's overwrought prose suggests that their inti-
macy will continue in heaven after their deaths, in the same manner as it
did on earth.®

We are here placed on treacherous ground where the idealization of
an essentially non-sexual relationship threatens to shade into something
else, creating a tension not only in the reader, but also in the author, as
the excessive sentimentality and grandiloquence of his diction seems {o
suggest.9 Joseph Boone and Deborah Nord suggest that the intimacy
and exclusivity of the sibling bond in Victorian literature is modeled on
the relationship of Adam and Eve.'0 This is an interesting thought,
especially with regard to Dickens. The story of Adam and Eve traces the
devolution of a male-female relationship fro. 1 asexual perfection in the
Garden of Eden to the fallen state of being husband ard wife.

For Dickens, brother-sister love is clearly the perfection of love,
and he often seems in danger of suggesting that it is the most

emotionally rewarding reiationship possible between men and women.

B Atexander Welsh notes that Martin Chuzzlewit is designed so that the love of brother
and sister appears to outisst that of husband and wife. Welsh, City, 151.

9 The last peragraph of Martin Chuzzlewit reads as follows: “And coming from & garden,
Tom, bestrewn with flowers by children’s hands, thy sister, little Ruth, as light of foot and
heart as in old days, sits down beside thee. From the Present, and the Past, with which she is
so tenderly entwined ir 81} thy thoughts, thy strain soars onward to the Future. As it resounds
within thes and without, the noble music, rolling round ye both, shuts out the gresser
prospect of an esrthly parting, and uplifts ye both to Heaven!” (MC, 918).

Nate the religiosity suggested by the anachronistic “ thees” “thys” end “ye's," ss well os
the capitalization of "present,” "past,” and " future.” Whenever Dickens's prose lapses into
this portentous style, it betrays e discomfort which infects the text. Such passages sre
addressed to the conventional pieties of the Yictorien public and so exist on e level extraneous
to the novelistic universe in which they occur, and which they effectively obiiterate.

10 586 Boone and Nord, 165.
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Yet this affective connection between siblings is finatly not that far
removed from Mr. Dombey's love of himself in his son. Brother-sister
love is, in hereditary terms, sublimated self-love, since siblings
comprise the closest possible peer relationship that is simultaneously a
biood-tie. The nearest one can get to oneselfl in another sex is to have a
sibling of the opposite sex. The elimination of the carnal element to
complicate this type of relationship makes it, in theory, the "purest” and,
therefore, the most aitruistic of male-female attachments.

There is often a sensuous quality to Dickens's descriptions of
sibling affection. Thus the baby Paul fondles his sister's curis with his
tiny hands while she smothers him with kisses (DS, 111). The scene, on
the one hand, innocent, because both participants are so young, frees
Dickens to describe physical affection between the sexes without eliding
the bounds of good taste. The interactions between brothers and sisters
permit a certain freedom of affective description precisely because the
relationship is, by definition, free of sexual imptications. Nevertheless,
not all of this purging of sexual overtones is unambiguous. When Flo-
rence exclaims "Ohl et me lie by my brother!” the wish for some form of
physical connection is overt.

So exalted is the brother-sister tie in Dickens's novels that he even
evokes it metaphorically as the necessary precursor to successful
married love, as if no other bond could purge married life of its unseemly
sexual connotations. This exaltation of sibling love over reproductive
necessity is an example of how culture may overrule biotogy. Thus
Florence, the heroine of Dompey_and Son, establishes a brother-sister
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relationship with her potential suitor walter Gay, which eventually gets
in the way of their developing romance.'! in fact, Dickens protests a
little too much, insisting, when Florence throws herself into walter's
arms, that "she had no thought of him but as a brother” (DS, 784). For his
part, Wwalter's scruples about not taking advantage of Florence's

innocence are certainly exquisite:

"Oh"  returned walter, "would you have me die in her
esteem--in such esteem as hers--and put a vell between
myseif and her angel's face for ever, by taking advantage of
her being here for refuge, so trusting and so unprotected, to
endeavor to exalt myself into her lover?” (DS, 794)

Often, as in this instance, when Dickens wants to hint that a love
relationship will result in an eventual marriage, he first establishes the
false abstacle of brother-sister affection between the two unrelated
parties. While, as Welsh notes, this may serve as a prelude to a warmer
theme,!2 it also has the effect of establishing an artificial barrier to
the course of true love, A couple's growing realization that they wish to
be more than brother and sister to one another ailows Dickens to hint at
the sexual element in their love, at the same time as he denies its
existence. Furthermore, as the romance grows warmer, the fact that
both parties once considered their relationship as that of siblings rather
than lovers allows Dickens to suggest that the sexual element in their
subsequent union is hallowed through having grown out of the. purest of
atl possible affections.

In this way, Dickens often seems to have his cake and eat it too, at

1 Catherine Waters describes the lingering effect that Florence’s love for Paul has on
her relatienship with Waller, arguing thal Florence’s insistence on seeing Walter in fraternal
rather than smorous terms is a holdover from her attachment to Paul, See Waters, 9-26.

12 See Welsh, City, 151.
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least as far as his treatment of sexual relations in marriage is
concerned. The brother-sister theme allows him to establish the
essential compatibility of a future couple, at the same time as it
contains and nullifies the negative connotations which the Victorians
associated with sexuality.

David Copperfield provides a perfect example of how this two-way
street works. The novel turns marriage into an ideal and defines
happiness as the choice of a proper partner. It therefore describes
David's wooing and winning of the saintly Agnes, whom he has insisted
on calling “sister” throughout the course of the novel, only to realize at
the end that she has been his ideal mate all along. Agnes's initial
relationship to David is therefore safely asexual and platonic. This
allows Dickens to underline the sexual purity of their eventual union, and
to purge their idealized marriage of all that is potentiaily improper from
a sexual point of view, despite the fact that by the end of the novel
Agnes is the mother of children. In this she fulfilis her role as an
exemplar of Victorian womanhood, since the doctrine of separate spheres
exalted motherhood at the same time as it frowned on sexual activity.
We are therefore to understand that Agnes, apostrophized by her husband
as "a Heavenly light,” has acquired her children through the least amount
of sexual exertion possibie. tn fact, the text never explicitly connects

her to her children, nor does it describe her in any form of association
with them.

This seeming paradox, to which Dickens often subscribes in the
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portrayal of his heroines, suggests the extent to which Dickens's social
beliefs were rooted in and conformed to the conventions of his time. His
exaltation of sibling affection as an ideal preamble to married life is a
reflection of the de-emphasis on sex which was current among the
middle classes throughout most of the nineteenth century. Following the
late eighteenth-century discovery by Bonnet that not all reproductive
activity is sexual, that certain species of plants and animals employ
procreative strategies, such as parthenogenesis, which are asexual,
nineteenth-century scientists began to minimize the importance of sex
in reproduction. Sex lost the central position which it had held in the
theories of eighteenth-century naturalists, because it could no longer
serve as the model for all reproduction.

in Gametes and Spores, John Farley draw: 2 link between biological
assumptions and social mores when he argues that eighteenth-century
betiefs in the primacy of sex were reflected in the looser sexual morals
of that century as opposed to the strictures of the next. To this he aids
a class dimension, suggesting that the central role of sex in eighteenth-
century theories of reproduction, compared with its low status in the
nineteenth century, reflected a change in the social rank of scientists.
Eighteenth~century biology was dominated by the wealthy, often
aristocratic amateur; whereas nineteenth-century biology was
increasingly the domain of the sexually more prudent middle classes. The
biological theories to which the nineteenth-century scientists
subscribed--an almost sexless egg-producing female and a

reproductively insignificant energizing male--were as much a reflection
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of these middie-class values as they were the result of the biologists’
scientific discoveries.'> This middle-class prejudice against sexual
reproduction hampered Darwin, who did not appreciate the importance of
sex in leading to the reassortment and recombination of hereditary
features. Darwin assumed that sexual reproduction did not provide
diversity in the population but uniformity, so he dismissed it as a cause
of variation.!4
The de-emphasis on sex segued easily into broader cultural
assumptions about the proper role of women in nature and society The
good woman was a mother of many children who did not induige in sex--
or if she did, did not enjoy it. in effect, parthenogenesis came to seem
the ideal model for procreation, the more so since nineteenth-century
scientists generally assumed that ova were cells which reproduced in
the manner of asexual spores. In social terms, mid-Victorian women
were urged to behave as if they did indeed reproduce through a
sublimated form of parthenogenesis. Husbands were advised to approach
their wives in darkened bedrooms, engendering their offspring in silence,
while the wife endured the connection in a sort of coma.!®
The Victorian ideai of womanly love was of a piece with this
understanding of reproduétion. women were thought to be creatures
entirely defined and motivated by their capacity for love, so long as the
love in question was platonic. The foliowing quote from Sarah Ellis's,

The Daughters of England (1845) is a good example of how every non-

3 Farley, 128.
14 Magner, 409.
15 From Duncan Craw, The Victorian Woman ( 1971), quated in Farley, 116,
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sexual affective relationship 1s evoked to purge a woman's attachment to

a man of its erotic significance:

In woman's love is mingled the trusting dependence of a
child, for she ever 100ks up to man as her protector, and her
guide; the frankness, the social feeling, and the tenderness of
a sister--for is not man her friend? The solitude, the
anxiety, the careful watching of the mother--for would she
not suffer to preserve him from harm?

The same view was expressed by E. J. Tilt in Elements of Health and

Principles of Female Hygiene (Philadelphia, 1853) when he described the

mother as a "nutrix, the chief nourisher and supporter of mankind,
whether to an infant seeking milk at her breast, or to suffering humanity
requiring love's watchful tenderness to restore it to health.”!® Thus the
relationship between mother and child is described as akin to the
relationship between husband and wife, since Woman is a mother to both.

Herein lies the paradox behind Dickens's idealization of the brother-
sister bond. While he depicts sibling attachment as the highest ideal of
heterosexual love, because it is asexual, he must also acknowledge its
ultimate sterility. It is, finally, dead-end affection, and highly
problematic from a hereditary point of view. If the bond between
brothers and sisters were frankly sexual--a possibility which Dickens
never overtly acknowledges--then it would be incestuous. This would
make It Immoral soctally, religiously, biologicaily, tainting any resulting
offspring with in-breeding. If it is not sexual--and Dickens seems to
exalt it precisely because it is not--then it is ultimately unrewarding,
since it lacks not only physical affection but also the possibility of

cementing that affection with progeny. To get around this difficulty,

16 Both Ellis and Tilt are quoted in Farley, 115,



those Dickensian novels vhich feature close brother-sister ties often
introduce a suitor for the sister, who is designed to play the
inseminating role without threatening the emotional relationship of the
siblings.

Unlike Poe, who tends to exploit brother-sister attachments for
their sensational gothic possibilities, Dickens’s presentation tends to be
realistic and sentimental, shying away from the more negative
ramifications of the relationship which he depicts. Because of this he

rarely seems aware of the ambiguity inherent in his treatment of sibling
love.

This is not the case in Dickens's presentation of father-daughter
ties, where the symbolic ramifications of the relationship are
deliberately exposed. Closely allied thematically to brother-sister
affection, here too an incestuous cioud seems to hover over the
interaction of the principals, but in this case the sexual overtones are
deliberately evoked.

As noted earlier, the major criterion for maturity in David
Copperfield is the abiiity to choose one's mate wisely. The narrative
even lays down its own prescription for marital bliss: “There can be no
disparity in marriage like unsuitability of mind and purpose” (DC, 729).
Yet the example which Dickens presents of conjugal contentment seems a
model of disparity rather than of harmony. The woman who utters this
prescription for happiness in marriage is Annie Strong, who was wed, at

the age of seventeen, to a man who was over sixty on his wedding day.
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Annie Strong addresses her husband as "0 my husband and father”
suggesting that the paternalistic aspect of her marriage carries more
weight than any other consideration.!?

The Annie Strong--Dr. Strong conjunction is in fact a reworking of a
theme which Is closely allied to the idealized love of sisters for their
brothers--that of the redemptive powers of the nurturing daughter. This
theme, as it appears in Dickens, often has salacious overtones,

deliberately planted by Dickens himself. In Little Dorrit, it is the

narrator who draws the analogy between Amy Dorrit looking after her
father in the Marshaisea, and Euphrasia, who breast-fed her imprisoned

father, King Evander of Syracuse.

There was a classical daughter once--perhaps--who
ministered to her father as her mother had ministered to her.
Little Dorrit, though of the unhercic modern stock and mere
English, did much more, in comforting her father's wasted
heart upon her innocent breast, and turning to it a fountain of
love and fidelity that never ran dry or waned through all his
years of Jamine. (LD, 273-4)

The passage's extended metaphor of the breast providing a fountain
uf never-ending love suggests the quality of role-reversal Dickens is

after-~the daughter playing mother to her own father.!8 when Arthur

17 For en interasting averview of the May-December theme in Dickens's fiction, see
Sylvia Manning, " Dickens, January, and May,” Dickensian 71 (Mey 1975), 67-75. For
more on the perversity of the Annie Strong-Dr. Strong unicn being held up 8s a model of
marital bliss, see Leavis, 102. '

18 Referring to Little Dorrit, Dianne Sadoff writes: "The metaphor of nursing sexuslizes
the father-daughter relstionship, mskes the father dependent on the deughter, end upsets the
generations. Daughter becomes mother fo her fether.” According {o Sadoff, Dickens's
“metepharical ‘fountain of love’ defines the lover as & repetition of the father, defines sexual
love s a version of symbolic father-dsughter incest.” Sadoff, 56.

Patricia Inghem points to the same passage 2s en extreme expression of one of Dickens’s
favnuriie metaphoric indulgences, thet of comparing nubile girls to food and so defining them
s edibie. She also mekes the interesting point that Dickens’s description of Amy Dorrit
emphasizes her ssaxuality. Amy is “little” and at twenty-two could pess for eleven. She is
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Clennam goes bankrupt and is imprisoned in the same room once occupied
by Amy Dorrit's father, Dickens writes that Amy “nursed him as lovingly,
and God knows as innocently, as she had nursed her father in that room
when she had been but a baby” (LD, 825). Thus the confounding of father
and lover continues, although the final effect of a passage such as this is
to confound sexuality. Amy nurses her potential lover as "innocently” as
she did her father, yet we know, given Dickens’s metaphorical insistence
on nursing as suckling, that her nursing of her father was scarcely
innocent. In this confusion of roles, sex seems to be omnipresent and
omni-absent at the same time.

A similar reversal occurs in "The Shoemaker” chapter of A Tale_of

Iwo Cities, where Lucie Manette cradles her father's head against her

breast: “...3he now stood looking at him. . . trembling with eagerness to
lay the spectral face upon her warm young breast, and love it back to iife
and hope” (TTC, 73-4). It is not merely the overturning of the normai
nurturing relationship between parent and child that seems to appeal to
Dickens here. The incestuous reverberations he sets in motion have also
to do with the closeness of the hereditary tie between the principals.
Immediately following the reference to Lucie's warm young breast, we
get the following statement of hereditary association: ". . . So exactly
was the [old man's] expression repeated (though in stronger characters)
on her fair young face, that it looked as though it had passed like a

moving light, from him to her” (TTC, 74). The connection here between

hardly representative of the maternal type which the pessage evokes. See Ingham, 121.
For more on the imagery of the bresst in Dickens’s novels, see Paul Schacht, * Dickens and
the Uses of Nature,” Yictorien Studies 34, 1 (Autumn, 1990), 87-92.
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heredity and role-reversal is too obvious to be coincidental. That
Dick-ns is deliberately reversing the roles of father and daughter is
clear, but that he does so within the context of hereditary description
implies a stopping of time, which suddenly seems to move backward.

This is in keeping with the thematic position of this recoynition
scene within the framework of the novel. For Dr. Maneite, maddened
through many years of unjust confinement in the Bastille, time has
Indeed stood still, and whenever he subsequently relapses into his
former delusive state, time may be said to run backwards. A Tale of
Two Cities is in fact a novetl in which time plays a2 major roie, the
vicious revolutionary chaos of the present having been planted and
predicted by the orderly but equally vicious injustices of the past. When
Dickens writes that the light of heredity moves from father to daughter,
he is describing an orderly succession, a chronological relationship
where everything s as it should be, but when he describes the daughter's
nurturing actions, he reverses chronology and so hints at anarchy as the
daughter becomes mother to her father.

While we are clearly intended to understand the nurturing and
restoring role of Lucie, whose physicality is here presented as
instinctive and at the service of an intense sympathy for a feeble father
whom she has not seen since girlhood, the fact remains that Dickens’s
description is highly sexual, even to the point of depicting father and

daughter lying together in the dark:

Then, as the darkness closed in, the daughter laid her
head down on the hard ground close at her father's side, and
watched him. The darkness deepened and deepened, and they
both lay quiet, until a light gleamed through the chinks in
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the wall. (TTC, 79)
As with his portrayal of brothers and sisters, but more intensely in

this case, Dickens here stresses a blood-tie that partakes of the sexual
whiie yet being beyond sex, precisely because it invclves a father and
child. Yet Dickens seems to be more aware of the implications--both
sexual and emotional--of his father-daughter pairings than he is of his
brother-sister pairings. Amy Dorrit may be her father's nurse, but she is
also his victim, a sacrifice to paternal self-involvement. The sexual
atmosphere which hovers over such parent-child pairings in Dickens'’s
work--and this includes Daviu Copperfieid's attachment to his mother,
and Steerforth’s love-hate relationship with his--is essentially a
metaphor for exploitation, for the unjustified pressure applied to the
young by weak and incompetent parents.

The "unnatural” associations which hover over Lucie's recognition
scene with her father, and which Dickens simuitaneously evokes and

dismisses, foreshadow the rote of women in the novel. A Tale of Two

Cities is full of “unnatural™ women, mothers of death rather than l1ife.
The novel describes how "the crowd of ladies of quality and fashion®
watched with lustful avidity the horrendous public execution of the
traitor Damiens (TTC, 200). The reigning symbol of the revolution is
female--Sainte Guillotine. Her minions and votaries are female, in
particular Mme. Defarge and the appropriately named La Vengeance.
These female harpies, who are repeatedly described as more vicious and
bioodthirsty than the men, constitute the vengeful femaie response to
the crime against women that is central to the narrative--the rape of

the young peasant woman by the aristocratic St. Evrémonde brothers.
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Thus the ambiguity inherent in Lucle's loving behaviour towards her
father--whose own personal history is intimately connected to the rape-
-demonstrates the sophistication with which the mature Dickens
manipulat2s hereditary issues to suit the symbolic needs of his

narrative.

That Dickens was also capable of viewing May-December unions in a
negative light is evident in Bleak House, the novel he wrote immediately
after David Copperfield. in Bleak House, Mr Jarndyce, otherwise a fairy-
tale figure representing unalloyed kindness and benevolence, is the
guardian of Esther Summerson. Yet when he decides to step out of that
role and court Esther for his wife, the relationship is presented with
more complexity than one might expect, given the way Dickens has
hitherto presented the principals.

Esther’s attitude towards Jarndyce remains determinedly filial,
while his towards her is both paternal and romantic. But there is a
sense, suggested but not spelled out by Dickens, that Jarndyce is abusing
his position of trust, since Esther is bound to him by feelings of
gratitude and dependence, and so cannot freely refuse his proposal.
Jarndyce is exploiting Esther in much the same way as Mr. Dorrit exploits
Amy, but with the added complication that in the case of Jarndyce the
exploitation is potentially sexuai.

The romantic relationship between Jarndyce and his ward is
presented with much ambiguity of motive. Jarndyce, for instance, 1s

clearly displeased to have Esther refer to him as father, because he
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knows that this precludes her acceptance of him as a lover (BH, 291).
There is even a suggestion that from the beginning he had the idea of
making her his ward in order to raise her to be his wife--a rather
mercenary motive for a benevolent man. When she does accept him she is
prompted not by love, but rather by resignation and a sense of duty. Her
face having been ravished by smatlpox, she feels that she can no longer
hope for Woodcourt’s interest. The scenes between Jarndyce and Esther
are presented as passioniess and filial, companionable but not romantic.
Jarndyce is eventually forced to concede that union with him would not
make Esther happy and to yield his place to her younger suitor.

The fact that Dickens allows such impurity of motive to enter into
his depiction of the most admirable character in his novel, suggests an
acknowledgement on his part, at this mid-point in his career, that
sexuality must play its part, especiatly if he is to present a heroine who
will end her career, as Esther does, in the approved Victorian tradition,

as a mother of children.

ii) |Hegitimacy:

In 1851 alone, 42,000 illegitimate children were born in England
and ‘Wales, which meant that one in twelve unmarried women above the

age of puberty had born a child.'® The result, vor the Victorians, was a

19 walter Houghton, The Victorisn Freme of Mind, 1830-1870 {New Haven: Yale UP,
1985), 366. Gertrude Himmelferb suggests that the rate of illegitimacy pesked at seven per
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plethora of illegitimate children living on the margins of society,
subject to strictures of various kinds. defined as eternal outcasts from
the ideai ot family life.

The distinction between legitimate and illegitimate children is
rooted in the age-old dilemma of the male’'s uncertainty about the
provenance of his offspring, and in the need, in patriarchal cultures, to
ensure a stable inheritance from one generation of sons to the next. The
bible, which defines aduitery as a sin punishable by death, gave a
religious sanction to this need by hedging marriage with constraints--
constraints which always applied more severely to women than to men.

Popular beliel embroidered on bibiical constrainis with a host of
superstitions about bastards. Bastards were often thought to be
differently endowed--more intelligent, braver, stupider, etc.--than
legitimate children. An example of this can be found in Yiddish where
the term for bastard, "marnzer,” is often used as an endearment by a
parent to a legitimate child, because bastards were thought to be
unusually intelligent. English too refiects an ambivalence towards
bastardy. The terms “love child” and “natural child” suggest that there
Is something untoved and unnatural about legitimate children.

The seventh-century prelate, St. Isidore, accounted for illegitimacy
by suggesting that, unlike the child born in wedlock, who was formed
from “one blood, that is from the same semen as the f{ather,”
illegitimate children are called spur/us because they spring from the

mother alone.20 The notion that women alone were implicated in the

cent of the population in 1845. See Gertrude Himmelferb, The Demoralization of Society:
ictorien Virtues o Modern Values ( New York: Knopf, 1995), 253N.
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production of illegitimate children went through severat elahorations
over the course of time. Writing in 1687, Nicolas Venette took issue
with the learned opinion of his day that children were legitimate if they
resembled their fathers, and illegitimate if they took after their
mothers. Venette argued that the imagination of women was so powerful
that their minds could call up the faces of their husbands even while
they were in the arms of their lovers. In this way, the child would
resemble the mother's husband even when it was the product of an act of
aduttery.?! This formulation neatly equated female imagination with
female duplicity, and implicated both in the hereditary endowment of the
child.

Nowhere is the effect of hereditary endowment more intensely
emphasized and mo e ideologically charged in Dickens's fiction than on
the question of illegitimacy. Dickens identified generally with the
victimized child, and no child was so victimized, outcast and
marginalized in Victorian society than the one that was born on the
wrong side of the sheets. Furthermore, an illegitimate child presupposes
a hereditary drama, replete with the stuff of melodrama--secret origins,
sexual misadventure, the quest for identity.

For the illegitimate child, the question of identity is especially
crucial. in fact, identity becomes synonymous with heredity, since
heredity is all that such a child has. An fllegitimate child stands outside

the realm of man-made legality as a testament to the anarchy of natural

20 | sueur, 56.
21 Hyet , 79-82.
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impulse. (in Bleak House, the illegitimate Esther Summerson is several
times told that while she may exist in fact, she does not exist in law.)
without the legal identity conferred by family connection, the
iltegitimate child must found its sense of self on bloodlines rather than
on family ties.

Dickens's readiness to champion the rights of the dispossessed and
marginalized child gives his early portraits of iliegitimate children their
idealized patina and ideological engagement. This ideological engage-
ment can be seen in its purest form in QOliver Twist, which proposes a
radical reassessment of the stigma of illegitimacy by insisting on the
inherent purity of the bastard child.

Qliver Twist is the story of a child redeemed and vindicated by his
bloodline. What is maore, Oliver's inborn grace has conseguences which
extend beyond himself, since it retroactively obliterates the guilt of his
parents, posthumously redeeming them. The virtue of the child
presupposes the essential goodness of the parents from whom he sprang,
and so absolves them of sin, at the same time as the middte class virtues
which Oliver has inherited from his parents make such a redemption
possible. Oliver and his parents justify and absolve each other. Or, as
Steven Marcus puts it, "The immaculateness of Otiver's character
suggests as immaculate as possible a conception,” 22 .

Marcus takes his analogy to the Virgin Mary no further, but | believe
that the comparison is apt. Oliver Twist closes with a reference to
Oliver's mother. The setting is the village church, which contains a

memorial slab in honour of Agnes, the mother who had been "weak and

22 Mgreus, 86.
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erring.” The context is significant. Oliver has effectively disappeared
from the last section of the novel, which concentrates instead on the
perfidious scheming of Monks and Bumble, as well as on Sikes's murder
of Nancy and its aftermath. The penultimate chapter features Fagin in
his death cell on the night before his execution. Thus the spotlight for
the last third of Qliver Twist focuses on the criminal and the depraved.
This stress on criminality is briefly interrupted in the 1ast chapter as
Dickens ties up the loose-ends of his plot and delivers the requisite
happy ending. But then, unexpectedly, the text returns to transgression-
-this time that of Oliver's mother. The murder and larceny of Sikes and
Fagin is thus ludicrously juxtaposed to the sexual "fall” of Agnes,
highlighting the insignificance of the latter. But Dickens goes further

and insists, not only on the insignificance of Agnes’'s transgression, but

on its essential sanctity.

If the spirits of the Dead ever come back to warth, to
visit spots hallowed by the love--the love beyond the grave-
-of those whom they knew in life, | believe that the shade of
Agnes sometimes hovers around that solemn nook. | believe
it none the less because that nook is in a Church, and she
was weak and erring. (0T, 479-80)

The passage reprises Dickens's ideclogical positton on Illegitimacy,
namely, that illicit love is purged of taint if it is prompted by genuine
emotion, and that the children of an illicit union are born innocent and
should be treated accordingly. The passage reinforces this message in
two ways: The first is the emphasis en mystic connection--the spirits
of the dead who watch over the living, the love beyond the grave--which

casts a preternatura! aura over the relationship between the deceased
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mother and her living son. The second follows from the first In
emphasizing the primary role of the mother. It is her fate which
brackets the novel, since her death in childbirth begins the action and her
invocation by the narrator closes it.

This closing passage plays upon the Victorian tendency to
sentimentalize motherhood. Its attempt to hallow Otiver's mother
despite her fall--and through her Oliver himself--invites comparison
with the Mother and Son of Christian belief, a comparison which is
reinforced by the fact that the setting is a church. Instances of
illegitimacy in Dickens's fiction, featuring as they do a primary bond
between mother and child, and a father, distant and insubstantial, who
exists on the perimeter of the relationship, tend to be evocative of the
traditional Christian pairing of Mary and Jesus. Illegitimacy may invert
the doctrines of immaculate conception and virgin birth, but it highlights
the relationship between mother and child in a way that marriage, which
accorded all legal rights to the Victorian father, does not. The Christian
doctrines which relate to Mary and her son shed a reflected light on the
dilemma of unwed motherhood, and provide scope for the claims which
Dickens makes on behalf of Oliver's mother and her essential sanctity.

There is another, more realistic dimension to Dickens's emphasis on
the role of the mother in Qliver Twist. One of his intentions in writing

Qliver Twist, had been to excoriate the Poor Law of 1834. The ‘bastardy

clauses’ of that law placed the entire blame and burden for illegitimacy
at the door of the unwed mother. Where, previously, such mothers had

had the right to prosecute the father and force him to either marry them
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or pay an allowance to help support the child--an allowance which the
parish made up if the father defaulted--the ‘bastardy clauses’ took that
right away in order net 0 encourage moral depravity among young
women. The Poor Law thus put a legal stamp on the popular belief that
an illegitimate child is primarily its mother’s offspring, her burden to

bear alone.2%

in Bleak House Dickens offers another portrait of an illegitimate
child, this time a girl. Here, however, he treats the problem within a
middie class context. Esther Summerson is brought up to believe that
she is the emblem of her parents’~-especially her mother's--sin, thereby
emphasizing the innocent child's complicity in biological processes over
which she has no control. “Your mother, Esther, is your disgrace, and you
were hers. . .Pray daily that the sins of others be not visited upon your
head, according to what is written,” her godmother admonishes her (BH,
65).

Esther is raised in the Puritan gloom of her godmother’s house, a
godmother who turns out to be her aunt, the sister of her erring mother.
In Little Dorrit, the illegitimate Miss Wade is similarly raised by a
"grandmother” who turns out not to be a relation at all. The implication
in both cases is that illegitimate children are doomed {rom birth never
to know their exact relationship to anyone and especially not to those
who are closest to them. They live in @ world of scrambled bloodlines
and shadowy connections. in fact, as long as their actual parentage

remains in doubt, they are potentially related to everyone they meet.

23 Barret-Ducrocg, 156.
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This potential for Infinite relation in its heroine dovetails with the

thematic concerns of Bleak House, a novel which is obsessed with

connections.

In Bleak House, Esther’s illegitimacy is generalized to imply a taint
at the heart of society, just as her equivocal position with regard to the
law echoes the larger concerns of a narrative which is structured around
a law suit. Issues of legality and legitimacy form the broader thematic
backdrop of Bleak House, so that Dickens’s choice of a bastard child as a
co-narrator and central character creates reverberations throughout the

text of his novel.

But if Esther's illegitimacy has broader thematic impiications, it
also constitutes a personal dilemma. Dickens characterizes Esther’s
reaction to the knowledge of inherent taint as her determination, "to
repair the fault | had been born with {of which | confessedly felt guilty
and yet innocent)”™ (BH, 65). Later, when the identity of her mother has
been revealed Esther begins to think of her parent as "her, against whom
| was a witness” (BH, 569). This ambiguous stigma of simultaneous quilt
and innocence is, of course, the hereditary burden of all those who are
born afflicted, whether it be with a club foot or a moral stain. (One
could take this further and suggest that it is the burden imposed on all
living things by heredity itself. In hereditary terms we are all innocent
of the traits passed on to us, yet guilty by virtue of having to bear their
consequences.)

Dickens champions Esther in the same way as he had earlier
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championed Oliver, by insisting on her essential goodness. He
deliberately calls up the biblical injunctions in order to reverse them: °.
..1f the sins of the father are sometimes visited upon the children. . . i
knew that | was as innocent of my birth as a queen of hers,” Esther
declares (BH, 571). In place of the harshness of the biblical code,
Dickens substitutes an alternative genealogical morality. Says Mr.
Jarndyce: "| think it must be somewhere written that the virtues of the
mothers shall, occasionally, be visited on the children, as well as the
sins of the father” (BH, 287).

This harks back to the portrait gallery of virtuous women in The Old
Curiosity Shop and sets up a genealogical distinction based on gender.
The dimensions of this distinction are enlarged with Esther's assertion
that as a child, she did not wonder who her father was, so much as she
wondered about her mother (BH, 63), thereby emphasizing the extent to
which illegitimate children belong to their mothers, both emotionally
and symbolically. To underline this notion still more forcefully, Dickens
confers on Esther's father the pseudonym Nemo--nobody.

The importance of Esther's father to the narrative of Bleak House
lies, almost totally, in his death. Through dying, he becomes the source
of an unspecified contagion--probably smallpox--that reaches out to
infect the entire social world encompassed by the novel.  Nemo's
function, as his name suggests, is therefore highly symbolic. He allows
Dickens to locate the idea of taint and contagion within one individual, at
the same time as his insubstantiality highlights the Victorian

assumption that sexual misadventure is primarily a woman's sin.
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From society’s point of view, Esther is cursed, not so much by her
father’s act, as by her mother’s, thereby reinforcing St. isidore’s dictum
that when it comes to illegitimacy, the child is entirely its mother's
issue. In fact the father’s lack of substance as a living being in the
novel, compared to the pivotal role he plays as a dead one, suggests that
Dickens is again drawing an anaiogy to the virgin birth. Here is the
description of Esther's father on his death-bed: “The lonely figure on the
bed, whose path in life has lain through five-and-forty years lies there,
with no more track behind him, that any one can trace, than a deserted
infant” (BH, 196).

This can be read in several ways: The most obvious meaning is that
Nemo is as anonymous in death as he was in life. But another, more
ironic interpretation is possible, one which suggests that he has indeed
left a track behind--a deserted infant. This in fact proves to be the case.
At the same time, the passage also casts a supernatural pall over the
dead man, a suggestion of the ethereal, enhanced by the fact that he dies
of an overdose of opium, a drug associated with visions. The impression
of Nemo's otherworldliness is later reinforced when it is revealed that,
as Captain Hawdon, he was thought to have drowned long before his
actual death. This makes him a revenant, a spirit risen from the dead,
who can move through life and leave no track behind.

while the figure of Esther’s father is thus freighted with symbolic
significance, the fact remains that he does not matter much in her life
and she spends very little time thinking about him. In chapter 5, she

even passes his lodging without experiencing the least intimation that
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someone important to her personal history lives inside. This may not
seem odd, since Esther has no way of suspecting her father's presence
above Krook’'s shop, but when compared to her first, eguatly unwitting,
encounter with her mother, the lack of premonition which she displays
with regard to her father is striking.

What David Grylis refers to as “the unerring mystical semaphores of
the blood relationship” in Dickens is nowhere so weill demonstrated as
during the first encounter between Esther and her mother24 Neither
woman has any inkling of the existence, to say nothing of the identity, of
the other. Lady Dedlock has been told that her illegitimate child is dead,
whereas Esther knows nothing whatsoever about her mother. They
happen by chance to be in the same church--as in Qliver Twist, a
significant location for the symbolic redemption of fallen mothers--
when Esther first lays eyes on Lady Dediock. Esther reacts as follows:
"Shall | ever forget the rapid beating at my heart occasioned by the look
| met as | stood up!™ The recognition is mutual: “Shall | ever forget the
manner in which those handsome eyes seemed to spring out of their
languor and to hold mine!l” (BH, 304)

This instinctive apprehension of clues to her own identity appears
to be encoded into Esther's blood, bespeaking the mystical powers of
generation, and negating the need for rational explanation. There are
similar examples of intuitive recognition throughout Dickens's work. In

A Tale of Two Cities, when Lucie Manette encounters her jail-broken

father, whom she has not seen since childhood, she touches his arm: "A

strange thrill struck him when she did so, and visibly passed over his

24 grylis, 145.
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frame" (TTC, 73). OGrylls writes that these f{rissons are plainly
gelightful to Dickens, but that the language, hackneyed and histrionic,
betrays his real disbelief.2® | agree about the ianguage, but not about
the disbelief. The idea that parents and children are bound by invisible,
near-mystical bonds was common in the nineteenth century, and persists
into our own time. Such instinctive recognitions illustrate the irrational
element in Dickens's portrayal of heredity, the point at which biology
shades into fantasy. it is heredity as magic, but magic contained within
the human agency of parental endowment, and therefore brought down to
earth and secularized.

In describing Esther's first accidental rneeting with Lady Dedlock,
Dickens aiso returns to his favourite trope for establishing hereditary
connection--that of the portrait, or its near-relative, the mirror. The
sense which Esther has on first seeing Lady Dedlock, that she is viewing
a face which looks “like a broken glass to me, in which | saw scraps of
old remembrances” (BH, 304) suggests again Dickens's assumption about
the fixity of hereditary resemblance. "I had never seen the face, but it
affected me in the same strange way. . .There arose before my mind
innumerable pictures of mys<2I1r" (BH, 309).26 This type of instant
recognition based on similarity of feature is common in Dickens's work.

In the same novet, for instance, Mr. George recognizes on sight a nephew

25 Bryns, 145,

2Nt is curious how few modernr commentetors on Bleak House are struck by the
imptausibility of this ascene. Most accept without demur the V:kelihood of Esther’s instinctive
recognition of a mother she has never met. Juliet McMaster notss only that, “the image of the
broken mirror. . .is eppropriate for Esther, who of course sees the likeness of Ledy Dedlock in
her own mirror every day." McMaster, Dickens the Designer, 174. Diane Jolly is equally
unperturbed. See Diane f. Jotly “The Nature of Esther” Dickensian 86 (Spring 1990}, 38.
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he has never seen, because the young man looks like himself and
"likenesses run in families” (BH, 902).

Of course, the rhetoric of mystical relation which Dickens uses to
describe Esther's encounters with Lady Dedlock is coloured by the
sentimentalism which the Victorians associated with the mother-child
bond. Thus, when Esther finally has her téte-a-tete with Lady Dedlock,
the text sounds again its note of portentous recognition: “| was rendered
motionless. . . by a something in her face that | had pined for and dreamed
of when | was a little child; something | had never seen in any face;
something | had never seen in hers before® (BH, 563). That mysterious
“something” is, of course, an expression of the forsaken child's need for
a mother, a need enunciated through the language of mystical blood-tie.
As for Lady Dedlcok, her maternal instincts are similarly activated. She
may have thought her child was dead, but the instant she laid eyes on the
strange young woman in church, she sensed their bond: *. . .She had been
startled; and had thought of what would have been like me, if it had ever
lived; and had lived on" (BH, 569).

Here again it is physical appearance which provides the key to
family relation. So intent is Dickens on stressing the absolute
resemblance between parent and child as a metaphor for the blood-tie,
that not only does Esther notice the resemblance between herself and her
mother, so does everyone else--Mr. Gearge, the law-clerk Guppy, and Jo,
the crossing-sweep. When Esther finally realizes that Lady Dedlock is
her mother, her first impuise is to feel relieved that owing to her
disfiguration through smalipox, no one would any longer think to connect

her to her mother--or in the text's harsher words--"| could never
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disgrace her bv any trace of likeness" (BH, 565). In fact, it is the
physical resemblance between mother and daughter, which first causes
Guppy to suspect the relationship between Esther and Lady Cedlock, when
he sees the latter’s portrait hanging in Chesney Wold (BH, 138). Thus, as
Juliet McMaster points out, while Tulkinghorn painstakingly gathers the
truth about Lady Dedlock’s affair from documents and careful
observation, Guppy gets beyond the affair to the offspring with far less

trouble because he works from a picture rather than a document.2?

The revelation of Esther’s parentage is intimately tied to Dickens’s
overall scheme in the novel. In a narrative which continually interrupts
itself to pose the question, "what is the connection?*?® Esther's
itlegitimacy and the fact that she is the daughter of an aristocrat and a
pauper named Nobody suggests the centrality of her story to Dickens's
ultimate intention of contracting the entire web of society inte a single
entwining knot.

Several interlocking metaphors accomplish this end, the first and
foremost being the suit in Chancery. Related to the suit is the theme of
contagion, which is closely associated with Esther. The suit in Chancery
is the novel's primary symbol of interconnection, since it condemns

suitors from all classes to the identical fate of awaiting a -judgement

27 McMsster, Dickens the Desiarer, 174

28 For just one example of such an interruption, see chepter 16: “What connection can
there be, between the place in Lincolnshire, the house in town, the Mercury in powder, and
the wheresbouts of Jo the outlaw with the broom, who had thet distant ray of Tight upen him
when he swept the churchyard step? What connexion can there have been between many people
in the innumerable histories of this world, who, from oppesite sides of great guifs, heve,
nevertheless, been curiously brought together!” (BH, 272).



that never comes. In the same way contagion levels the distinctions
between classes by defining all humans as similarly vulnerable to
infection. Both of these over-arching metaphors are related to heredity.
The suit in Chancery is concerned with the disposition of a will, with
who does and who does not have a right to inherit, with the tegitimacy of
bloodline and the adjudicating of hereditary claims.

As for contagion, scientific thought of the time emphasized the link
between reproduction and disease through contact theory. This was the
belief that the process of fecundation resulted from a chemical reaction
brought about merely through the convact of egg and sperm.  The
popularity of this theory derived from the fact that it could be used to
explain a host of other organic phenomena including contagious diseases,
which were thought to occur when poisnans generated in the body were
then propagated through the air. Rudolph Leuckart writing in 18353 makes
the connection explicit: "The sperm operates by contact, the same as 2
contagion or decaying body acts. Not through intimate relations with the
eqqg, but in this way: that it imparts a certain motion to the molecuies of
the egg which transmitted from atom to atom produce new arrangements,
new forms and new qualities.”Z9

The use of contagion in Bleak House thus paraliels the theme of
tainted heredity which is embcdied in Esther’s illegitimacy. Contagion
constitutes a restatement of ihe anarchic impuise underlying illicit
sexual activity, activity of which Esther hersell is the fruit. It makes

sense, therefore, that Esther should also attract to herself that other

29 Quoted in Ferley, 63.
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symbol of disastrous and degenerate propagation--disease.

The smallpox epidemic in Bleak Huuse begins with the buriat of
Esther's father, thereby further collapsing sexual misadventure, social
profligacy and infection into a single source. The graveyard in which
Nemo is put to rest is “pestiferous and obscene,” communicating
malignant diseases to tine 1iving as legacies from the discarded dead.
The “corruption” which rises from Nemo’s burial place will eventually
‘nfect his unacknowledged daughter, reaching her by passing from the
lowest social level--Jo, the crossing-sweed--up to the servant class
represented by the maid Charley, and finally attacking the middie class
represented by Esther. The circie is complete when the aristocratic Lady
Dedlock, Nemo's lover and Esther’s mother, l1ies dead at the gate of that
same graveyard. What kills her is never specified, although she too has
been exposed to “contamination.”

This occurs when Lady Dedicok, disguised as her own servant, visits
the cemetery where Nemo lies buried: "The servant shrinis. . .into a
corner of that hideous archway, with its deadly stains contaminating her
dress; and putting out her two hands, and passionately telling him [Jo] to
keep away from her, for he is loathsome to her, so remains for some
moments” (BH, 278).

In his description of the graveyard 3s pestiferous, Dickens is
alluding to the Victorian belief that disease was spread by miasmic
hazes which arose from decaying matter3© But Lady Dedlock, while

dressed as her own servant, appears to fear contamination not from the

30 See Margaret Derry, "Contemporary Attelpts to Understend the Csttle Plsgue of
1865,” Victorian Studies Association Newsletter, 54 (Fell 1994), 8-13.
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miasmas of the cemetery, but from contact with Jo.

The scene links contamination to ciass in a way that foretells the
eventual spread of the infection upwards from the lowest orders to
Esther. Smallpox has an interesting relationship to social station, as
Maura Spiegel points out in her article on suffering in Bleak House.
During the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the most famous victims
of smalipox were members of the Royal houses of Europe, including in
1660, the brother and sister of Charles il. But by the nineteenth century,

inoculation and variolation had turned smallpox into a disease of the

lower classes.d!

AS such, smalipox becomes in Bleak House an instrumaont of social
revenge, carried in the blood of the despised and dispossessed, awaiting
an opportunity to infect the well-off and comfortable. "Here's the fever
coming up the street,” remarks Inspector Bucket as a palanquin is
carried past him, and the metonymy suggests that the contagion is
everywhere present and everywhere imminent. The corruption of tainted
blood is elaborated into a2 metaphor for unchecked propagation that

leaves no level of society untouched.

There is not a drop of Tom's corrupted blood but
propagates infection and contagion somew ere. It shall
pollute, this very night, the choice streem (in which
chemists on analysis wouid find the genuine nobility) of a
Norman house, and his Grace shall not be able to say Nay to
the infamous alliance. There is not an atomn of Tom's slime,
not a cubic inch of any pestilential gas in which he lives,
not an obscenity or degradation about him, not an ignorance,
not a8 wickedness, not a brutality of his committing, but
shall work its retribution through every order of society, up

31 See Maura Spingel, "Meneging Pain: Suffering and Reader Sympathy in ZB/sat
House, " Dickens Quarterly 12, 1{Msrch 1595), 8.
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to the proudest of the proud, and to the highest of the high.
(BH, 683).

The revenge of the poor on the rich is the spread of contagion
carried by corrupted blood. And the contagion that is spread is not
merely physical disease, but moral corruption as well. Victorian social
commentators frequently equated the contagion of epidemic with the
perception of a moral plague among the poor. Describing the living

conditions of the London poor, Archibald Alison writes in Principles of

Population (1840): “The progress of vice in such circumstances is almost
as certain and often nearly as rapid as that of physical contagion.” 32

The smallpox which attacks Esther is a ghostly beguest from her
f- “her, an amorphous, invisibie, deadly essence that is not far different
from heredity itseif as a determinant of human fate. By means of this
contagion Dickens generalizes the personal taint of Esther’s birth to
society as a whole, suggesting that both have a common source. Bieak
House links itlegitimacy to disease through the notion of the unchecked
reproduction of moral stain, symbolized by the decomposing body of the
sinning father, passed on as the disease which afflicts and scars the
innocent daughter. Smallpox translates the abstract dictum of the sins
of the fathers peing visited on the child into the physical terms of an
actual disease.

That Bleak House is concerned with linking heredity to both
corruption and death can be seen in the singular demise of Krook, who
dies through spontaneous combustion. Krook's destruction stands at the

opposite pole from death by contagion. His is a death without sequence,

32 Quoted in Barret-Ducrocg, 20.
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consequence, or aftermath. Unlike death by infection, Krook's is not a
death which leads to more death. It is a one-0f-a-kind, unique event, and
its very originality suggests its purpose. Although Dickens insisted on
the realistic possibility of such a demise, the fact remains that Krook's
is a fairy-tale ending, a vanishin * in a cioud of smoke.>* And as such it
stands in ironic counterpoint tu the web of death uniting all the other
characters. But Dickens describes Krook's death too in hereditary terms,
this time as incestuous, "inborn, inbred, engendered in the corrupted
humours of the vicious body itseif. . .Spontaneous Combustion, and none
other of all the deaths that can be died" (BH, 512).

Dickens’s description of Krook's magical demise ties Krook to Nemo,
and both to the novel's underlying theme of inter-relation between all
living things. There is no difference in essence between Nemn's death,
which begets more death, and Krook's death, which is unique. Both are
the result of “the corrupted humours of the vicious body,” both define

the living as potential masses of corruption encased in aying flesh.

Esther has long been a problem for critics and readers of Bleak
House. There is a general sense that she is too good, too self-effacing,
too sugary altogether, although counter-arguments have been made that,
given her upbringing, her self-abnegation and coyness are psychologically
apt. Whatever one may feel about her credibility as a character,

however, it is clear that Dickens is ideologically committed to cleansing

33 Dickens claimed to be a realist in his fiction, which may sccount for his insistence on
the scientific validity of spontaneous combustion. As Gearge Levine notes, it is strange that

“such coherent symbolic significances should seem to require from Dickens a defense of
literal truth.” Levine, 133.
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her of the taint of illegitimacy and towards this end, he exaggerates her
complacency, and sentimentalizes her virtues. The moral contagion
implied by the smallpox epidemic takes her as its innocent victim, but it
scars only her body. Her nature remains good and kind-hearted despite
the devastation which has been visited on her exterior self.

It is interesting to bear in mind Dickens’s insistence on Esther’s
admirable qualities when turning to a later portrait of illegitimacy, that
of Miss Wade in Little Dorrit. There is a change here, which seems to be
related to a growing sense in Dickens's fiction that not all those who
suffered ill-treatment in childhood grow up to deserve compassion.
Littie Dorrit is a later novel, and one gets the impression that Dickens's
perception of the emotional costs of an upbringing on the outskirts of
Victorian family life has grown more realistic. Like Esther, Miss Wade
is illegitimate, and, like Esther, she tells her own story; but her
situation is almost the reverse of Esther's. Far from suffering ill-
treatment because of her illegitimacy, Miss Wade is cosseted and
protected from the knowledge of her disgrace. People are kind to her,
everyone treats her with the greatest compassion, yet she resents their
consideration and interprets it as condescension. She is certain that she
Is being pitied and patronized, and she reacts always in ways which are
harmful to herself. .

Miss Wade has received a great deal of attention from critics
because of the assumption--based really on just one enigmatic line--

that Dickens intunded her to be a lesbian.34 Whether or not this is the

34 The 1ine comes in & speech by Mr Meagles. Meagles is trying to persuade Miss Wade
not to inveigle the orphan Taettycoram away from her home with the Meagles: "If it should
happen that you are a weman, who, from whalever cause, hes a perverted delight in making a
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case, it is clear that she is intended as “unnatural”™ in some way and her
“unnaturalness” is related to her uncertain provenance. As an
illegitimate child, she has no obvious connections to those around her
and no sense of belonging. °...1 learned that | had no grandmother and no
recognized relation. | carried the Tight of that information both into my
past and into my future,” she writes of herself (LD, 728). From this we
may understand that her illegitimacy is the defining fact of Miss Wade's
life.

What Dickens does in the brief fragment of her autobiography, which

he awkwardly inserts into the narrative of Little Dorrit, is to suggest

the very real cost of illegitimacy to the human psyche. Miss Wwade is
presented without symbolism; she is the victim of no diabolical cruelty,
and is associated with no biblical taint, nor 1is there any
sentimentalizing of her nature. She is Dickens's portrait of Esther
without the fairy-tale interference of a Mr Jarndyce. Miss Wade has no
one to rescue her from the internalized fury of her own nature and carry
her off to Bleak House. She carries her own bleak house around inside
herself, where it forms the domicile of a self-confessed Self-Tormentor.

with ris portrait of Miss Wade, Dickens seems to have moved
towards a more complex understanding of hereditary influence, namely,
that it constitutes a condition which is only partly deterministic. Miss
Wade can do nothing about her illegitimacy, which she is born into, but
she alone is responsible for the way in which it affects her. If she feels

herself repeatedly scorned because of her bastardy, the fact remains

sister-woman s wretched as she is (1 am old enough to have heard of such), | warn her
against you, and | warn you ageinst yourself” (LD, 379).
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that the anger is her own, and if she harms others because of it, then
she stands condemned as unnatural. In other words, Dickens here
portrays an imposed taint, illegitimacy, for which the victim is not
responsible, as mediated by her reaction to it. That reaction is not a
function of heredity but of free will.

The portrait of Miss Wade is thus in keeping with a progressive
weakening of determinism in Dickens’s portrayal of the formation of the
self. Miss Wade, the very epitome of the forsaken child he once
championed, elicits in this later work, very little sympathy from her
creator. She is presented instead as incapable of subduing her own

tormented nature, and being responsibie for her failure to do so.

ii1) Insanity, mental deficiency, and other inherited afflictions:

The Victorians tended to categorize a wide variety of ailments as
being hereditary. Because their knowledge of the mechanics of heredity
was so sketchy, any number of traits could be considered as ﬁotential}y
transmissible from parent to child, the more so since the inheritance of
acquired characteristics was considered axiomatic throughout the
nineteenth century. The lack of an accurate account of sexual re-

production led to the theory that acquired germs and vices remained
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forever locked within the cells of the individual, where they accumulated
from one generation to the next, so that each succeeding generation was
more degenerate than the one which preceded it. A popular source for
many theories of degeneration was B. A Morel's Traité des
dégénérescences (1857). Morel outlined a sequence of four generations
in which a family line is finally destroyed. First generation: nervous
terperament and moral depravity. Second generation: tendency to
apoplexy, neurosis, alcoholism. Third generation. mental disorders,
suicide, defective intellect. Fourth generation: congenital idiocy or
feeblemindedness, physical maiformations and sterility.3°

As Morel’s model suggests, morbid phenomena were thought to be
particulariy subject to hereditary laws, refiecting a negative
undercurrent in an era that was generally optimistic about the future--
especially the technological future. On the subject of heredity, however,
the prevaient assumpfiion was that the bad was more easily transmitted
than the good. Certainly, the most widely discussed aspect of heredity
was degeneration--the transmission of destructive properties to one’'s
progeny.

Stephen Kern argues that confusion about the nature of cultural,
infectious, and hereditary transmission from parent to child, contributed
to the intensity of psychological bonds within the family. The modern-
day distinction between the germs which carry disease, the genes which
govern hereditary endowment and the attitudes and ideas which a child

might pick up from its parents as it matured did not exist during the

35 Kern, 32-33.
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nineteenth century. All these things were thought to be potentially
hereditary.  Children came to feel trapped within their own family
histories, fated by mysterious substances flowing through their bodies
' 1o repeat the same vices, catch the same diseases and inherit the same
weaknesses as their parents.36
It was thought that if a parent was insane, tubercular, or syphilitic,
the child would inherit these debilities. John Stuart Mill believed that he
had inherited his tuberculosis from his father, who had died of the
disease.3? Nervousness was thought to be a mental ailment, somatic in
both symptoms and origins.  Throughout the nineteenth century
specialists in nervous diseases carried on impassioned debates over
whether neuroses and psychoses were congenital or psychological, with
the majority of investigators assuming that they were hereditary
disorders.38
A particular sodrce of anxiety was syphilis, especially since it was
mysterious, potentially deadly and sexually transmitted. Kern calis
syphilis the ideal Victorian disease, since it seemed so obviously
designed to punish sexual indulgence. To add to its horror, a single
transgression was enough to cause a lifetime of suficring. Syphilis,
once caught, was also deemed to be transmissible to children, thereby
providing further evidence that the sins of the father could be visited on

the child. (Ibsen’s Ghosts is a dramatization of this belief.39)

36 Kern, 31.
37 see Rose, 138.

38 peter Gay. The Boyrgeois Experience, vol. 2 (New York: Oxford UP, 1984), 339-
40

39 Kern, 33. Ghosts also contains a line that expresses perfectly the nineteenth-century
confusion between physical end cullural inheritence: "It isn't just what we have inherited



Far outweighing any other malady in terms of the horror it inspired
was insanity. [nsanity was known to be one of the symptoms of advanced
syphttis, and it was also thought to be one of the consequences of incest.
Madness was the Victorian symbol par excellence of inherited deficiency,
since it constituted a sentence from which there could be no appeal. The
Victorian essayist Waiter Bagehot, who was obsessed with the fear that
his mother’'s insanity was hereditary, wrote in an essay that tendencies
and temptations both for good and evil are hereditable even to the fourth
generation--a good example of how nineteenth-century thinkers confused
biblical doctrines with scientific assumptions.40

The Victorians’ horror of insanity and their association of it with
destruction and unrestrained violence can be seen in Jane Eyre where the
figure of the madwoman in the attic is understood to be the embodiment
of society's worst nightmare. Bet¢:-:<e of its link to heredity, madness
was a favourite plot device of the Victorian gothic. In her 1860s best

seller, Lady Audley's Secret, Mary Elizabeth Braddon exploits the belief

in the inherited nature of madness to explain the villainy of her bigamist
heroine. In fact, Lady Audley’'s madness is already at the third
generation:  “[My mother’s] madness was an hereditary disease
transmitted to her from her mother, who had died mad. . . The only
inheritance | had to expect from my mother was—-insanity!*4! exclaims

the heroine, thereby reversing the creed of inherited female virtue which

from our father and mother that walks in us. It is all kinds of dead idess and a11 sorts of old and
obsolete beliefs.” Quoted in Kern, 34.

40 For more on Bagehot, see Gay, Yol. 2, 17-18.
41 Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Lady Audley's Secret (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1987), 350.
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Dickens had established in The Cld Curiosity Shop.

Given the pervasiveness of popular assumptions about the
hereditability of madness, to say nothing of its melodramatic potential
as a literary device, it is interesting that Dickens seidom resorts to tt in
his fiction. One exception occurs very early in his career when he

devotes one of the interpolated stories in The Pickwick Papers to “"A

Madman's Manuscript.” In this first-person account, the insane narrator-
-whose language, while melodramatic, remains lucid throughout--
describes his malady as “the curse of my race,” and, ". . . madness was
mixed up with my very blood, and the marrow of my bones" (PP, 219).

Dickens seems here to be paying obeisance to both fictional and
popular conceptions of the nature of insanity and how it should be
portrayed in literature. In "A Madman's Manuscript” the madman is
obsessed with violence; he is paranoid and suspects everyone's motives.
The plot revolves around his attempt to murder his wife, so that she will
not give birth to some "ill-fated being destined to hand down madness to
its offspring” (PP, 222). The story elaborates on the premise that
insanity is inherited by specifying that in the case of the narrator’s
family, it skips a generation. The narrator inherits his afftiction from
his grandfather whose madness had necessitated his being fettered to
the ground lest he tear pieces from himself.

The story exploits the link inherent in the Victorian understanding
of the function of blood as 2 carrier of heredity and as a symbol for
murdar. A Madman's Manuscript” is punctuated by images of blood. The
narrator writes that the floor of the house in which his grandfather died

"was stained by his own blood, shed by his own hand in raging madness”
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(PP, 220), or, more enigmatically, in the following passage: “Damn you . .
. 1 killed her. | am a madman. Down with you. Blood, blood! | will have
itl" (PP, 225).

The awkward and histrionic tone of Dickens's writing in this story
suggests the problem of first person narration and the mimetic fallacy,
since we are to understand that a man totally irrational is responsible
for the rationally constructed document which we have before us. To
solve this problem of credibility, Dickens indulges in some overblown
rhetoric to suggests the delusional quatity of the narrator’s mind: "It
was for me to smile. To smile! To laugh outright, and tear my hair, and
roll upon the ground with shrieks of merriment” (PP, 221). Neither the
language nor the action it describes ring entirely true, and one reason for
this, | would suggest, is that Dickens did not really believe what he was
describing.

"A Madman’'s Manuscript® may make the traditional claim that
insanity is inherited, but Dickens seems not entirely convinced. At the
end of the interpolated tale, we are given an alternate view of what we
have just read, when "another hand,” presumably that of the clergyman
who originally gives Mr. Pickwick the manuscript, adds the following

demur:

"The unhappy man whose ravings are recorded above,
was 2 melancholy instance of the baneful results of
energies misdirected in early life, and excesses prolonged
until their consequences could never be repaired. The
thoughtless riot, dissipation, and debauchery of his younger
days, produced fever and detirium. The first effects of the
latter was the strange delusion, founded upon a wetl-known
medical theory, strongly contended for by some, and as



strongly contested by others, that an hereditary madness
existed in the family. This produced a settied gloom, which
in time developed a morbid insanity, and finally terminated
in raving madness.” (PP, 226)

The drift of this passage is %o suggest that insanity may be self-
induced through the assumption of its hereditary nature, so that it
becomes a form of self-fulfiiling prophecy. This in turn throws doubt on
the nature of tnsanity as a hereditary disease. In effect, Dickens has it
both ways, first suggesting, in the person of the madman, that insanity
is hereditary, then casting doubt on that very proposition. However, the
fact that the second opiniocn belongs to a clergyman who has a stake in
the assumption of moral right and wrong--which heredity tends to erase
because it represents a fatality beyond conscious control--leaves
Dickens's own position on this question very much in doubt.

it is curious that an author who was generally very concerned to
place his principal characters within a hereditary framework should be
so ambivalent about committing himself to the wide-spread assumption
of a hereditary basis to madness. | would suggest a reason for this:
Dickens's protagonists are located within their genealogical histories
because Dickens--especially in the first part of his career--champions
the idea of goodness as an inherited quatity. If a moral category such as
goodness is defined as transmissibie through the generations, then there
is hope for mankind. But the same reasoning makes the transmissibiity
of negative qualities, such as madness, less pleasant to contemplate,
because it rules out any hope for redemption through the generations.

For this reason, Dickens is generally inclined to portray negative
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qualities as a one~-time thing, a tendency peculiar to the individual, but
not passed on to his or her children. Indeed, far from inheriting the
depraved nature of their parents, the children of Dickens's villains are
almost always deiined as innocent. Dickens's positive and negative
characters falt on both sides of the nature/ nurture debate, but not
necessarily where one might expect them to fall. The positive
characters owe their natures primarily to heredity while his negative
ones are often the products of their environments and personal
experiences.

This certainly applies to Dickens’s treatment of insanity. With the
exception of “A Madman's Manuscript,” insanity in Dickens's novels is
portrayed as situational rather than hereditary. The free and rich Mr.
Dorrit’s mental reversal to his former incarcerated state is presented as

an outgrowth of his life-story, not as a hereditary flaw. Similarly, Dr.

Manette in A Tale of Two Cities has lost his wits through long
imprisonment, not hereditary deficiency; while Miss Flite in Bleak House
has been driven mad by the interminable proceedings of Chancery.

An illustration of Dickens's situational approach towards madness

occurs in Oliver Twist, When Oliver rebels against his ill-treatment as

an undertaker's apprentice, Mrs. Sowerberry says; “You know, Mr.
Bumble, he must be mad. . . No boy in half his senses could venture to
speak so to you.” To which Mr Bumble replies, “It’s not Madness, ma'am .
.. It's meat. .. You've overfed him, ma'am” (OT, 93). This is intended as a
joke, but it is nevertheless true that in Dickens’s work the cause of
insanity is more likely to be what is overt in the realistic world rather

than what is mysterious and rooted in the blood.



If outright insanity rarely occurs among Dickens's characters,
mental deficiency is more common. Smike, Barnaby Rudge, Mr Dick and

Maggie in Littie Dorrit are mentally deficient. Insanity, of the type

depicted in "A Madman's Manuscript™ repels sympathy, but mental
deficiency does not. On the contrary, not only does it allow for--and
even solicit--a sympathetic response in the reader, it also permits the
author to exploit the tradition of the holy fool, which Dickens does to

great effect with Mr. Dick in David Copperfield. 42

Characters like Smike, Barnaby Rudge and Mr. Dick resemble Oliver,
Esther and Miss Wade, whose lives are affected by their illegitimacy, in
that they come into the world with an inherent flaw, the consequences of
which they must bear despite the fact that they are innocent of its
cause. n this sense, mental deficiency stands as the ultimate badge of
the victim in Dickens's waork, comprising an innocence so profound that it
cannot fully comprehend its own tragedy. Smike of Nicholas Nickleby is
probably the best example of this undiluted victimhood since he is not
only born simple, but he is persecuted for it at Dotheboys Hall, with the
result that his wits are further addled by the deprivation he experiences
there.

Barnaby Rudge, in the novel of the same name, poses a more
interesting problem. The son of a murderous father, Barnaby's idiocy is
meant to be understood as in some way related to the blood-guilt of his

father's act. He thus bears the burden of his father's cuipability,

42 For more on holy fools in Dickens see Natalie McKnight, |diots, Medmen, and Other
Prisaners in Dickens ( New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993).
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symbolized by the bloody birthmark imprinted on his wrist. Barnaby also
has a pathological fear of blood, again an inherited testimonial to his
father's deed, although Dickens is not consistent in handling this fear.
He describes Barnaby as gleeiully joining the Gordon riots--not the act
of a man who is afraid of blood. In fact, Barnaby’s participation in the
riots is only purged of its destructive connotations by virtue of his
idiocy.

Barnaby acquired his innate horror of the sight of blood when his
terrorized and very pregnant mother grabbed hold of her husband's wrist,
after the elder Rudge had confessed to her his murder of Reuben
Haredale, a local landlord. Barnaby was born the next day. Barnaby’s
mental deficiency--and his birthmark--are thus an example of what
Marie-Héléne Huet calls the “monstrous imagination® of the mother 43
This refers to the belief that what a woman sees or experiences during
pregnancy will have an effect on her unborn child.

This belief, while losing some of its currency during the nineteenth
century, was nonetheless still invoked in Dickens's time to expiain odd
birthmarks and other physical irregularities. Despite this, one can feel
Dickens straining to explain the viability of Barnaby's odd inheritance in
the following description of his mother’s face twenty years after

Barnaby's hirth:

One thing about this face was very strange and
startling. You could not look upon it in its most cheerful
mood without feeling that it had some extraordinary
capacity of expressing terror. It was not on the surface. It
was in no one feature that it lingered. You could not take

43 This is, in facl, the title of Huet's fascinating book on maternsl impressions and
humen creativity. Plesse see chapler 1, note 23 for full bibliographic citation.
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the eyes or mouth, or lines upon the cheek, and say, if this
or that were otherwise it would not be so. Yet there it
always lurked . . .It was the faintest, palest shadow of some
look, to which an instant of intense and most unutterable
horror only could have given birth; but indistinct and feeble
as it was, it did suggest what the look must have been, and
fixed it in the mind as if it had had existence in a dream.

More faintly imaged, and wanting force and purpose, as
it were, because of his darkened intellect, there was this
same stamp upon the son. (BR, 87).

This is a very detailed description of something which is and is not
there. The shadow of a look of terror on the face of Barnaby’s mother is
reaily imposed through authorial suggestion. Dickens's insistence on the
look of terror remains unconvincing since it requires us to believe that a
single instance of fright experienced many years earlier would still be
apparent on a human face after a long passage of time. Yet the reasons
for this passage are clear: Dickens is determined to establish the look of
horror on the face of Barnaby's mother, in order to convince us that this
particular woman was capable of such strong emotions as to affect the
mental abilities of her unborn son.

Obviously, Dickens felt a need to substantiate Barnaby's highly
symbolic heredity. His unease on this point was justified. In a review
essay of Barnaby Rudge, Edgar Allan Poe took Dickens to task for his
description of Barnaby's imprinting, suggesting that Dickens made a
mistake when he wrote that Mrs. Rudge seized her husband's wrist. It
should, according to Poe, be the other way around: “The grasp of the

murderer's bloody hand on the wrist of a woman enceinte, would have
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been more tikely to produce the effect described (and this every one will
atlow) than the grasp of the hand of the woman upon the wrist of the
assassin."?4  Poe further criticized Dickens for being “shockingly at
war with medical experience” by depicting the fright of Barnaby's
roother as causing the imprint on her fetus “at so late a period of
gestation as one day before parturition,”4°

Poe's criticism demonstrates the extent to which Dickens was
working within the framework of accepted beliefs. Poe does not call’
into question the possibility of the child being imprinted, merely the
manner and time in which the impression occurs. What Poe does not
suggest, but what seems likely, is that Dickens’s "mistake” with regard
to who grabs whose wrist is logical within the thematic structure of the
novel, which concerns the interplay between fathers and sons. 46

This theme is dramatized against the larger backdrop of the Gordon
ricts of 1780. Dickens was aiways torn between his sympathy for the
poor and outcast and his terror of the mob, and this creates in Barnaby
Rudge an odd counterpoint, in which the rebeliious misguided sons who
participate in the riots are betrayed by their fathers. For this reason, it
is metaphorically consistent that Barnaby's mother conveys his father’s
sin to her unborn offspring through grasping the father's wrist, as a way
of signalling that she is merely a conduit between the guilt of the father
and the effect that guilt has on his son.

What makes Barnaby interesting from a hereditary point of view is

44 Edgar Altan Poe, " Charles Dickens,” Poems end Essays by Edgar Allan Poe ( Lendon: J.
M. Dent, 1927), 207.

4 poe, 212,

40 Steven Marcus’s reading of Barnaby Rudae &s a parable on the reistionships of fathers
and sons has been extremely influential. See Marcus, 169-213.
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the extent to which Dickens allows him to resemble his father, with the
result that the son’s apparent innocence--as attested by his idiocy--is
constantly being compromised. Barnaby, who has never seen his father,
first meets him on a darkened road, where the two engage in a violent
altercation, reminiscent of Oepidus’'s encounter with Laius. This
wrestling in the dark symbaolizes their entire relationship, since Barnaby
and his father resemble each other without being aware of their
connection until they meet in prison towards the enrd of the novel.
Barnaby and his father are not only alike physically, but they also share
other qualities. The father, like Barnaby, is lawless and wandering, and
both father and son are given to visions. Barpaby is potentially violent,
while his father is actually so, but Barnaby’'s mental deficiency means
that he 1acks his father's calculation and ulterior motives.4?

Thus the effects of Barnaby's hereditary endowment, so insisted
upon by Dickens, are mixed. Dickens clearly intended Barnaby's mental
defect to signify the presence of the irrational at the centre of a novel
about insurrection.48 That this defect is both inborn and not subject to
conscious control alludes simultaneously to the innocence of the
victimized and to their potential for anarchic revenge. Thus Barnaby's

inherent violence and lack of reason are symbolic of his father’s single

47 See Marcus 192, for more on the similerilies belween Bernsby end his father.
Natalie McKnight suggests that the father functions gs an "enti-Berneby,” demonstrating the
negative side of what in Barnaby are positive qualities. McKnight, 92 N62. Juliet McMaster
writes extensively of Barnaby’s visions in “Better to be Silly: From Vision to Reality in
Bernaby Rudge . Dickens Studies Annysal 13 (1984).

“8 Dickens originelly planned to make the leaders of the riols three escapees from the
Bedlam insane asylum. He was dissuaded from this by Forster. See Philip Collins, Dickens and
Crime {Bloominglon: Indisna UP, 1968), 45.



act of murder--which seems Lo have parented him more than his parents
did. (At one point, in fact, Barnaby appears to his father as "a creature
who had sprung into existence from his victim's blood” (BR, 622).) That
single act of murder muitiplied and generalized is stretched to
encompass the political sphere in which the Gordon riots take place. The
rioters are multiple versions of Barnaby--mindless, violent, aggrieved,
and manipulated by those who are cleverer and more sophisticated than
they. The figure of Barnaby therefore represents an attempt on Dickens's
nart to extend the metaphoric potential of hereditary flaw from the
endowment of a single individual to the broader arena of political and
social disruption,

The attempt does not quite succeed, because Barnaby’s idiocy limits
his potential as a character, and Dickens soon loses interest in him.
Barnaby is decentered and minimalized, disappearing from significant
portions of the novel which bears his name4® The burden of what
Dickens tried to accomplish with Barnaby is transferred more
successfully to Maypole Hugh, who makes a more compelling symbol of
the destructive potential of the disenfranchised. Hugh's parentage--he
is the offspring of the aristocratic villain Sir John Chester and a gypsy
woman who dies on the gallows--allows for a more concentrated focus

on the relationship between class injustice and the vagaries of

49 Barnaby does not appear et all in the six central chapters of the novel. McKnight
speculates that Dickens struggled for five years to write this book-- it wes suppesed to be his
sacond novel, bul inst=xi wes his fifth- -because he found it difficult to place a charscter like
Barnsby at the center ui & novel and have the center hoid. She points out that critics too have
generally found little to say about Barnaby. Edmund Wilson never mentions him in his
giscussion of the novel in The Wound end the Bow. Marcus keeps him on the periphery of his
analvsis, and Barnaby is absent from J. Hillis Miller’s discussion of the novel in Charles
Dickens: The Werld of his Novels. McKnight, 81, 90-1.
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inheritance.

When next we encounter a character similar to Barnaby in Dickens's
work, heredity has largely ceased to count as a factor in his make-up.
™Mr. Dick of David Copperfield, is an eccentric mild-mannered overgrown
child. He is the protegé of Betsey Trotwood, David's equally eccentric
aunt, who stoutly denies that he is @ "natural,” the Victorian term for
someone half-witted from birth. Betsey Trotwood is adamant that there
is nothing inherently amiss with Mr. Dick, and instead ascribes his oddity
to ill-treatment in childhood and a sympathetic fever brought on by the
abuse of his beloved sister by her husband (DC, 260). In effect, Mr. Dick's
mind seems to have become disordered--at least in Betsey Trotwood's
account--through an over-sensitivity to suffering.

Part of the joke in Betsey Trotwood's relationship to Mr. Dick is her
insistence that he is exactly what she wants him to be. This may be read
as another facet of Miss Betsey's dictatorial personality, but it may also
have ideological implications as a plea for treating the mentally
handicapped in as “normal” a fashion as possible. There certainly seems
to be authorial approbation of Betsey Trotwood’s insistence that there is
nothing about Mr. Dick which warrants any special treatment. Half-
witted and odd as he clearly is, Mr Dick was one of society's victims
until Miss Betsey came along to take him under her wing, a fact born out
by his early history when he was incarcerated in an asylum by an
unfeeling brother.

As noted in chapter two, David Copperfield is a transitional novel in

terms of Dickens's handling of heredity. His denial, through the mouth of
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Betsey Trotwood, of a hereditary basis to Mr. Dick's deficiency suggests
an evolution in Dickens's thinking about hereditary infiuence. At the
same time, one must be wary of drawing too strong a conclusion on this
point as regards Mr. Dick, whose function in this novel is as much
symbolic as realistic.

By suggesting that Mr. Dick is both half-witted and wise, Dickens
assigns to him the part of a holy fool. By naming Mr. Dick after a part of
his own last name, saddling him with graphomania and an obsession with
the head of Charles i, Charies Dickens, the author, suggests another
version of himself at work. Mr. Dick becomes his creator turned inside
out, an eccentric whose eccentricity consists of the obsession to write.
Furthermore, Mr. Dick’s function as holy fool is oddly fulfilled. His
wisdom depends 1argely on Miss Betsey's skill at interpreting his words
and putting them into a rational context. In other words, what we seem
to have here is a parody of the relationship between an author and his
reader, where the reader works to interpret and make sense of the
pronouncements of the author. The fact that David Copperfield himself is
a novelist and therefore an alter-ego for Dickens suggests that Mr. Dick
exists within a rhetorical dimension where hereditary endowment is of
less concern than symbolic function,

But Dickens runs into the same mimetic problem with Mr: Dick that
he had with the madman in "The Madman's Manuscript.” When Mr. Dick
visits David with the view towards reconciling the Strongs, his language
is utterly rational and sane at the very moment when he is describing his

own mentai disorder.
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‘A poor feliow with a craze, sir,’ said Mr Dick, ‘a
simpleton, a8 weak-minded person--present company, you
know!" striking himself again, ‘may do what wonderful
people may not do . . .They'll not blame me. They'll not
object to me. They'll not mind what / do, if it's wrong.
I'm only Mr Dick. And who minds Dick? Dick's nobody.
whoo! (DC, 721).

Not even that final "whoo” can disguise the inherent logic and
sophistication behind these utterances. Poor fellows with crazes should
not be displaying the kind of seif-awareness which Mr. Dick shows here.
If they do, then they are not poor fellows with crazes.

Mr. Dick’s transformation in this scene into a rational being who
only plays at being a simpleton, because he knows the world expects it,
is indicative of a problem which originates with Dickens himself. That
is, his inability to sustain his own interest and inventiveness in such
mentailly defective characters throughout the course of a narrative. In
Barnaby Rudge, this lack of sustained interest manifested itself in the
fact that Barnaby disappears from large sections of the novel which

bears his name. In David Copperfield this same inability to sustain

inventiveness can be seen in Mr. Dick's increasing unbelievability. In
later novels, Dickens is wise enough to cut down the use of such
mentally wayward characters, so that they remain on the margins of his
fiction, like simple-minded Maggie in Little Dorrit
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iv) Criminal behaviour:

In the genealogical spoof which begins Martin Chuzziewit, Dickens

suggests that, "It is remarkable that as there was in the oldest family
of which we have any record, a murderer and a vagabond, so we never fail
to meet, in the records of all old families, with innumerable repetitions
of the same phase of character." (MC, 51).

On the surface this seems to imply that Dickens believed criminat
behaviour to be hereditary. But the fact that the phrase occurs within an
extended satire on pedigrees should warn against such an assumption. In
fact there is very littie evidence in the novels that Dickens believed vice
to be hereditary in the way that goodness was hereditary. Even the

possible exception of Martin Chuzziewit itself, in which selfishness is

the besetting family vice of the Chuzzlewits, collapses under closer
scrutiny, since both young Martin and his equally selfish grandfather
eventually prove themselves to be kind at heart. Old Martin, in
particular, plays the roie of secret benefactor to the Pinches, hardly the
act of a selfish individual. What is more, Dickens’s description of the
family vice suggests that it owes more to environment than it does to

heredity:

Martin’s nature was a frank and generous one; but he had
been bred up in his grandfather’s house; and it will usually be
found that the meaner domestic vices propagate themselves
to be their own antagonists.  3elfishness does this
especially; so do suspicion, cunning, stealth, and covetous
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propensities. Martin had unconsciously reasoned as a child,
'My guardian takes so much thought of himself, that uniess |
do the like Jy myse/f, 1 shall be forgotten.’ So he had grown
selfish. (MC, 596-7)

Selfishness is the Chuzzlewit veneer, good-heartedness is their
essence. Even Anthony Chuzzlewit's villainous son Jonas seems to have
absorbed his viciousness from the unsavoury example of his father,
rather than having inherited it.

in fact, most of Dickens’s villains--Bill Sikes, Quilp, Rigaud and
Bradley Headstone--have no documented hereditary antecedents. In
general, Dickens's villains are presented as sui generis. They are
embodiments of evil who are seldom portrayed against the softening
effect of a hereditary background, firstly, because to provide a genealogy
is to open an avenue for sympathy, and secondly, because Dickens
modeled many of his villains on fairy tale characters, which meant that
they were evil because the conventions of the form required them to be
s0. When it comes to evil, Dickens tends to draw on the pantheistic
model of spontaneous generation rather than the biblical one of
hereditary descent.

This does not mean, however, that the Dickensian villain is divorced
from family life. On the contrary, there is a class of villain in the
fiction, especially prominent in the early novels, who direct their
malfeasance against members of their own family. Ralph Nickleby in
Nicholas Nickleby falls into this category, as does Jonas Chuzziewit in
Martin Chuzzlewit. John Chester of Barnaby Rudge, who declines to save
his son from the gallows, is probably the most reprehensible example of

a man whose most primary sin is against his own kindred.
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Monks of Qliver Twist sets the pattern for all of these characters.
He is Qtiver Twist’s haif-brother and the melodramatic villain of the
novel in which he appears. Appropriately enough, given his fraternal
relationship to the novel's protagonist, he bears a mark of Cain, in the
form of a birthmark (OT, 413). Stephen Marcus claims that Monks is the
real villain of Oliver's family drama, although he is a far less compelling
malefactor than either Fagin or Sikes.S0

There is, of course, an irony in designating Monks as the family
villain, since it is he and not Oliver who is the rightful heir and
legitimate issue of his father. Monks is said to inherit his nature from
his mother, who was ten years oider than his father, a woman who after
separation from her young husband gave herself up °“to continental
frivolities.” In designating Monks as primarily his mother's offspring,
Dickens is attempting to mitigate the guilt of Oliver's father who does,
after ali, beget his second son out of wedlock. Dickens further attempts
to soften the father's guilt by making him very young at the time of his
arranged marriage: He is only sixteen years old when Monks is born (0T,
436).

In portraying Monks as degenerate despite the fact that he is the
legitimate heir, and in defining Oliver as deserving despite his bastardy,
Dickens is manipulating a tradition of contemporary beliefs about
heredity for his own purposes. Just as Oliver is quite literaily a love
child whose virtue is the manifrestation of his parents’ devotion to one

another, so Monks embodies his parents’ reciprocal hatred; their failed

50 Marcus, 85.
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and unhappy marriage is incorporated into his disposition, into his vice,
malice, and degeneracy. Just as Oliver is immune to the evil effects of
his environment, so Monks is infected by his. He is diseased, literally
biting himself in his torment, so that his body is covered with wounds
(OT, 413). The description of his condition may allude to epilepsy or to
syphilis, Dickens does not specify which, but the distinction does not
really matter, although syphilis, because it is a venereal disease, carries
stronger connotations of dissipation.S!

The distinction between the half-brothers may be traced to the
medical literature of the nineteenth century which suggested that the
entire emotional history of the parents,up to the moment of conception,
could be transmitted to the child. The physical and mental condition of
the parents at the time of conception was of paramount importance, and
following conception, the slightest shock or unpleasantness would affect
the future child--as it does in Barnaby Rudge. Pregnant women were
advised to refrain from sex altogether, because if they engaged in
excessive sex, the chiid might develop some sexual anomaly; if they
drank, the child might become an alcoholic; if they experienced intense
emotions, the child might be demented. 92

Thus Monks is the way he is, for reasons diametrically opposite to
those which applied to Oliver. He is the living symbo! of his parents’ bad
marriage. Speaking of his mother’'s death, Monks says that she

bequeathed him “"her unguenchable and deadly hatred. . . though she need

S1 Angus Wilson, in his introduction to the Penguin edition of Qliver Twist (p. 25)

asserts that Monks suffers from epilepsy, but Baldridge makes &3 good a case for syphilis.
Baldridge, 192.

52 kern, 31.



not have left me that, for | had inherited it long before” (OT, 459). Cates
Baldridge sees this statement as indicative of a confusion in Dickens's
mind between what is inherited and what is acquired.®3 To the extent
that such a confusion was general throughout the nineteenth century, he
is correct. But the passage can also be understood in another way. The
mother’s physical legacy and her deathbed bequest are essentially
identical. One is merely a public confirmation of a private reality, in
much the same way as a will is a public declaration of family connection.
Wills bequeath openly what heredity apportions invisibly, so that
distinctions between the two forms of inheritance are erased, and each
stands as the equivalent of the other.

But despite the fact that Dickens was drawing on popuiar beliefs
and prejudices to create and motivate his villain, Monks is not credible
as an evil force in Oliver Twist. To some extent this is because Dickens
heightens the melodramatic atmosphere which surrounds him, so that he
emerges as far more histrionic an evil-doer than either Fagin or Sikes.
But it is also true that his family history serves in some degree to
exonerate him. He is the unloved son, the legitimate but despised owner
of the birthright. And, just like Oliver, he is a victim of his parents'
misdeeds. Try as he might to darken the portrait of Monks's evil, Dickens
cannot entirely erase the fact of his victimhood, even though he draws on

every descriptive trick in the grab-bag of villainy.

A similar problem arises in Dickens’s portrayal of Uriah Heep, the

villain of David Copperfield, although in this later novel, Dickens is far

33 Baldridge, 192.



more aware of what he is doing, and deliberately walks the fine line
between evoking sympathy and arousing antagonism. He does this by
establishing Uriah as an alter-ego to David, his protagonist. The biblical
names of the two characters underline their symbolic complicity in a
cycle of guilt and innocence. In the Bible, King David sends Uriah the
Hittite off to war because he covets Uriah's wife Bathsheba. In David
Copperfield both David and Uriah are interested in Agnes Wickfield. To
make the analogy between David and Uriah stronger, Dickens even has
Uriah sleep in David’s old bed at the Wickfield home (DC, 571). Uriah is
what David might have become without money, good birth and Miss
Betsey. Harry Stone notes that Uriah is not so much the devil as he is the
devil in David, and David hates him as the image of his own dark desires
and aggressions.54

As already noted, David Copperfield is the novel in which Dickens
for the first time defines human nature as partially freed from the
prescriptive bonds of heredity, so as to leave room for the formative
effects of environment. This not only applies to the development of
David's personality, but to that of the other characters as well, including
most particularly Uriah. Uriah, like his father before him, was brought
up at a foundation school, while his mother was brought up at a charity
establishment. “They taught us all a deal of umbleness. . . | ate umble pie
with an appetite. . . 'People like to be above you,’ says father, 'keep
yourself down™ (DC, 639). Uriah even wins the same monitor medals in

humility as his father did. Uriah thus draws a line of descent from both

>4 Harry Stone, Dickens and the invisible World, 222.
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his mother and his father, who had both been educated in humility at the
same charity schools.

In the two cases, that of his parents and that of Uriah himself, we
seem to be dealing with learned behaviour, since the point of the story is
that an enforced education in humility leads to the repression and
perversion of natural impulses. Yet David thinks to himself: “1t was the
first time that it had ever occurred to me, that this detestabie cant of
faise humility had originated out of the Heep family. | had seen the
harvest, but had never thought of the seed” (DC, 639).

In this way, David negates the point of Uriah’s story, refusing to
acknowledge its environmental component in favour of its hereditary one.
After all, Uriah takes after his parents because his early experience in
the foundation schools resembled theirs, not because he inherited false
humility along with his red hair. David seems purposely to misunderstand
the significance of Uriah's upbringing when he concludes that “this
detestable cant of false humility had originated out of the Heep family.”
It seems, in fact, to have originated out of the charity schools--a
favourite target of Dickens's satire. David’s confusion of hereditary
influence with learned behavior becomes even more apparent with his
next remark, which seems to credit psychological factors rather than
hereditary ones: *i fully comprehended now, for the first time, what a
base, unrelenting, and revengeful spirit, must have been engendered by
this early, and this long suppression” (DC, 639).

For the reader, however, the effect of knowing Uriah’s early history
is to humanize him rather than to condemn him. it places him within a

family context, explains his conduct, and his nature. David's refusa! to



acknowledge the pathetic component in Uriah’s taie, his wish to ground
his dislike of his rival on the latter's innate nature rather than
acknowledge the effect of injustice on his personality suggests how the
confusions of the nature/ nurture debate of Dickens’s time might be put
to literary use.

David's interpretation of Uriah’s story tells us more about David
than about Uriah. Dickens exploits the contemporary confusion between
cultural, physical, and emotional inheritance to signal that David hears

in Uriah’s tale only what he wants to hear. Since David Copperfield is

narrated in the first person, we are put on notice that our understanding
of the events and characters in this “autobiography” is filtered through
the subjective consciousness of a single individual, and must be judged
accordingly.

David often resorts to symbolic means in describing Uriah--he is
compared to the devil with splayed feet, and to a snake creeping along
the groundSS--but, once Uriah speaks in his own voice, and places
himself within a familial and historical context, his manipulative
personality assumes a dimension which undercuts this symbolic
presentation and mitigates his stature as a villain.

The humanizing of Uriah Heep may go some way in explaining
Dickens’s reluctance, which grows more pronounced after David
Copperfield, to place his matefactors within a hereditary context. As |
suggested earlier, giving villainy a genealogy of the type Dickens applies

S5 Juliet McMester notes thet Urish's snekey undulations sre sexually sungestive,
especielly since Urish and David are both rivals for the affections of Agnes. McMaster,
Dickens {he Designer, 29.



204

to Little Nell suggests that evil, like goodness, is an inherent,
transmissible and ineradicable trait which may be passed from
generation to generation to the end of time. This wipes out all hopé of
the future triumph of justice. Furthermore, such a genealogy places evil
on the same footing as good in terms of human agency, thereby wiping
out its metaphysical attributes. A genealogy of evil loca*es the devil as
forever within ourselves.

The other probiem with piacing villains within a hereditary context
s that genealogy, ironically, cancels out guilt, since moral
responsibility is no longer within conscious and willful control. Once
evil is defined as a hereditary trait then individual accountability
becomes irrelevant, since we cannot help the natures which we inherit.
To insist too strongly on the hereditability of evil is to place all
morality within a deterministic context where it ceases to be subject to
conscious control. Certain fundamentalist Christian beliefs, which
insist on the inherent wickedness of humankind, do the same thing, but
with the abiding safety valve that change is possible through piety and
good works. However, when evil is ascribed to heredity and not to the
Fall, the fallen world takes up residence in the blood of generation.
There can, then, be no appeal and no means of mitigating the sentence of

heredity.

These drawbacks to a2 hereditary approach to the probiem of evil
may explain why later Dickensian villains grow in psychotogical depth at

the same time as they are diminished in family line. Such is the case



with Urtah Heep's compeiling fictional descendent, Bradley Headstone.
Headstone appears *n Qur Mutual Friznd which was published in 1865 and
is Dickens’s last completed novel. Like Uriah Heep, Bradley Headstone is
a man whose nature has been distorted and perverted by a too-long
suppression. But we are never given a reason for the suppression, nor
information about Headstone's early history, his parents or his childhood.
The only thing we know is that his profession of schoolteacher
constitutes arise in social status. In Bradiey Headstone, Dickens draws
the portrait of a self~-made man who has worked his way up in the world
and who is desperate to hang on to the respectability which his own
efforts have earned. Headstone’s social class is presented as far more
significant an influence on his subsequent actions than any hereditary
legacy he may have acquired from his ancestors.

Bradiey Headstone is a man at war with himself--one side of his
nature longs for respectability and is under constant control, the other
side seethes with impulsiveness and passion. The tension between the
two makes him one of Dickens's most psychologically complex villains,
His instant attraction to Lizzie Hexam coupled with his murderous
jealousy of Eugene Wrayburn, her preferred upper~class suitor, suggests

a nature which Dickens describes as follows:

Suppression of so much to make way for so much, had
given him a constrained manner. . .Yet there was enough of
what was animal, of what was fiery {though smouldering),
still visible in him, to suggest that if young Bradley
Headstone, when a pauper lad, had chanced to be told off for
the sea, he would not have been the tast man in a ship's
crew. Regarding that origin of his, he was proud, moody, and
sullen, desiring it to be forgotten. And few people knew of
it. (OMF, 267)
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Dickens has described this type of self-made man before, most
satirically in Hard Times's Mr. Bounderby. Uriah Heep qualifies as
another example. But Uriah Heep and Josiah Bounderby are placed within
a familial context--in both cases their mothers play a significant role in
the advancement of their careers. in these earlier portraits, the theme
of the self-made man rising above his origins at the expense of his soul
is cotoured by Dickens's definition of those origins as rooted specifically
in the family rather than in social class. In Bounderby's case, the
presence of a mother serves to underline the son's perfidy, since it
undermines his boast that he is entirely his own creation, a man who
owes his rise in the worid to no one.

In the case of Bradley Headstone, however, it is clear that Dickens
has lost interest in portraying family connection as the source of
comptlications in future life. Bradley Headstone is one of Dickens’s most
human villains. Few symbolic trappings accompany him, and no genealogy
explains him. His vindictive, passionate nature is portrayed as pecultar
to himself, yet potentially present in all "animals.” There is no attempt,
as there was with Uriah Heep, to associate him with the devil or the
snake in the garden of Eden. Even the blood that spurts from his nose as
he prepares to murder Eugene Wrayburn, while clearly an attempt at
foreshadowing and described in portentous language (OMF, 704),
nevertheless, remains a nosebleed--a prosaic form of bloodletting.
Bradiey Headstone's tragedy is partly rooted in his social class, which
encompasses his choice of profession, as well as his homicidat hatred of

Eugene Wrayburn. But Headstone’s fall is also rooted in his nature, which
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consists of qualities which Dickens 1abels "animal.” These include his
sexual attraction to Lizzie, and his murderous rage at her rejection.

Phitip Collins notes that Qur Mutual Friend marks the first time in
his fiction that Dickens ascribes a sexual motive to murder, and suggests
that this is connected to Dickens’s passion for Ellen Ternan, whom he had
met ten years earlier in 1857.56 But there may well be another reason,
one which also encompasses Dickens's choice of the term "animal” to
describe the atavistic elements in Bradley Headstone's emotional make-
up--the lust, jealousy and murderous impulse. As ! will argue at greater
length in my last chapter, Dickens's new-found interest in sexual
conflict and his elaboration of the term “animal” constitute a nod in the
direction of Darwin.

Bradley Headstone is an example of a human aniinal who has tried to
evolve away from his primitive roots. He has managed to suppressed
these roots and contain them through sheer will power. He has worked
hard to acquire a respectable position. All is well until he falls in love
with Lizzie, at which point everything that is most elemental in his
nature rises up to undo the civilized facade he has worked so hard to
create. Headstone can never successfully tamp down the “fiery" side of
his nature precisely because it is his nature.

when Dickens labels the amotional side of his villain's psyche as
"animal,” he is aligning Headstone's personality with what is general
among human beings rather than with what is peculiar to the Headstone
lineage. Through the word "animal,” Headstone's emotional make-up,

with its barely suppressed aggression, is defined as being potential in

96 Collins, 283.



living creatures as a whole. The viilainy in this villain is no longer
snecific to him, but is now located within the natural world of instinct
and inner drive.

Headstone's sexual struggie with Eugene for the love of Lizzie has
Darwinian overtones in being about the contention of two males to win
the female. At issue for the male in such a struggle is the ability to
pass on his particular hereditary material to the next generation. At
issue In evolutionary terms is the preservation of those traits carried by
the stronger--the fitter--of the two antagonists. Eugene Wrayburn bests
Bradley Headstone in being the more thoroughly urbane and sophisticated
of the two. He has the advantage of class, an advantage which he uses
mercilessly to humiliate Headstone. Wrayburn’s higher social rank
implies that the primitive is located further back in his ancestry. His
family has had more time to evolve away from their elementary roots.

What is more surprising than the outcome of the struggle between
the two men is its choice of object. Lizzie, even granted her many
personal qualities and her physical attractiveness, is an odd choice for
both men. In marrying Lizzie, Eugene would be marrying beneath him--
and the temptation to merely seduce the girl rather than marry her is his
major dilemma throughout the novel. For Headstone, the choice of Lizzie
is even more perplexing, since it means loving a girl from the very class
which he has tried so hard to escape. Falling in love with Lizzie is a
recidivist move for Headstone, the more so since an appropriate
alternative from the social point of view exists in Miss Peecher, a

fellow schoolteacher. Why then is Headstone so smitten with Lizzie that
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he is wilting to jeopardize his hard-won respectability to marry her? He
is even willing to kill for her.

The answer, | would suggest, lies in Lizzie's position at the bottom
of the social scale. Lizzie, whose father fishes bodies from the Thames
for a living, presents a return to his origins for Headstone, a return to
his basic nature, to his primitive roots. She also represents the triumph
of emotional claims over the veneer of rationality and civilization.
Headstone’s passion for Lizzie is a restatement of the animal qualities
in human nature. That these qualities will drive him to attempt murder
suggests a new Dickensian understanding of human evil, one influenced
by Darwinian precepts, in which the seething emotions lie always in
uneasy relation to the civilized facade. In this model, evil is nothing
other than the remnants of our most primitive emotions unsuccessfully

kept in check.



The Public Faces of Heredity

It might be worthwhiie,
sometimes, to inquire what Nature is,
and how men work to change Her, and
whether in the enforced distortions so
produced, it is not natural to be
unnatural.

Dombey and Son



Chapter 4: Heredity and Social Difference

The repressive sexual morality of the Victorian era was primarily a
middle class phenomenon-~and even then applied, most specifically, to
middie class women. At the two extremes of the social scale--the
aristocracy and the lower classes--morals were looser and for this reason
illegitimate children were often the offspring of parents of divergent
social classes, usually an upper class male and a lower-class female. in
the first three sections of this chapter | would like to look at how Dickens
relates issues of heredity to issues of class. In the last section | will be

concerned with the hereditary implications of his portraya! of race and
ethnicity.

i) Barnaby Rudge: Unacknow ledged Heredity:

In the person of Maypole Hugh, one of the jeaders of the riots in
Barnaby Rudge, Dickens explores the complex relationship between class
injustice and the vagaries of physical inheritance. Hugh 1S the



unacknowledged son of a villainous upper-ciass father and a gypsy mother
who was hanged when he was six years old. In his depiction of Hugh, and
in the complications and convergences of Hugh's personal history, Dickens
expands the implications of hereditary endowment from the private sphere
of domestic tragedy to the public one of insurrection. Through Hugh,
Dickens addresses the ambiguous relationship of heredity to class, and the
impact which this retationship has on the social order.

Hugh is one of five characters in Barnaby Rudge to become invoived in
the riots. Each of these characters symbolizes something else, from
mindless malleability and idiocy (Barnaby) to political folly (Lord Gordon)
to opportunism (Dennis the Hangman), to proletarian resentment {Simon
Tapertit).I Hugh represents the claims of the outcast, the dispossessed,
the marginaiized. He stands for what was once called the lumpen-
proletariat. The fact that he is so fond of sleeping suggests the dormant
power of the underclass, which when roused to a sense of its own
oppression explodes in unrestrained violence and anarchic destruction.2

In Barnaby Rudge this outraged energy, embodied in Hugh, expends its

! The symbolic nature of the riol leaders has been noted by many commentators. For
instance, Philip Collins writes that {the mab leaders * suggest a wide range of social irrationslity
end resentment. . .This choice {s almost allegorical--the crazy Lord Gordon, the idiot Barnaby
Rudge, the '‘mere animal’ Hugh the Bastard, . .the exhibitionist apprentice Simon Teppertit, and
the sadistic hangmen Med Dennis with his slogan of ‘Down with everybody, down with
everything.'” Collins, 45. Steven Marcus suggests that the combination of " malice, resclicnery
impulse and general resentment of whatover is” is a characteristic quality of English radical
movements. Marcus,181.

2 n her reading of Bernahy Rudge as & meditation on unconscious processes, Juliet
McMaster lists the many times in the novel when Hugh can be found sieeping, most chillingly
when he is roused by the sound of workmen building the gellows on which he is to hang.
McMaster goes on to identify Hugh's facile slumber s one of his snimal gualities. Juliet
McMaster, “ ‘Belter To Be Silly": From Yision to Reslity in Barnaby Rudge.” Dickens Studies
Annual 13 ( 1984), 5-6.
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despairing, nihilistic force in pointiess violence and destructive chaos
aimed against the society which has excluded it. |t is no accident that
Hugh misconstrues Lord Gordon’s anti-Catholic rallying cry of “no popery”
to "no property” (BR, 359).

Northrop Frye has suggested that, in contrast to the modern whodunit,
the mystery in a Dickens plot tends to revolve around a birth rather than a
death.3 This is certainly true of Barnaby Rudge where the secret of
Hugh's parentage is withheld until the last chapters. In fact, Hugh's
journey towards self-discovery in Barnaby Rudge resembles that of Oliver
Twist. In this later version of the plot of hidden identity the abandoned,
illegitimate child finds that his unknown parent does indeed belong to the
princely class, but the discovery in no way benefits him; it signals no rise
in his own social standing. Hugh's aristocratic father, John Chester, the
novel’s primary incarnation of evil, declines to save his bastard son from
the gallows. In his denial of kinship and his rejection of paternal
responsibility for the fruit of his loins, Chester embodies the wrongs of
the society which Hugh would like to tear down.

Rejected by his father, whose identity he discovers just before his
execution, Hugh is left to assert his filial claim upon the gallows. He does

this in his last speech:

What. . .should teach me--me, born as | was born, and
reared as | was reared--to hope for any mercy in this
hardened, cruel, unrelenting place! Upon these human
shambles, [, who never raised this hand in prayer till now,
call down the wrath of God! On the black tree, of which | am
the ripened fruit, | do invoke the curse of all its victims,

3N0rthrop Frye, "Dickens and the Comedy of Humours,” The Yictorian Novel (New York:
Oxford UP, 1971), 51.
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past, present and to come. On the head of that man, who, in
his conscience, owns me for his son, | leave the wish that he
may never sicken on his bed of down, but die 2 violent death
as | do now, and have the night-wind for his only mourner.
To this | say, Amen, amen! (BR, 695)

The speech betrays a confusion between the symbolic parentage of the
gallows tree and the actual parentage of the condemned man--and the
confusion is deliberate. Hugh has been sentenced to death for his part in
the Gordon riots, but the complications of his personal history hint at the
ambivalence which Dickens feels on the subject of insurrection.

Harry Stone is only the latest of several commentators to have
suggested that Dickens’'s attitude towards Hugh is condemnatory, that
Hugh is presented in Barnaby Rudge as "a savage, society-created man-
beast.”4 But Hugh's language in the speech quoted above, and throughout
the course of the novel contradicts this. It is literate, if not literary. He
consistently speaks standard, grammatically correct English, despite the
fact that he is supposed to have brought himself up in the fields, earns his
living as a stable hand, and is regularly described as a brute by those who
are his social superiors. The fact that Hugh speaks so well, in compliance
with the Victorian convention that positive characters should speak
standard Engtish, is an indication that Dickens--who always conformed to
the speech convention--intended him to be sympathetic and heroic. (By
way of comparison with a character of whom Dickens does not approve,
see any sample of the speech of Dennis the Hangman.)

Whereas in Barnaby Rudge, the rational part of Dickens is clearly on

4 See Stone, The Night Side of Dickens { Columbus, Ohio State UP, 1994), 228.



the side of authority and order, his sympathy and his imaginative
engagement are not so easily accounted for. This is particularly evident in
his portrayal of Hugh, who--along with Barnaby Rudge--is certainly the
most sinned against of all the rioters. It is in his depiction of Hugh that

Dickens's stance on the subject of rebellion becomes highly complex.S

That complexity is symbolized by the gallows, which plays an
equivocal role in the novel. Although the gallows is the embiem of social
regulation, the instrument of justice, order and the law, its most ardent
advocates are the novel's least pleasant characters--Dennis the Hangman,
John Chester, John Willet of the Maypole Inn. These are men who gloat
about hanging people *in bunches every six weeks” as a way of maintaining
order and showing "how wide awake our government is” (BR, 140). Thus
Hugh's cursing of the gallows and his cursing of his father are essentially
the same curse. The hanging tree is a phallic symbol completely congruent
with the thing 1t symbolizes. It is the symbol of a paternaitsm which
executes its own children.

The symbolic equation of the gallows with John Chester is first
suggested in Hugh's dream in chapter 28. Hugh, who has been serving as
Chester's minion and spy, comes to see him and falls asieep on the stairs

while he waits for his *master” to appear. When he wakes he sees Chester

S There has been & trend smong recent writers on Dickens to emphasize his conservatism,
his lack of sympathy with the cppressed whenever they threstened to turn their grievences into
any form of social agitation. This highlighting of Dickens's conservative tendencies sterted with
Edmund Wilson's The Wound and The Bow (New York: Ferrar, Straus, Qiroux, 1929). Philip
Collins’s Dickens and Crime continued the trend, arguing that Dickens had littie sympathy for
criminals of eny stripe. But Dickens has been just as frequently hailed s a liberal andeven as a
Marxist. See Simon David Trezise, “The Maeking of Dickens: The Evolution of Marxist
Criticism,” Dickens Quarterly 11 (Sept. 1994), 127-137.



215

standing where he had dreamt that the gallows would be (BR, 277).6 In
this case, the unconscious gallows of the dream materiatizes into the
figure of Chester. Each equals the other. Hugh will turn out to be the fruit
of both.

But if the son dreams of the father, the father is no less haunted by
the son. At the end of that same chapter, Chester thinks that he hears
Hugh calling him through his sleep *in a strange voice” (BR, 280). Chester
is so upset by this intrusion into his dreams that despite his usual stance
of cold-blooded composure, he rises from his bed, sword in hand, ready to
attack the intruder. Chester is quite certain that the voice belongs to
Hugh; he calls him by name and looks to the spot where Hugh had been
sleeping. There is no one there, but Dickens has given us yet another image
of the father as the son’s potential executioner. The two dreams--that of
the son who does not know his father and that of the father who will not
recognize his son--are yet another manifestation of Dickens's belief in
mystical heredity. Both father and son sense a connection to one another
without being consciously aware of it.

But the symbolic implications of Chester’'s dream go beyond a
subconsciously apprehended consanguinity. They also serve to tie the
issue of paternity to that of rebellion. The impoverished, flliterate,
brutish and brutalized Hugh represents the nightmare of a1l those who lie

on "beds of down”--to use Hugh's phrase--and whose consciences are

6 Dickens does not in fact spell out what Hugh's dresm is. But it is clear from what is said
that Hugh has dreamt of Chester in some sort of essaciation with the gallows. For more on this
dream, see Juliet McMaster, " ‘Better o be Silly,’” 8.



made uneasy by those who must sleep on the ground. In fact, in this
particular chapter, Hugh has been sleeping on the landing to Chester’s
bedroom--a location that is even more symbolically threatening. The
interplay between the nervous consciences of the upper-class and the
unstated resentment of the lower is represented in the dual dreams of
Hugh and Chester. The fact that the pair are also father and son adds an
Oedipal dimension to the class conflict which they represent, a dimension
further refined by their respective dreams of violence.

The Oedipal allusions in Barnaby Rudge are plentiful, because, as
Steven Marcus demonstrated in his influential reading, the novel uses the
relationship of fathers and sons to talk about authority and rebellion.’?
Marcus identifies five such father/son pairs in the cast of characters. All
the sons are rejected in one form or another, and all are eventually
embroiled in the riots, although not on the same side. Joe Willet and
Edward Chester, after leaving their fathers, return to fight on the side of
authority. Joe Willet has even joined the army. But the sons who do not
belong to the middle or upper classes, who have no patrimony to inherit
and no property to come into, those whose class grievances are greatest--
Simon Tapertit, Barnaby Rudge, and Hugh the Bastard--fight on the side of

the rioters. Thus the novel not only relates the private domain of filial

7 See Marcus, “Sons end Fathers” in From Pickwick to Dombey, 169-213. In his
biography of Dickens, Peter Ackroyd suggests that the theme of fathers end sons is so prominent
in Barnaby Rudge, because of the probiems that Dickens wes experiencing with his own father at
the time when he was writing the novel. John Dickens had been giving his famous son’s neme as
security for all loans, and Dickens wes cbliged to iske oul advertisements denying all
responsibility for his father's debts. Ackroyd further suggests that it is no accident that the two
most reprehensible fathers in the novel, John Willet and John Chester, should both have the
same given name es Dickens's father. Peter Ackroyd, Dickens (New York: Harper Collins,
1990), 324.
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rebellion to the public one of ciass grievance and insurrection, but it also
parcels out the sides taken along class lines.

In this respect it is interesting that Joe Willet, whose father is the
insufferably reactionary John Willet, owner of the inn where Hugh works
as an hostler, leaves England. Goaded past endurance by his father, he goes
off to fight in the American revoiution, where he loses his arm. Joe's act
of rebellion is triggered by the humiliations which his father subjects him
to--another example of how private conflicts with authority may resuit in
actions in the public domain. But once in America he fights on the side of
Britain, the fatherland, against the American revolutionaries. The two-
sided nature of Joe's rebelliousness is an accurate reflection of Dickens's
own ambivalence as regards the mobs participating in the Gordon riots. On
the one hand he does not approve of the rioters, on the other he cannot
prevent his own imaginative complicity in the events he narrates.8

In Hugh's case, however, because he has no idea who his father is, his
relationship with Chester becomes one in which every interchange carries
a submerged as well as an explicit meaning. The superficial contrast
between the two men could not be greater. They belong to the two poles of
society: Chester is a member of the nobility--he is knighted during the
course of the novel--Hugh is as close to the underclass as it is possible to
be. In fact, he is often referred to as sub-human. Chester calls him a dog
and a brute, while Hugh calls Chester “master.” Hugh, the most
convincingly virile of Dickens's characters, a man of powerful build who

fears no one, is nevertheless consistentiy unmanned in Chester’s presence.

8 For a detailed discussion of Dickens's embivalence to the issue of authority and rebellion
8s it sppears in Barnaby Rudge, see Collins, 44-51.



He is like putty in the older man's hands, trying desperately to please and
placate the superior being whom he instinctively fears. The power
dynamic between the two men and its relationship to wealth and station is

illustrated in the following exchange:

“Are you going to speak to me, master?” [Hugh] said,
after a long silence.

"My worthy creature,” returned Mr Chester, "you are a
little ruffled and out of humour. I’ll wait till you're quite
yourself again. | am in no hurry.”

This behaviour had its intended effect. It humbled and
abashed the man, and made him still more irresolute and
uncertain. Hard words he could have returned, violence he
would have repaid with interest; but this cool, complacent,
contemptuous, self-possessed reception, caused him to feel
his inferiority more completely than the most elaborate
arguments. Everything contributed to this effect. His own
rough speech, contrasted with the soft persuasive accents
of the other; his rude bearing and Mr Chester's polished
manner; the disorder and negligence of his ragged dress, and
the elegant attire he saw before him; with ail the
unaccustomed luxuries and comforts of the room, and the
silence that gave him leisure to observe these things, and
feel how ill at ease they made him; all these influences. . .
quelled Hugh compietely. (Br, 235)

The passage 1s a study in contrast, but they are the contrasts of
apparent superficialities, of the polish, self-confidence and self-
possession which privilege can confer, and the roughness, self-doubt and
insecurity which destitution can foster. Robert L. Caserio has suggested
that the novel's theme of irreconcilable contradictions and conflicts is
built on this antagonism between Hugh as the representative of the

primitive, and his father as the exemplar of the civilized man.® But to

9 Robert L. Caeseric, “Plot and the Point of Reversai,” in Modern Critical Yiews: Charles
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distribute the differences in this way is to eguate civilization with
villainy, since John Chester is unequivocally the evil force throughout the
novel.

The fact that Chester and Hugh, belonging as they do to two such
apparently distinct social spheres, are actually father and son suggests
that far from underlining the irreconciiable differences between the two,
Dickens is in fact suggesting their inherent connection. It is in this
unacknowledged and eventually rejected biood-tie that the sins of the
fathers are most devastatingly exposed. Consanguinity may be hidden, it
may even be denied, but it cannot finally be erased. The connection
between Chester and Hugh is a biological fact. Every time that Chester is
contemptuous of Hugh, his remarks resonate with unconscious irony, since
whatever Hugh is, Chester must be. The irony of this hereditary
relationship is further enhanced when the hypocritical Chester
compliments Mrs. Varden on her daughter with the effusive declaration
that, “humanity is indeed a happy lot, when we can repeat ourselves in
others. .. " (BR, 267).

The same point about consanguinity is brought home somewhat
ambivalently at the novel's end, when Chester’'s legitimate son £Edward
attends the midnight burial of the executed Hugh and acknowledges him as
a brother. (This muted allusion to the theme of “my brother's keeper" will
reappear in more pronounced form in the later novels.) Edward had tried to
see Hugh in prison, but Hugh, echoing his father's rejection of himself, in
turn rejects his half-brother. Edward too has felt the bitterness of being
Dickens ( Philedelphia: Chelses House, 1987), 166.
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John Chester’s son, so that his claim to fraternity is based on shared blood
and shared experience. But his legitimacy makes for a greater guif
between the half-brothers than the claim of fraternity makes for a
connection. Barnaby Rudge suggests that man-made laws and distinctions
take precedence over natural ties, or to put this another way--the claims
of inheritance outweigh those of heredity. Edward and Hugh may both
equally be sons of Chester, but only Edward is the acknowledged heir.
Hugh's midnight burial in an unmarked coffin ensures his anonymity even in
death. He will inherit nothing but the earth.

On the subterranean level, where no one can see, heredity binds and
connects all strata of society, implicating each class in the fate of the
other. But in the visible world which contains upper-class fathers and
lower-class sons the meaning is different. When Chester and Hugh are
contrasted, the outward forms of the contrast all emphasize the apparent
superficialities of dress, money, and manners. But those superficialities
are emblematic of differences in power, and Barnaby Rudge defines such
differences as ultimately irreconcilable. In this novel, the younger
generation can only wrest power from the older by force. Power is never
passed on peacefully in accord with the processes of nature, and for this
reason the novel portrays rebellion as the ugly eruption of a social

conflict which is an extension of the domestic friction between fathers

and sons. 10

10 Stephen Kern notes thet father-son conflicls were & common subject in nineteenth-
century fiction and eutobiography: “The father, the more essertive parent, was more likely to
engege in conflict with other members of the family, perticularly with sons, who generally had

more rights then deughters, and who sought to chatlenge the father's supreme authority.” Kern,
39-40.



In The Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication {1868)

Darwin speculated that the wildness shown by the hybrids of domesticated
species had the same cause as the wickedness of human half-breeds.!!
The remark is interesting for the light it sheds on Hugh's actions in
Barnaby Rudge, and as an indication of popular and sctentific assumptions
about the nature of half-breeds. The mistrust of hybrids seems to have
extended to those who are the result of unions between the different
classes. In Great Expectations, there is a suggestion that Miss Havisham's
half-brother goes bad, because he is the offspring of her father--a
gentieman--and the cook.

In hereditary terms, Hugh is a hybrid. As the son of John Chester and
a gypsy woman, he is the offspring of two races and two classes. Yet he
does not represent a synthesis of the two. Socially, physically, and in
terms of his destiny, he iS far more his mother’s son than his father's.
Hugh's physical beauty, his dark looks and swarthy complexion, as well as
his sexual nature are inherited from his gypsy mother. She is described as
“handsome,” with a "high free spirit.” *This and her good looks, and her
jofty manner, interested some gentiemen who were easily moved by dark
eyes...” (BR, 677). There is a racial element at play here. Not only were
sexual attraction and moral laxity commonly assumed to be characteristic
of gypsies, but all of the gypsies mentioned in the novel lose their lives by

hanging, as if this type of death were racially determined.

11 See Ritvo, 16.



2
I~
3

Although Hugh's 1ast words connect the hanging tree to his father, the
symbol is in fact representative of both his parents. His gypsy mother had
been hanged for passing forged bills when Hugh was a smail boy. As Hugh
puts it, his mother “died the death in store for her son™ (BR, 669). Hugh's
proleptic construction of this thought, with its confusion of past and
future, collapses the distinction between generations. The destiny of
mother and son is identical and interconnected. Hugh's mother had been
deserted by her lover John Chester when Hugh was a boy. This led to her
passing false bills as a way of making money. Hugh inherits not only her
looks, but also her fate. Like his mother, he is manipulated by John
Chester; like her, he is rejected by Chester; and 1ike his mother, again,
rejection leads to lawlessness and finally to execution. Thus, Dickens
here locates the hereditary relationship between mother and son in
identical patterns of behaviour. Their shared destiny links mother and son
in a way which defines the father as both outsider and vitlain.

Both Hugh and his mother curse John Chester before they hang. The
mother wishes that when Hugh grows up he will avenge her death--an
Cedipal wish if ever there was one--and one destined not to come true.
Steven Marcus has argued that Hugh's own curse of his father is just as
irrelevant to what finally happens, since Chester is killed in a duel with
Haredale, who has always treated Hugh with contempt and whom Hugh has

always hated.12 But Marcus ignores the fact that, although the mother's

12 Mareus, 204.



hope for revenge 1s never fulfilied, the particulars of Hugh's curse do come
true. (Dickens was too enamored of magical retributions for this not to be
the case.) Hugh's curse stipulates that Chester should “never sicken on his
bed of down, but die a violent death as | do now, and have the night-wind
for his only mourner.” This is, in fact, what happens. Chester dies in a
duel at the hands of his old enemy, Haredale. His body is not found for two

days, the night wind being his only mourner.

Hugh's marginal status is marked throughout the novel by his
association with animals. He works as an hostler at an inn owned by the
piggish John Witlet, who says of Hugh: "He's more at ease among horses
than men. | look upon him as a animal himself” (BR 138). The remark is
intentionally contemptuous and dismissive. Its sting lies in the
assumption that human and animal are hierarchical and irreconcilable
categories. For a human to be equated with an animal suggests a
degradation that eludes redemption.

Hugh, for his part, agrees that such an unbridgeable gulf exists
between man and beast, but he ascribes ethical qualities only to the latter:
*1"d sooner kill a man than a dog any day. I've never been sorry for a man’s
death in all my life and | have for a dog's” (BR, 220). He suggests that
animals are more compassionate than human beings. The only creature
who mourned the death of his motier, aside from himself, was their dog.
“If he'd have been a man, he'd have been giad to be quit of her, for she had

been forced to keep him lean and haif-starved; but being a dog, and not
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having 2 man's sense he was sorry”™ (BR, 241). To which Chester, that
exemplar of civilized values replies, "It was dull of the brute, certainly. .
.and very like a brute.” (BR, 241). Once again, assumptions about what is
implied by the terms "civilized” and “brute” are turned on their head.

This type of equating, substituting and balancing of animal and human

attributes occurs throughout Barnaby Rudge. It is surely no coincidence

that the two most victimized and outcast figures in the novel, Barnaby the
Idiot and Hugh the Bastard, both have animal familiars. Barnaby has a pet
raven, whose wit not only outdoes that of his master, but whose ability to
talk--and to make sense while talking--muddies the distinction between
animal and human. Grip belongs to the fairy-tale reaim where humans and
animals are interchangeable; he is a raven masquerading as a person, or a
person in the form of a raven. In fact, he is more unusual even than this.
He refers to himself as the devil and is appropriately ageless, being 120
years old at the novel's inception and well on his way to immortality by
its close.!3

Hugh has a dog. Dog and master are described as mirror versions of
each other, the dog being "as rough and sullen as [Hugh} himself "(BR, 234).
There may be an echo here of Bill Sikes and his dog in Oliver Twist. But if
Dickens intended such an allusion, it was clearly in order to reverse it.
Sikes demonstrated his brutality by the way in which he mistreated his
dog, whereas Hugh gives evidence of his essential humanity by the way in

which he cares about his. Hugh's last concern before he is executed is for

'3 For a reading of Grip the Reven in supernatural terms, see Harry Stone, Dickens and the
Invisible World, 88.



the welfare of his dog. "You wonder that | think about a dog just now. . .If
any man deserved it of me half as well, I'd think of 4/m" (BR, 697).
Again, the qualities of animal and human are interchanged.

This confusion of the human and the animal exists in counterpoint to
the imagery which the narrator uses for the rioting mob. Hugh is called an
animal and a brute by those who consider themselves his superiors, but it
is the narrator who draws on this imagery to describe the rioters. °. ..
They grew more wild and savage, like beasts at the sight of prey, and made
a rush against the portal . ..” (BR, 454). " The savage faces that giared upon
[varden), look where he would; the cries of those who thirsted, like wild
animals for his blood. . .21} failed to daunt him® (BR, 579). Such evocations
of fang and claw and braying blood-lust serve to underline the vicious
frenzy of the mob. They also apply to Hugh at his destructive peak as the
mob’s leader, so that the collective animality 1s metaphorically
incorporated into the individual, and vice versa. (ln the same way,
Dickens’s frequent atlusions to the madness of the mob, to its hysteria and
delirium evoke the idiocy and unreasoning violence of Barnaby.)

Animal imagery--especially when applied to the rioters and to Hugh--
belongs to the tradition of Victorian social commentary in which the poor
were stigmatized as animal and could therefore be assumed to exist on a
different plane than their betters. Dickens himseif falls into this kind of
thinking when, reporting on a strike in the industrial town of Preston, he
describes himself as not of the same "order” as the striking workers.!4

Similarly, in London Labour and the London Poor, Henry Mayhew noted that

14 Quoted In Stephen J. Spector, “Mansters of Metonymy: A&7 7/mesend Knowing the
Working Class” in Modern Critical Views; Cherles Dickens, 235.
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among the impoverished urban wanderers there was a greater development
of the animal faculties than of the intellectual or moral, that members of
these classes are “all more or less distinguished for their high cheek
bones and protruding jaws.”!® Animal metaphors alluded to the filth of
the impoverished, to their association with disease, to their irrationality,
their rampant sexuality and their general depravity.

In The Anima! Estate Harriet Ritvo suggests that the Victorians’

attitude towards the lower classes was expressed by their attitudes
towards domestic animals. The best animals were thought to be dogs and
horses-~the animals most closely associated with Hugh in Barnaby Rudge-
-because they displayed the qualities of docile servants, whereas the
worst animals were those who declined to serve their masters and
challenged human supremacy. Dogs were especially favoured, not only
because of their supposed subservience, but also because the dog was the
most physically malleable of beasts, the one whose shape and size changed
most readily in response to the whims of breeders, !5

Dickens is particularly prone to using animal metaphors when he is
describing mobs, as in Barnaby Rudge and A Tale of Two Cities. At the
second trial of Charies Darnay, he describes justice as being in the hands
of "a jury of dogs empanelled to try the deer” (TTC, 345). Anzlogies of
this type speaks directly to issues of class and co-opt the‘theological

notion of the natural superiority of Man over the animal kingdom to the

15 quoted 1n Catherine Gallagher, " The Body Yersus the Soctal Body 1n the Works of Thomas

Malthus and Henry Mayhew,” The Making of the Modern Body (Berkeley: U of California P,
1987), 90. For more on this, see also Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Polilics and
Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1986), 132; end Barret-Ducrocg, 20.

16 Ritvo, 21.
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social sphere, where it is translated into the natural superiority of one
class over another.

As an instance of this, John Chester constantly refers to Hugh as a
dog, a brute, or a bear, by way of emphasizing the social gap between them.
When Hugh reports a dream he has had about Chester, Chester replies that
he had better dream of dogs and horses with whom he is better acquainted
(BR, 277). In instances such as this, the discrepancy between Hugh and
Chester is made to seem equal to the discrepancy between the animai and
the human. In fact, however, both are linked by indissoluble, if
unacknowledged, bonds of blood. Just as Chester and Hugh are bound to
each other by hereditary ties, so the relationship of man to beast is one of
unadmitted kinship. If we are to accept that Chester represents the human
domain and Hugh the animal, then Chester’s insistence on calling Hugh a
brute and & dog rebounds onto himself, since what Hugh is, Chester must
also be. We are left then with the paradox that Chester’s highly refined
and cultivated crueity is a form of animality, while the animal Hugh's
unfailing humanity in the midst of destruction suggests the highest form
of civilized behavior.

The blood tie between Hugh and Chester signais that the potential for
integration in nature is everywhere immanent, even. if it s
unacknowledged. Such an integration suggests the possibility of melding
categories and erasing distinctions and this meaning is evident in another
type of animal imagery that is prominent in Barnaby Rudge, which applies

primarily to Hugh. These are the frequent classical references to centaurs
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and satyrs, creatures who are half-human, half-animal. Such allusions
serve on the denotative level to describe Hugh's occupational involvement
with horses. (In fact, Hugh's identification with horses is so strong that,
at one point, he refers to himself as a steed.) But they also connote Hugh's
hybrid status as a mix between two ciasses and two races. And they
suggest another way of understanding the animal world vis-a-vis the
human, namely, as a relationship fused at the hip, governed by symbiotic
dependence.

Mythological amaigams of man and beast are characteristic of
pantheistic societies, which tend to collapse the distinctions between the
human and the natural world, so that humanity is not viewed as separate
from the environment, but as an integral and functional part of it.
Centaurs, satyrs, and minotaurs are emblematic of a world-view which
defines nature as fluid and multiple--a place where all mergers are
possible. The mythological imagery of Barnaby Rudge alludes to a golden
era before the modern, where integration existed as an ideal personified
by such hybrid creatures as centaurs. The centaur image is in fact
reinforced during the riots. Not only is it applied several times to Hugh,
but its intention is clearly to transiate him into a supernatural sphere:
"Hugh. .. fired two of the prisons with his own hand: was here, and there,
and everywhere--always foremost--always active. . .Turn him at one
place, and he made a new struggle in another; force him to retreat at this
point, and he advanced on that directly” (BR, 607). As if this were not
magic enough, Hugh is atso invincibie. Being the only rioter on horseback,

he stands out from the crowd and makes a tempting target, yet no one can
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hit him. He is proof against “ball and powder” (B8R, 607). In fact, classical

allusions occur more frequently in Barnaby Rudge than in most of Dickens'’s

novels. 17

One more aspect of this classical imagery requires mention, since it
too alludes to Hugh's prowess. Mythological fusings of human and beast--
centaurs, satyrs, mermaids, etc--tend to relegate the bestial part to the
lower half of the body, so that the generative organs fail within the
animal domatn. It is not surprising then that Hugh's animality is most
evident in his sexuality. When he climbs the maypole outside the Maypole
inn to twirl John Willet's hat from the weather-vane and then caps off
that exploit by vaulting onto Chester's horse, the phallic symbolism of the
climb is complemented by the action which lands him on the back of the
horse, thereby linking the sexuai to the animal qualities of his make-up.

Hugh's sexuality assumes its most threatening aspect when he
accosts Dolly varden. In their first encounter he is described as a
“handsome satyr” (BR, 218). But his yearning here is as much for higher
status as for sexual release. Sexuality in the case of both Hugh and his
father is associated with class difference, the turn-on is the gap in
status. “"Softly, darling--gently--wouild you fly from rough Hugh, that
loves you as well as any drawing-room gallant?” (BR, 220), Hugh says to
the struggling Dolly. Hugh tries to do with Dolly what his father
succeeded in doing with his mother. But his social status being so much

lower than Dolly's, he can only accomplish his desire through force, and

17 Juliet McMester lists other mythological ellusions which Dickens essociates with Hugh
in this scene. He is a knight on a ceparisoned steed (the caparisons in this case coming from
Newgete prison); he is a Yiking brendishing an axe. See McMaster, “Better to be Silly,” 6.



even in this he fails. What is more, his longing to transcend his own class
sexually if not socially is given a check by Chester, who, when Hugh
admits to having stolen a kiss from Dolly, cautions him that this is a
hanging offence (BR, 239). For all his powerful physicality, Hugh is
consistently presented as unmanned--unmanned by his father, unmanned by

the class to which he belongs, unmanned by his destiny.

If Hugh's father and mother both in different ways represent his death
by hanging, there is yet one more character who will cement Hugh's union
with the gallows, although this time the symbolism adumbrating the
relationship takes the form of a macabre birth. That character is Dennis
the Hangman, and the birth imagery that will define his relationship with
Hugh is introduced at their very first meeting, which occurs when Hugh
goes to sign up for the anti-popery cause. Proclaims Dennis, *Put him on
the roll. 1'd stand godfather to him, if he was to be christened in a bonfire
made of the ruins of the Bank of England” (BR, 359). In this way, Dennis
assists at Hugh's baptism into insurrection, initiating him into his new
identity.

But Dennis plays a still more significant role with regard to Hugh--he
pieces together the secret of Hugh's paternity. in this sense Dennis is the
mid-wife of Hugh's identity, since he is the only person in a position to
discover the clues to Hugh's origins. What puts him in this singular

position is his profession as hangman. In effect, Dennis's professional
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alliance with death allows Hugh to be born into the knowledge of his
paternity. In his function as hangman Dennis is privy to the last words of
those about to be executed--he 1S not merely priest to Hugh's baptism in
revolution, he is also the ghoulish confessor of the condemned--and in this
way he comes to know the secret of Hugh's birth, because it is he who
“works off" Hugh's mother, and later, the mother's gypsy friend, who
supplies the end of the story. Thus the gallows bestows an identity on
Hugh at the same time as it robs him of his life, adding again to the sense
in which he is its "fruit.”

But despite the inverse metaphors which Dickens employs, Dennis's
work is not birth but death. He joins Lord Gordon's anti-popery crusade
because he is afraid that should the Catholics ever come to power his
"sound, Protestant, constitutional, English work” will be in jeopardy,
Papists being notorious for preferring boiling and roasting to hanging (BR,
355). Dennis is a man in love with his job--so much so that he cannot stop
talking about it even when the talk might get him into trouble. When he
rirst iays eyes on Hugh, his reaction is indistinguishable from rapture.
Here {s Dennis talking about Hugh to Gashford, Lord Gordon's secretary and

recruitment officer;

"He's a fine-buiit chap, an't he?"

" A powerful fellow indeed:” ,

"Did you ever, Muster Gashford,’ whispered Dennis, with
a horrible kind of admiration, such as that with which a
canhibal might regard his intimate friend, when hungry--
"did you ever. . .see such a throat as his? Do but cast your
eye upon it. There's a neck for stretching, Muster Gashford!”
(BR, 360)

The tntimation that Hugh's physical assets make him an ideal
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candidate for hanging reappears in different guises throughout Barpaby
Rudge. (A similar macabre compliment is paid to Lucie Manette in A Tale

of Two Cities: "'She has a fine head for it [the guillotine],’ croaked Jacques
Three. ‘| have seen blue eyes and golden hair there, and they looked
charming when Samson [the executicner] held them up’” (TTC, 388).)

Like a figure from mythology, Hugh is beautiful. The narrator
describes him as "muscular and handsome. . .A young man of a hale athletic
figure, and a giant's strength, whose sunburnt face and swarthy throat,
overgrown with jet black hair, might have served a painter for 2 model”
(BR, 138). The suggestion that Hugh's physical proportions would make
him ideal as a painter’'s model foreshadows the tater remark that Hugh's
neck 1s perfect for hanging. These two uses for Hugh's physical perfection
are not as distinct as they may at first appear. There is yet a third
suggestion of a similar order when John Chester speculates that, once
executed, Hugh's body “would make a very handsome preparation in
Surgeon's Hall, and would benefit science extremely” (BR, 671). In all
these instances, Hugh's beauty is defined as having no value unless it can
be anatomized by others. He is ail object and ali body--a beautiful animal
just waiting to be dissected, hanged, or reproduced on canvas.

All these activities are mirror-images of one another. in fact, the
connection between art, generation and execution is an old one, often
linked, for instance, in the literature on maternal impressions, where
pregnant women who have witnessed executions are said to give birth to

children with the marks of hanging or torture on their bodies, in much the
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same way as pregnant women who viewed paintings were thought to pass
on the characteristics of the paintings to their offspring. Huet suggests
that language itself provides a link between the two, since one can
execute both a painting and a human being.‘8

Dickens suggests a similar link. Through Dennis the Hangman's use of
the word "art,” the novel presents the two activities as equivalents. Says
Dennis: *I call myself a artist--a fancy workman--"art improves natur’--
that's my motto” (BR, 372). In fact, Dennis habitually uses the language of
aesthetics. When he praises his own hand for the many jobs it has done
with “a neatness and dex-terity [sicl, never known before,” when he
remembers the "helegant bits of work it has turned off,” (BR, 372) he
might as easily be mistaken for a painter or a sculptor as for a hangman.
In fact, one of his auditors does mistake him for an artist and assumes
that the carved reproduction of Dennis’s face on the knob of his walking
stick s Dennis's own work, whereas it {s actually the work of one of
Dennis’s victims--gruesomely described by Dennis as “one of the finest,
stand-up men, you ever see” (BR, 372).

Dickens portrays Dennis as an aesthete of the gallows throughout the
novel, and Dennis has definite opinions on what constitutes an aesthetic
hanging. In fact, it is not much different from a stage performance. “I've
heerd a eloquence on them boards--you know what boards I' mean--and
have heerd 2 degree of mouth given to them speeches, that they was as
clear as a bell, and as good as a play” (BR, 591).

And here are his instructions for an aesthetic hanging:

18Hyet, 72.
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Always, when a thing of this natur's to come off, what
| stand for is a proper frame of mind. . .Whatever you do. .
.never snivel. 1'd sooner by half, though | lose by it, see a
man tear his clothes, a' purpose to spile ‘em before they
come to me, than find him snivelling. It's ten to one a
better frame of mind, every way! (BR, 591).

when Dennis claims that art improves nature he is alluding to an
aesthetic philosophy which is not ordinarily associated with his
profession. Dennis’s "art,” after all, consists of depriving the living of
their lives. His job is to impose an artificial end on a natural process. His
art consists of improving upon what has elsewhere been called “natural
death” (BR, 239). what is more, his "art” exists at the service of the
state, whose official representative he is. Execution, therefore, belongs
to the world of the man-made, of craft and art, in much the same way as
painting itself does--or novel-writing for that matter. It takes the
natural as its raw material and converts it into a thing subject to human
will. It is a gruesome and ironic juxtaposition. Dennis’'s claim to being an
artist calis into question all the values traditionally associated with art,
and defines the concept of both artistic and biological reproduction as just
another door to death.



i1) Dombey and Son: Class Division and integration:

In all of Dickens's writing about class and heredity, there is a tension
between distinction and integration. This tension corresponds to the
dichotornies of outer and inner, superficial and profound, which accompany
all narratives of hidden identity. What is on the surface--that is, the
social world of class division and man-made demarcations--is
contradicted and obliterated by the submerged and unacknow ledged effects
of heredity which homogenize social gradations into a single biological
entity. In Barnaby Rudge the tension between social distinction and the
integrity of nature is located primarily in the relationship between the
stable-hand Hugh and his aristocratic father, whose overt interactions
represent an unbridgeable gulf of class, education, and wealth, a guif
which is negated subcutaneously by the fact that they are father and son.

in Dombey and Son the same tensions are formulated in a different
way. In this novel, the wealthy Mr Dombey is forced, through the death of
his wife in child-birth, to seek a wet-nurse for his son. His enforced
reliance on the intimate services of 8 working-class woman to fulfill this
function brings him into contact with the Toodle family. Dickens locates
the class divide in Mr Dombey's dependence on Polly to nursé his son, a
dependence which may be generalized to the inter-reliance of society as a
whole. Each class must depend on the other; ™Mr. Dombey depends on Polly
to provide sustenance for Paul, and he depends on Polly’s husband's

“underground” labour to maintain his wealth and soctal position. The



lower class Toodle stokes the industrial machine which makes Dombey’s
social eminence possible. The Toodles in turn depend on Dombey, and
capitalists like him, for employment and patronage.

This system of interconnection appears to suggest a relationship of
mutual dependence, but in fact reveals a hierarchical structure in which
the ciasses are so divided that the wealthy feel no responsibility for the
poor. This is a society made up of the “"two nations,” described in
Disraeli's Sybil as “ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts and feelings
as if they were. . . inhabitants of different planets, who are formed by a
different breeding, are fed by a different food, are ordered by different
manners, and are not governed by the same laws.*19

The contemptuous attitude of Mr Dombey to the Toodles exemplifies
the disdain and repugnance which the upper-class feels for the classes
below it. But Dombey and Son condemns this attitude as being against
nature, because it contradicts the biological impulse towards integration
and connection. To bring home this point, Dickens presents the Toodle
family as a rebuke to Dombey--a rebuke that is centered in the natural
sphere of reproduction. Not only are the Toodles fertile, but they breed
sons, the kind of child Dombey so desperately wants. What is more, the
Toodle family expands as the novel progresses, permitting the Toodles’
wealth in children to be contrasted to Dombey’s far less fruitful monetary
accumulation. At the same time, by presenting the Toodles' fecundity as a
positive contrast to the Dombey sterility, Dickens is inverting the popular
prejudice against what Sheila Smith 1abels “the multiplying poor,” who

19 Benjamin Disreeli, Sybil ( Harmondworth: Penguin, 1980), 96.



terrified Malthus and inspired the 1834 Poor Law.20 Dickens's strategy
here is to accede to the stereotype that the poor are prolific tn nothing but
children in order to establish this super-abundance as a form of innate
generosily, the natural product of human warmth and physical affection.
The Toodles are an examplie of what Henry Mayhew called "the honest
poor who will work.”2! They are the novel’s primary exponents of family
values, the father strict but loving, the mother all heart, totally given
over to affection for her offspring, with enough love left over to nurture
her foster children. Agatn, this is tntended as a contrast to the chill of
the Dombey household. By locating all human warmth in the lower
classes--the novel's other exponents of the doctrine of the heart are the
waorking-class Captain Cuttie, Sol Gills, and the socially "insignificant”
Miss Tox--Dickens attempts to reverse the middle-class stereotype of the
poor as alien beings without morals or emotions.22 His insistence on the
wholesome qualities of the Toodle family can be seen in his persistent use
of apple imagery to characterize them. Both parents and children are

routinely described as "rosy," "apple-cheeked” and “apple-faced.” what is

20 5ep Sheils Smith, The Other Nation { Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 70.
21 This is in contrest to tie dishonest poor who "won't work.” Quoted in Smith, 40.

22 pickens spells out this sttitude in the following exchange belween Rosa Dartie and
Steerforth from David Copperfield:

‘That sort of peopie--Are they really snimals and clods, and beings of anather
order? 1 went to know o much.’

“There's 8 pretly wide separation between them and us,' said Steerforth, with
indifference. 'They are not 1o be expected to be as sensitive as we sre. Their delicacy
is not {o be shocked, or hurt eesily. . . They have not very fine natures, and they may
be thankful that, like their coarse rough skins, they ere not easily wounded.

‘Reaily!’ said Miss Dartle, 'Well, { don't know when | have been betier pleased
than to hear that. It's soconsoling! Ht's such a delight to know that when they suffer,
they don’t feel! . ..’ (DC, 352)
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more, this wholesome quality is defined i3+ hereditable, for instance in the
following description of Polly surrounded by her children: *. . Her own
honest apple face became immediately the centre of a bunch of smaller
pippins, all laying their rosy cheeks close to it, and Sl evidently the
grawth of the same tree” (D3, 123). The poer may have many children, but
if 30, the human qualities which they propagate are not necessarily
undesirable.

in addition, the apple allusions underline, not only the salubrious
moral qualities of the Toodles, but their physical health as w«!l. in this
too Dickens 1s wrifing against the grain of contemporary middle-class
prejudice, which associated poverty with disease and working-class life
with 111 health. In fact, a large part of Mr Dombey’s reluctance to hire a
wet-nurse stems from his fear of contagion, by which he means both
physical and moral infection. When Polly is interviewed for the job of
Paul's wet-nurse, her entire family of five children is brought along to
attest to the health of the mother. Even the blister on the nose of the
eldest son comes in for scrutiny, its cause being safely ascribed to
accidental not constitutional causes (DS,66). (That blister is significant,
sirce it will be this son who will go wrong through the “charitable”
interference of Mr Dombey in his education.) Nevertheless, despite the
evidence of Polly’s health and suitability, Mr Dombey remains appalled
that 2 “hired serving woman” should act as mother to his son, thus
establishing what Dombey sees as a biological connection between his

offspring and the progeny of the Toodle family, all of whom will have been



nourished at the same source (DS, 67).23

That even so tenuous a connection might confer a kind of kinship
between the classes leads to Dombey’s other obsessive thoughts of
unnatural mixing. He worries that Polly will exchange her own newly born
son for Paul, so that Dombey will end up raising the pauper in place of the
prince. It is partly to avoid such a catastrophe that he denies Polly
permission to visit her own children for as long as she nurses Paul. He
thus takes advantage of his position as her employer to interpose the
power of money between Polly and her maternal instincts. In order to
vitiate her potentially corrupting influence he insists that once her
services are no longer reguired, she will go away and stay away (DS, 68).
He consoles himself with the thought that the class divisions between
Polly and her charge are so great that they will make the inevitable
senaration that much easier.

Since Dombey and Son 1S concerned to demonstrate the redemptive
powers of natural affection, Mr Dombey's strictures are doomed to faiture.
Polly eventually succumbs to the impulse to see her own children and
takes young Paul with her, and she does in fact exchange him for her own
son "in a twinkling” when she takes her child from her sister's arms and
gives her Paul to hold in his stead (DS, 122). Thus Mr Dombey’s worst fear
is reaiized, but the momentary exchange of Paul for the youngest Toodle is

merely another demonstration on Dickens’s part of the interconnection, in

23 Dickens’s rendition of the scene in which Polly Toodle is interviewed es 8 wet-nurse is
& realistic depiction of how wet-nurses were hired. According 1o the manuals of the lime, the
wel-nurse’s milk should be examined for colour and taste, and her baby for signs of {llness.
Above all, the menusl-writers agreed that the morel qualitiss end temperament of the wel-
nurse were of primery importance, lest her milk transmil undesirable quelities to the foster
child. See Marks, 20.
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fact, the inter-changeability of all human beings. When Mr Dombey
dismisses Polly, the stated reason is for taking Paul "into haunts and into
society which are not to be thought of without a shudder” (DS, 142). But
the real reason is Mr Dombey's fear of acknowledging the power of human
emotions--especially maternal emotions. The impulse which prompts
Polly to put her job in jeopardy in order to see her children is dangerously
irrational from the Dombey point of view, and if it is irrational it is also
subversive, ful, of anarchic potential that could undermine the cold
monetary edJifice of Dombey and Son.

Dickens touches on this same theme in the scene at the railway
station. Mr Dombey is about to leave for Leamington where he will meet
his second wr: e, Edith. Walking up and down the train platform in the
company of the blow-hard Major Bagstock, Dombey is completely oblivious
to Toodle's attempt to catch his eye. It is as if Toodle does nit evist until
he literally places himself in front of Dombey so that the latter can no
longer avert his eyes from the “vulgar herd.” Forced to look at what he
does not care to see, Dombey reacts to Toodle “as if a man like that wuuld
make his very eyesight dirty” (DS, 351). Toodle has stopped Dombey to
offer his condolences on the death of little Paul, but it is precisely this

assumption of common humanity from one of the Great Unwashed that
Dombey finds “dirty.”

The scene in the railway station, which is bracketed by Major

Bagstock's unending abuse of his Native, illustrates the dangerous
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"promiscuity of public space,"?4 at the same time as it juxtaposes the
abuses of class with the abuses of race. The fact that Dombey stands
impassively by while the Major abuses the Native, may be read as
emblematic of the hand-in-glove alliance between British mercantile
interests and the enforcement of imperialist contro! by the British
military.25 it is interesting that the chapter in which this scene
appears, entitled “Mr Dombey Goes on a Journgy," not only links abuses of
race with abuses of class, but implicitly extends these to cover abuses of
gender as well, since the purpose of the journey on which Mr Dombey
embarks is to "buy” himself a wife.

As long as he remains in his house or in his office, Mr Dombey is the
master of his world, with powers to reguiate his contacts. But as soon as
he ventures out into public spaces he abdicates his hegemony and must
endure being confronted by the likes of Toodle. Public spaces demonstrate
the links between humans, rather than their division. Here Dombey is
forced to confront the existence of other classes and their common claim
to be heard. The point is brought home by the introduction of the train as
the symbol of death, which foliows immediately on Dombey’'s encounter
with Toodle. "Th2 power that forced itself upon its iron way. . .dragging
living creatures of all classes, ages, and degrees behind it, was a type of
the triumphant monster, Death"” (DS, 354).

In this railway scene, Dickens associates the death of Paul with the

humiliation which Mr Dombey feels at being consoled by Toodie and so

24 The phrase is from The Politics snd Poetics of Transgression. For more on the middle
class fear of contamination in public places, see Stallybrass and White, 136.

25 For more on the many atlusions 10 British imperielism in Dombey and Son, see Marks,
17.
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suggests the tensions between separation and cohesion in terms of the
man-made divisions of class and the natural leveller Death. Mr Dombey
can only allow himself to feel any emotion through his sense of *property
in his child,” a sense which is disturbed when he is reminded of his
reliance on the Toodles, who are nothing more than "the mere dust of the
earth.” Thus death, class, and property begin to stand for one another and
to refer to one another, a trope which recurs throughout the novel, most
notably in the death of Alice Marwood, whose body is referred to as “the
ruin of the mortal house, on which the rain had beaten. . ." (DS, 923). From
this description of the death of a fallen woman, Dickens turns immediately

to a description of the ruined house of a fallen merchant--Mr Dombey.

At the same time as he dramatizes the class-divide in the
relationship of Mr Dombey to the Toodles, Dickens locates his argument for
social cohesion in his presentation of the look-alike cousins, Edith Dombey
and Alice Marwood. Through them and through the various strands of
narrative that are filtered through the fact of their consanguinity,
Dickens demonstrates the hidden hereditary connections of all levels of
society. The cousins’ uncanny resemblance to one another serves as the
outward sign of more intricate relationships which remain unseen.
Dombey and Son is one of Dickens's first attempts to present in global
terms the implications of the kind of blocd-tie which in Barnaby Rudge
was particular only to Hugh and his upper-class sire. This theme of hidden

consar:guinity allying all levels of society and reducing the human world to
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a single complicitous mass becomes more insistent in Dickens's fiction as
his career progresses, finding more extensive expression in such novels as
Bleak House and Great Expectations.

In Dombey and Son, Edith Dombey and Alice Marwood represent the

link between the themes of heredity, class and money. The two women
belong to two different ciasses, yet they are related, their fathers having
been brothers. The two brothers were gentlemen, but Edith's father was
married to her mother, while Alice's father toyed with her mother and
then deserted her. That the sexual history of these two women--and,
significantly, the histories of their mothers--is identical in ail respects
except for the crucial fact of marriage is demonstrated through their
physical resemblance. Alice and Edith Took so much alike that a portrait of
one could pass for a portrait of the other~-and does.

Portraiture, Dickens's favourite trope for reproduction, is once again
in Dombey and Son the medium through which a blood-tie is demonstrated,
the portrait in question being a painting that Carker had had made of his
former mistress, Alice. Dickens funnels the destinies of the cousins
through the one man who will be the seducer of both, as a way of
demonstrating that the two women’s physical resemblance is emblematic
of their shared essence. They are alter egos, linked through the villain
Carker, who stands as the masculine crucible through which the upper
class woman dissolves into her lower class counterpart, and vice versa.
The medium which effects this dissolution is sex, which like death, is a
natural equalizer.

Dickens cieverly weaves Alice’s portrait into his thematic scheme.



The first time the portrait is mentioned, we are told that the woman
depicted in it is "like Edith.” Since Alice's relationship to Carker has not
yet been established, the reader is left to suppose a former illicit
relationship with Mr Dombey's newly made wife. That relationship,
however, lies in the future, while the one with Alice belongs to the past.
Thus the two look-alike women coalesce into a portrait of Carker's sexual
history. He may be the male link between high and low class women, the
despoiler who reduces all females to one--and that one a whore. But he is
simultaneously the victim of this same composite woman, and is
ultimately undone by the women whom he has victimized. Alice reveals to
Dombey the location of Carker's assignation with Edith, while Edith denies
him the satisfaction of consummating his desires.

Alice's portrait is also the occasion for another of Dickens's
demonstrations of the blindness of Mr Dombey. When Dombey goes to
Carker's rooms to complain about his wife, his eye falls on the portrait of
the woman who looks so much like Edith. Yet he does not seem to remark
the resemblance, does not express surprise, nor wonder at the identity of
the woman in the painting. His eyes rest on the portrait and then move on.
Dombey’s obtuseness lies in his inability to see connections, not merely
between himself and Toadle, but also between himself and Carker, who, we
are told in the same paragraph, has the habit of mimicking his employer’s
mannerisms. Carker reproduces Dombey's mannerisins, the painting
reproduces the features of Dombey's wife, but Dombey notices none of

this, reproduction of any kind not being one of his strong points.



In 1846, just after he began Dombey and Son, Dickens was forced to

break off his work on the novel and turn his attention to writing another
Christmas Book. That book, "The Battle of Life,” features two sisters,
who are both in love with the same man. The older sister renounces her
claim on the suitor, so that her younger sister might marry him. That
some restdue of this theme may have carried over into Dickens's
conception of Edith Dombey and Alice Marwood seems likely. (The theme

of the self-sacrificing sibling recurs in A Tale of Two Cities, between two

men who are alter egos but not brothers.)

Edith and Alice are similar in more than just their looks; their
natures too are identical. Both women are proud, high-strung and
passionate; both have been exploited by their mothers. In effect, both
mothers are panderers, and both daughters sell themselves--although
Edith's form of prostitution is not recognized as such because she marries
the men who are rich enough to make her their wife. Both Ai‘ce and Edith
are treated like commodities by their mothers, and by society at large. In
the mercantile world of Dombey and Son, female beauty is merely another
counter in the sociat economy, and is woven into the fabric of capitalist
exchange.

D kens is not subtle in his insistence on the similarity 6f Edith and
Alice and what he expects us to understand by it. Here he is describing

Alice Marwood and her mother:

Were this miserable mother, and this miserable
daughter, only the reduction to their lowest grade, of
certain social vices sometimes prevailing higher up? In



this round world of many circles within circles, do we make
a weary journey from the higher grade to the low, to find
that they lie close together, that the two extremes touch,
and that our journey's end is but our starting place?
Allowing for great difference of stuff and texture, was the
pattern of this woof repeated among gentie blood at ali?
(DS, 579).

Allce Marwood and Edith Dombey's shared heredity links upper and
Jower classes through a blood tie. Sexual activity is the great leveller,
creating the link between the classes--Alice's mother was seduced by the
brother of the man who married Edith's mother. The connection is
underscored still further through the suggestion that Alice's unsanctioned
liaison with Carker is no different in essence from Edith's legitimized
union with Dombey. Both involve the barter of female flesh for weaith,
position and security. The difference in the two relationships is purely a
matter of legal convention--and social hypocrisy--which sanctions one
form of sexual exchange and stigmatizes the other. In his insistence on
the physical, familial and moral similarity between Edith and Alice,
Dickens comes close to suggesting that marriage is nothing more than
legalized prostitution.

Had Edith gone through with the adultery--as Dickens originally
intended--then the identification with Alice, her lower-class twin, would
have been complete, both women having been mistresses of the same man.
Even without this consummation, the implications of Dickens's narrative
are clear. Sex erases class differences by blurring hereditary lines,
turning prince and pauper into kin, and creating a fluidity between

seemingly rig.d divisions of society.



Yet there are differences. In a crucial scene, the two mother-daugnter
pairs come together on the beach at Brighton. It is a public arena,
reminiscent of the similar s-ene at the railway station where Dombey
encounters Toodie. The classes mix freely in the open air, rubbing
democratically against one another, and partaking equally of the natural
scene. Nevertheless they are not equal. Dickens stresses the similarities
between the two mothers and daughters, but he does so over an exciiange
of money. Mrs. Brown--Alice’s mother--begs money of Mrs. Skewton--
Edith's mother. Mrs. Skewton recognizes in Mrs Brown another “good
mother,” just like herself, and is inclined to be generous. Thus the
essential similarity between the mothers and daughters is simultaneously
stressed and undermined. Nature and blood may unite these mother-
daughier pairs, but money and class divide them. For all the leveling
effects inherent in consanguinity, man-made social distinctions still
differentiate between those who dispense largess and those who must beg
for it. The injustice of this is articulated by Good Mrs. Brown when her
daughter Alice falls i1l with the wasting disease that is the frequent fate

of fallen women in Victorian fiction:

‘... If you could have seen my gal, as | have seen her once,
side by side with tne other’s daughter, you'd have seen, for
all the difference of dress and life, that they were like each
other. Oh! is the likeness gone, and is it my gal--only my
gal--that's to change so!

'...What have | done, |, what have | done worse than her,
that only my gal is to lie there fading!' (DS, 921)
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Alice is a failen woman and this marks her as no different in essence

from a prostitute, although the novel never shows her in any illicit

dealings with men. As far as the plot of Dombey and Son is concerned,
Alice seems to be guilty of nothing more than the sexual lapse with
Carker. She is transported for robbery, not prostitution. The ambiguity of
Alice's position refiects the fact that middie-class Victorians did not
distinguish between the niceties of sexual 1apse and sexual sale--aithough
among prostitutes themselves there was a rigid hierarchy which mimicked
the social distinctions of the larger society.26 The loss of chastity alone
was considered sufficient to label a woman a prostitute The Victorian
statistician Hemyng had no compunction about decreeing that, “literally
every woman who yields to her passions and loses her virtue is a
prostitute.”?? Women who ventured out on the streets had to move
briskly, as if they were about their business. Loitering without obvious
errand was seen as unnatural, since female activity was centered indoors.
Wandering about came to be perceived as a sign of doubtful morality.28

The lack of gradation encompassed by the Victorian term "fallen

26 Writing tn 1858, Dr Williem Acton noted that the world of prostitution represented a
microcosm of society at lerge. “Prostitutes maintsin their notions of caste and quality with all
the pertinacity of their betters. The greatest amount of income procursble, with the lesest
amount of exertion is with them, as with society, the grend gauge of poesition. ” Quoted in Marcus,
The Other Victorians (New Yark: Basic Books, 1966),7. In Reeding for the Plot, Peter Brooks
lists similar attitudes and gradetions among French prostitutes, 157-8.

27 Quoted in Inghem, 41.

28 Francoise Barret-Ducroque attributes this to the gredual withdrews! of middle-class
women from active life which started in the eighteenth century and ended with the virtual
seclusion of middie-cless women in the nineteenth. See Barret-Ducroque, 10. For more on the

immorality of street life for women, see Catherine Gellagher “ The Body Yersus the Social Body
in Malthus and Mayhew ,” 101.
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woman” suits Dickens admirably in this novel, since it permits his
equation of the marriage market with the morality of sex for sale.
Nineteenth-century European writers seem to have been fascinated with
the figure of the prostitute. The thematic territory she occupies tends to
vacillate between notions of degradation and redemption on the one hand,
and a kind of reductionist levelling on the other, in which all men of all
classes are tmplicated in her activities. Peter Brooks writes that the
prostitute speculates on the /ib/ao universalis, “on the capacity to make
every man to succumb to his erotic needs.”29 In this speculation all men
are reduced to their sexual essence and all women to manipulators and
exploiters of that essence.

it is this levelling tendency in prostitution which interests Dickens

in Dombey_and Son. (In Oliver Twist, on the other hand, it is Nancy's

potential as a figure of redemption that he stresses.) In Dombey and Son,

the figure of the prostitute, split in two between the tow-ctass Alice and
the aristocratic Edith, is, like death, a unifying symbol. But by suggesting
that Alice, the fallen woman, is a prostitute, and that Edith, the married
woman, is prostituted through her marriages, Dickens comes close to
implying that all women sell themselves and that prostitution itself is not
merely a female business but a female family business, passed on from
mother to daughter, and not much different from the mercantile dynasty of
a Dombey and Son. This impression is reinforced by the fact that Alice's
putative customers are nowhere to be seen. We must take her deaiings

with them on faith. But we do see her mother in action, just as we see

29 See Brooks, 157.
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Edith's. Prostitutton, as it is presented in Dombey and Son, means not only

that women's bodies are for sale, but that it is their mothers who do the
selling. Little wonder that Dickens refers to the two mothers as
"distorted shadows” of one another, even though they are not blood
relations (DS, 662).

The personal histories of Alice and Edith's mothers suggest that in
their youths they were similar to their daughters--beautiful, proud, and
the playthings of men. Mrs. Skewton exploited her 1ooks and married well-
-albeit into a family with more blood than money. Mrs. Brown, being a
"fresh country wench® was the inamorata of Mrs. Skewton's brother-in-
law. The same sexual pattern is repeated with the daughters. It is the
pattern of exact repetition from one generation to the next, which is so
typical of Dickens's presentation of hereditary relationships, especially
those of women.

In Dombey and Son, this female genealogy occurs in two opposing
patterns. Firstly, in the form of the degenerate seed which passes from
panderer mothers to prostituted daughters; and secondly, in the negation
of that pattern, when the angelic Florence inherits her virtuous nature
from her mother and then passes it on to her daughter. The fact that Polly
and Florence are fertile underscores Dickens's redemptive message. The
bad seed which was passed on to Alice and Edith will die with them; the
maternal solicitude of a Polly Toodle and the inherited grace of a Florence
Dombey will be passed on to future generations. (The fact that both Edith
and Alice are barren is another indication of their linked association to

prostitution. The Victorians believed that prostitutes were infertile--a



belief which dates back to the Middle Ages.30)

iii) A Tale of Two Cities: The Sins of the Fathers

A Tale of Two Cities represents Dickens's most extensive fictional

portrayal of the "sins of the fathers®™ as a genealogical motif. Like all

models based on the biblical notion of hereditary taint, A Taie of Two

Cities is vitally concerned with the manner in which the past infringes on

the present. This is made most explicit in the novel's “embedded
narrative,” i. e., the seminal episode out of which grow the complications
of the plot.3! There we learn for the first time the extent to which the
Tale’s several thematic strands are interwoven.

The genesis for the novei’s present action occuired some thirty years
earlier, when the young Dr. Manette waz called to treat a young peasant
woman who had been abused and assaulted by the St. Evrémonde brothers.
The brothers had also killed her husband and mortally wounded her brother,
with the result that by the time Dr. Manette arrives, the peasant woman

has become half-crazed and repeats computsively, "my husband, my father,

30 see Lequeur, 232.
31 The term is Dianne Sadoff’s in Monsters of Affection, 13.
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and my brother,” then counts up to twelve. This mad scene symbolizes in
highly dramatic form the fatz of France itself as a country violated and
despoiled for which time is rapidly running out. (A similar analogy
between private acts and public conseguences is made more explicitly
earlier in the novel when Dickens draws the paraliel between the Marquis
de St. Evrémonde’s swallowing his chocolate and swallowing France (TTC,
134).)

The young peasant woman's repeated evocation of her husband, her
father anc her brother echoes Lucie Manette’s appeal at the height of the
Terror to Mme. Defarge: "0 sister-woman, think of me. As a wife and
mother!”™ (TTC, 297). These recurring allusions to the bonds of kinship are
thematically connected to the theme of dismemberment in the novel,
which constitutes a subtext to the revolutionary motif. Evil in the Tale is
defined as an assault or the integrity of hereditary bonds. The same
monster which decapitates the aristocracy during the revolution, and tears
the peasantry limb from 1imb before the revolution, accosts as well the
ties of kinship, dismembering human families as well as human bodies.

The abuses of power in A Tale of Two Cities are therefore portrayed as

violations against the notion of integrity--the integrity of the family and
the integrity of the body.

Dr. Manette is imprisoned by the St. Evrémonde brothers when he
denounces them in a letter to the minister. While in the Bastille, he
writes another letter detailing the brothers’ crimes and cursing "their
descendants to the 1ast of their race” (TTC, 361). This same prison letter,

produced nearly thirty years later during the heiglit of the revolution will
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serve to condemn Charles Darnay, the descendent of the St. Evrémondes,
who has since become Dr. Manette's son-in-taw, husband of his daughter
Lucie and father of his grandchild, alse called Lucie. Thus Dr. Manette’s
curse of the descendents ¢f the St. Evrémondes to the last of their race
rebounds onto his own family, implicating the innocent in the fate of the
guilty.

This is not the only consequence of the imbedded narrative: Mme.
Defarge, the woman who personifies the blood-lust of the revolution--and
whose best-friend and double is known as La Vengeance--turns out to be
the younger sister of the same raped peasan* woman who was treated by
Dr. Manette. There is thus an ambiguity injected into our perception of
Mme. Defarge, who is otherwise presented as a figure of mindless evil and
raving savagery. Knowiedge of her kinship to the young brother and sister
who were so cruelly victimized by the aristocratic St. Evrémondes softens
our opinion of her. Her blood-lust is explained if not excused, and our full-
hearted condemnation of her receives a check. This kind of ambiguity--in
this case, an ambiguity tied directly to our own perceptions of the

obligations nf kinship--exists everywhere in the plot of A Tale of Two

Cities, complicating our perceptions of the revolutionary masses and
arresting any impulse we may have to commiserate with one class or the
other.

The type of embedded narrative which Dickens employs in the novel
owes a debt to the biological notion of preformation. Preformation argued

that all future generations were present at the creation, and that each
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individual carried witivin him or herself the germs of all future
descendents. These descendents already existed fully formed but in
miniature in the germ, waiting only for a trigger to make them grow.
Preformation therefore attributes inevitability to the processes of nature;

it is the nereditary equivalent of fate. Dickens alludes to this form of

embedded destiny throughout A Tale of Two Cities. The most startling
example occurs in the introductory chapter, which describes the execution
of a youth sentenced to have his hands cut off, his tongue torn out with
pincers, and his body burned alive, for failing to kneel in the rain before a
procession of monks. The narrator then goes on to tie this act of legalized

savagery to future events:

it is likely enough that, rooted in the woods of France and
Norway, there were growing trees, when that sufferer was
put to death, already marked by the Woodman, Fate, to come
down and be sawn into boards, to make a2 certain movable
framework with a sack and a knife in it, terrible in history.
It is likely enough that in the rough outhouses of some
tillers of the heavy lands adjacent to Paris, there were
sheltered from the weather that very day, rude carts,
bespattered with rustic mire. . .which the farmer Death had
already set apart to be his tumbrils of the Revolution. (TTC,
36)

The seeming dissociation between the execution of the youth and the
pastorai innocence of trees growing in the forest or farm carts sheltering
from the weather, is shown to be iliusory. The forces of history link them
all. The trees that grow today will turn into the instruments of torture
and retribution tomorrow, avenging the death of the youth, whose
dismemberment is an affront against the integrity of Nature. The passage

1S a perfect example of embedded destiny--the invisible workings of fate,



obscured by the apparently random events of history, will eventually make
clear their design. The future exists in the womb of the past and oniy
awaits the fullness of time to bring it to fruition. Or, as Dickens puts it,
“that v.oodman [Fate] and that sarmer [Death]. . .work silently, and no one
heard them a3 they went about with muffied tread” (TTC, 36).

This emphasis on the future encapsulated in the past is closely atlied
to the theme of resurrection, which is one of the novel’s major motifs.
Dickens himself calls attention to the importance of this theme when he
entitles the first section of the novel “Recalled to Life.” Subsequent
allusions to resurrection are scattered throughout the text. These include
such disparate matters as Dr. Manette's return to life after eighteen years
of imprisonment, and the occupation of the Crunchers, father and son, who
work as resurrectionists, or grave-robbers, unearthing the dead to sell
their bodies to science. Several characters in the novel try to present
themselves as dead when they are in fact very much alive--Roger Cly, for
instance, the spy Barsad, and the aristocrat Foulon. Sydney Carton intones
*| am the Resurrection and the Life,” just before his execution. More
significantly, he has a vision in his last moments of Lucie's as-yet-
unconceived son, who will bear Carton's name and make it “illustrious.”
Through his namesake, Sydney Carton will 1ive again.

The notion of resurrecticn is tied to that of preformation because
both concepts deny the finality of death. Resurrection suggests that the
dead may live again, preformation confers immortality through the

repetitiveness of generation, with its suggestion that the future is always



the same as the past and awaits only the fullness of time to reproduce a
copy of what has gone before. This notion of the replication of creation, of
things never ending because they never change is connected to that other
great motif of the novel--the double. Within this motif of doubleness lies
Dickens's conception of the historical relationship of the past to the
present as one of revolutionary over-throw in which nothing has changed

but the relative positions of the powerful and the powerless.

The most important pair of doubles in A Tale of Two Cities are Sydney

(=rton and Charles Darnay. Darnay himself is the offspring of doubles,
being the son and nephew of twin brothers. But Darnay is tainted by his
descent from the St. Evrémonde twins, who represent the decadence and
degeneration of the French aristocracy squared. Speaking of his father to
his uncie, Charles Darnay says: “Can | separate my father's twin brother,
joint inheritor, and next successor, from himself?” (TTC, 154). In other
words, the twins are interchangeable, each stands for the other, and
Darnay, in being related to both as son and nephew, is doubly stained by the
family taint.32

Darnay's nature is clearly different from that of his father and
uncle--he takes after neither one. However, the reason for this hereditary
disjunction has nothing to do with self-actualization or free will.
Darnay's rejection of his father and uncie’s way of life, his condemnation
of their treatment of the peasantry is not based on any principled

philosophical dissent. Dickens is not yet ready to discard heredity as a

32 Dienne Sedoff notes thet Cherles Dernay requires a twin to save him from the
consequences of {winship. See Sadoff, 14.
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determining force in human conduct. Darnay's disapproval of his father
and uncle stems from the moral traits which he has inherited from his
mother.

in what is a fairly common pattern for Dickens, the child evades the
consequences of the father’s evil through his or her descent from a saintly

mother. In Dombey and Son, both Fiorence and her brother inherit from

their mother with the result that their natures differ significantly from
that of their father. Little Nell and Little Dorrit also evade the corrupting
influence of flawed fathers and grandiathers through having inherited
from a good mother who is conveniently dead when the novel's action
starts. In ATale of Two ¢ities, Darnay’s mother appears in only one scene,
but it is enough to establish her as a "good, compassionate lady,” who is
unhappy in her marriage to the Marquis of St. Evrémonde. Since she plays
no part in the plot, it is clear that the mother is brought on stage merely
to estabiish her beneficent effect on the emerging personality of her young
son. In fact, it is in order that her son may “prosper in his inheritance”
that this kind wife of the cruel marquis wishes to make restitution to the
remaining sister of the peasant family whom the marquis and his twin
brother have so heartlessiy destroyed. We must therefore understand that
Charles Darnay’s self-sacrificing heroic stand vis-a-vis his aristocratic
patrimony is the result of his moral inheritance from his mother. It is
another instance, albeit a 1ate one, of Dickens's belief in the inheritance
of goodness.

But if Charles Darnay is the nominal here of A Tale of Two Cities, he




is nevertheless a hero under constant judicial threat. He is presented as a
man of upstanding moral character, forever acting on the best of motives;
he is both altruistic and brave. Yet he is constantly being accused of
transgression and brought before the courts of two countries. Darnay is
accused of treason in England, and he is accused of treason in France. All
told, he is brought before tribunals three times during the course of the
novel, once in Engiand, twice in France. And in both England and France, his
father-in-law is the primary witness against him.

Darnay’s guilt is typical of inherited taint, which has no reference to
individual actions, but defines the transgressor as a member of a
particular bloodline and the guiit which attaches to him as the collective
guilt of his tribe and therefore indicative of primordial sin. The concept
of the sins of the fathers draws attention to notions of genealogy, and
equates birthright with moral stain. Inherited guilt thus plays itself out

as the guilt of a race--in the case of A Tale of Two Cities, that race is the

aristocracy. (The application of the word “race” to the aristocracy is
Dickens's.)

Because inherited taint defines guilt collectively, it turns innocence
on its head, fudging all moral distinctions and undermining the concept of
justice. This upside-down effect extends even to those who testify
against the accused. Thus, no matter how unwilling @ witness Darnay's
father-in-law 1is, he is nevertheless forced into the position of a
vindictive father-figure condemning the son for faults which are not

his.33 Dickens's handling of the guilt motif in A Tale of Two Cities

33 Dianne Sedoff suggests that Dr. Manette returns from the dead, not only because he fs
recalled by his deughter, but narratively end structurally to punish his son-in-lew Cherles



anticipates his preoccupation with the same theme in his next novel,
Great Expectations. It also anticipates Kafka's rendering of the all-
pervasive guilt of the innocent in Ti.2 Trial. Kafka's Joseph K is defined as

culpable by virtue of having been accused. Darnay's guilt in A Tale of Two

Cities is exactly of this metaphysical type; it is tied to no deed, it is all-
pervasive, it cannot be disproved. Darnay is tainted by what he is, not
what he does--he is tainted by his essence.

Unlike Joseph K., however, Darnay has a saviour. His guilt by
inheritance finds its counterpart in Sydney Carton’s guilt by action.
Carton is a debauched lawyer who has squandered his promise. He drinks
too much, is morally lax, careless of his own betterment, and generally
full of self-hatred. It must be said, however, that Dickens is so
unconvincing in his delineation of Cartcn's moral flaws that it is not easy
to know how exactly he has sinned beyond the minor vices listed above.
We must take his guilt on faith. What is important is that these lapses are
his own doing and not attributable to any suspect inheritance.

Carton is Darnay's alter ego. In A Tale of Two Cities Dickens

reverses the negative connotations which attached to the alter-ego
cousins in Dombey and Son, who parceled out the degeneracy of the upper
and lower classes between them. In the Tale, the relationship of the
doubles is redemptive--doubling disarms the contagion of genealogical
taint. Only the existence of his alter-ego can rescue Charles Darnay from
the doom of his inheritance. The man whose actions have defined him as

guilty takes the place of the man whose blond has defined him so. In this

Darnay for the sins of his father. See Sedoff, 32.
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way, the moral universe is righted again--the guilty are punished, the
innocent set free. Or is it the opposite? By sacrificing his life, a Christ~
like act, Carton proves both his nobility and his superiority to the ordinary
run of men. Perhaps then, it is the innocent who die under the knife and
the guilty who are set free? The conundrum cannot be resolved because
the two men, Carton and Darnay, are reaily more like two halves of the
same individual. They are essentially substitutes for one another.

Carton and Darnay are physically so much alike that they may be
mistaken for one another. In fact, they look tike twins, even though they
are not related--the resemblance is a coincidence. Thus, in the Tale,
Dickens takes his universalizing metaphor a step beyond consanguinity. It
is not remarkable that brothers should resemble each other, but when two
men who are not brothers look as if they were, then the notion of
consanguinity is lifted clear from the constraints of heredity and the
definition of brotherhood is no longer limited to blood-kin. Darnay and
Carton’s uncanny physical resemblance aliudes to what is common in the
human condition. What is more, the fact that the two men’s physical
resemblance suggests consanguinity where none actually exists expands
the fraternal metaphor to include other sets of doubles in the novel,
including the two cities of the title.

Universal brotherhood--one of the rallying cries of the French
Revolution--is not the only thing Dickens is after in portraying Carton and
Darnay as doubles. The two men also represent opposites. Here, for

instance, is Sydney Carton pondering his attitude towards Charles Darnay,
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just after the first trial in London when Darnay has been acquitted of
treason because of his resemblance to Carton. Significantly, Carton is

looking in the mirror while he ruminates:

‘Do you particularly like the man?' he muttered, at his
own image. ‘Why should you particularly like a man who
resembles you? There is nothing in you to like, you know
that. . . . A good reason for taking to a man, that he shows
you what you have fallen away from, and what you might
have been! Change places with him, and would you have been
looked at by those blue eyes as he was, and commiserated by
that agitated face as he was? Come on, and have it out in
plain words! You hate the feliow.” (TTC, 116).

Technically, the purpose of this scene is to prepare the ground for the
eventual substitution of one double for the other, which will mark the
climax of the plot. Carton is in love with Lucie who is in love with Darnay.
it is for the sake of her love that Carton will take Darnay’s place on the
guillotine--thereby committing the ultimate sacrifice. But there is more
going on here than this. While the passage foreshadows future events, it
also delineates the thematic relationship between the doubles. Carton and
Darnay are simultaneously alike and different. Carton’s vacillating
between love and hatred for his look-alike suggests the kind of
polarization which Dickens uses to define most of the dualities in this
novel--the relationship of twinship is presented as one of opposites which
are essentially the same. The differences between Darnay and Carton are
given the same weight as the resembiances, and this form of oppositional
balance between doubles is reflected inh the construction of the novel as a
whole.

In fact, the concept of doubling infects every leve! of the narrative,



from its structure, to its theme, to its language.34 The famous opening
passage introduces the antipodal motif: “It was the best of times, it was
the worst of time, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness.
.. (TTC, 35), and so on through an entire paragraph full of similar
polarities. The doubling continues into the political sphere described by
the next paragraph: The monarchs of England and France both have large
jaws, but the complexions of their wives aiffer. More ominously, the year
is 1775 and revolution is about to shake both countries, which are
personified as “sisters.” England will get its taste of violent upheaval
from the American colonists; France from its own citizens. From this
opening of implied consanguinity between the countries of England and
France, Dickens goes on to develope his dualities in terms of their
respective capital cities.

London could easily stand for Paris. The two cities exist in the same
kind of relationship to one another as do Carton and Darnpay, their
representatives. The differences only serve to underline the resemblance.
The appalling punishment meted out to a traitor in London is the exact
counterpart of that meted out to a parricide in France.3® There is no
distinction between the barbarity of one country’'s laws and that of the
other. The description of the crowd watching Darnay’s trial in London and

mentatly picturing him being hanged, beheaded and quartered is the exact

34 For 8 more psychological reading of what he calls " splitting” in A Tele of Two Cities, see
Albert D. Hutter, " Nation and Generation in A Tele of Two Cities,” PMLA, 93, 2 (May, 1978),
455-458. The discussion of duality in Dickens has been & critical staple going back to Edmund
Wilsen's clessic study in_The Wound and the Bow (New York: Farrer, Straus, Giroux, 1978)
called " Dickens: The Two Scrooges.” Wilson noted thet Dickens alwsys supplied a good end a bad
version of every character, often within the same novel. See Wilson, S2.

33 See Bk 2, chapters 2 and 15 for & comparison of the gory details.




counterpart of the crowd lusting for his blood in Paris. A Tale of Two

Cities presents the alter ego as a trope for the essential similarity of all
things, even those which appear as contrasts.

And this in turn has ramifications for the presentation of class in the
novel. The viciousness of the French aristocrats was no different, finally,
from the viciousness of the revolutionaries. When it comes to violence
and barbarity, each group may stand for the other. The point IS under-
scored when Carton thinks of "the long ranks of the new oppressors who
have risen on the destruction of the old” (TTC, 404). The only difference
between the aristocracy and the lower classes lies in the dynamics of
power, who wields it and against whom.

Albert Hutter suggests that this reversal extends equally to the role
of women in the novel. The revolution not only up-ends the roies of the
upper and lower classes, but aiso reverses the sexual dynamics implied by
the rape of the young peasant woman. Female subservience becomes the
murderous dominance of women. Thus the assumed passivity of Victorian
women is equated with the subservience of the lower classes, and
reversed during the upheaval of revolution.36

What the revolution accomplishes is merely a substitution, a roli-
over, an exchange of places. Dickens sees the new revolutionary elite as
no different in essence from their predecessors. The substitution of one
dominant class for another has had about as much impact on the ways of
the world as the substitution of a Carton for a Darnay.

In fact, the novel's iInsistence on the similarities inherent in

36 Hutter, 457.
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doubleness undercuts what Dickens clearly intended as a moving act of
redemption and self-sacrifice. Carton's martyrdom is no more than a
noble gesture stripped of consequence; it does not matter, either
historically or in terms of the novel. It has no resonance beyond itself,
because the thematic thrust of the narrative suggests that even sacrifices
such as Carton’s will not stop the hand of the executioner, quell the frenzy
of the crowd, or wipe human folly off the face of the earth. And it does
not matter because Charles Darnay, who is another form of Carton himself,
will go on living, and Darnay's son and grandson will be named after Carton
and therefore, in a sense, be Carton--as if any more evidence were needed
that the two men are substitutes for one another--and in this way Carton
will go on 1iving.37 The use Dickens makes of doubles in this novel, the
emphasis on the motif of resurrection, deprives individual actions of
meaning and effect.

If Dickens's conservatism shows itself in anything, it shows itself in
this--that his method of extracting comfort from the horrors of the
revolution is to insist on the underlying immutability of change, anchoring
his belief in the repetitive nature of generation. The one thing which
Dickens is loath to acknowledge in this novel is that change can make a

difference. When the issue is class struggle, the comforting philosophy of

37 1n his 1859 prefece 1o A Tale of Two Cities, Dickens wrote that he got the idea for the
novel from The Frozen Deep, the piay which he co-wrote with Wilkie Collins. In that play, the
hero sacrifices his life to save the future husband of the women he loves. However, Alber{
Hutter suggests an alternative source for Carion’s actions. This was the incident, recounted in
Carlyle’s The French Revotution--a book which Dickens used es his source for A Tale of Two
Cities--1in which Genera) Loiseroilles died in place of his son at the guillatine. Carlyle suggested
that the father had secrificed himself in order to ensure thal the son might live and grow.
Carton’s assumption that he will live on in his namesakes implies 8 similar idea and furthers
the novel's thematic concern with resurrection end regeneration. See Hutter, 460 N14.




preformation--which encompasses the idea that history repeats itself--
stands in opposition to the notion that each historical event is unigue and
therefore capable of affecting the future in such a way that it will never

resemble the past.

iv) Heredity and Race:

The complicated pattern of descent from twin brothers in A _Tale of
Two Cities causes a curse to fall on the aristocratic descendents of the
St. Evrémondes. This begets a piot that confounds genealogy with class,
and appears to justify Dickens in his persistent reference to the
aristocracy as a race.58 Nevertheless, the classification is startling to
twentieth-century eyes. We would designate the aristocracy as a class,
and define both upper and lower-class Frenchmen as members of the same
race. The difference, tous, is crucial. Race is a hereditary classification,
class is a social one.

But Dickens's use of the varm “race” reverts to its older meaning of a
limited group of people descended from a common ancestor (OED), thus a

hereditary aristocracy may be a race3® And, in keeping with the

38 see especially Bk. 3, Ch. 10 " The Substance of & Shidow.”

39 The term “race” originally meant & group of persons, animels or plants connected by
common descent, making it a synonym for “stock,” “house,” "family,” or “kindred” (QED).
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generalizing tendency of the Tale, the curse of the St. Evrémondes is the
curse of an entire class as represented by one family. Nevertheless, the
confusion of the terms in this novel suggests that for the Victorians the
distinction between race and class was not cut and diried, and that the
categories tended to spill over one another.i® In a society where the
class structure was rigid and movement up the ladder difficult, it is not
surprising that class too might be deemed a hereditary category. Certainly
Oliver Twist belongs to the middle class by virtue of his heredity rather
than by virtue of his upbringing. At the same time, a fall below one’s
station was fraught with implications of deracination--witness the young
Dickens's traumatized reaction to being sent o work in Warren'’s blacking
factory among those whom he considered his social inferiors.

Dickens's early novels tend to assume a hereditary basis to social
station, and this is reinforced by the fact that Dickens's characters
usually marry within their own class. Sexual congress between different

classes in the novels may result in illegitimate offspring, but not in

matrimonial alliances. Dombey and Son presents the first exception to
this rule, when the dim-witted upper-class Mr. Toots marries Florence
Dombey's sharp-tongued lady's maid, Susan Nipper. A still more striking

exampie of social miscegenation occurs in Qur Mutual Friend, when Eugene

However, it alsc has a general application to all peaple of a particular kind, clessified according
to certain physical, cultural or ethnic ettributes--the races which make up the human rece.
For more on the history of the term ‘rece’ and especially the confusions of the nineleenth
century, see Raymond Williams, Keywords (London: Fontsna Press, 1983), 248-250.

40 Giltian Beer hes sugaested that for meny Yictorien writers the fescinstion with race was
essentially a fascineticn with cless, since both calegories raise similer questions of descent,
geneslogy, mobility, the possibility of development end {ransformation. Beer, 202.
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wraybrun marries Lizzie Hexam.

Given this confusion between race and class, how does Dickens treat
actual racial issues in his novels, and how is this expressed in hereditary
terms? Here it is necessary to draw a distinction. Dickens's racial types
fall into two categories. The first of these consists of the dark-skinned
peoplas of India and Africa, those who have been colonized and those who
have been enslaved. The second category comprises the ethnic and national
groups of Europe~-the French, the gypsies, the Jews.

Indians and Africans tend to be linked in the novels as essentially
representing the same kind of people and the same kind of problem. The

extent of their interchangeability can be seen in Our Mutual Friend when

Mr. Venus, the taxidermist, while showing off his collection of specimens,
points to “Preserved Indian baby. African ditto™ (OMF, 126)). Indians and
Africans occupy a sphere of significance in the novels which lies outside
the domain of heredity. They are ideological constructs designed to
transmit Dickens's feelings about slavery or about the abuses of
imperialism. Dickens does not define them in racial terms so much as he
defines them in political terms--that is, the importance of dark-skinned
pecple to his narratives lies in the extent to which they throw into relief
the actions of whites. The hest example of this is Major Bagstock's
servant, known generically as the Native, who lives in a constant “rainy
season” of blows and is the unceasing butt of the Major's abuse. Yet the
miseries of the Native are presented comically. Dickens is more intent on

eliciting our contempt for the major than he is in arousing our sympathy
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for his servant. 41
Dickens's attitude towards issues of race is extremely complex. On

the one hand, he consistently attacked slavery throughout his career and

his pertrait of the Native in Dombey and Son suggests that he had an
imaginative grasp of the sufferings of subject people under colonialism.
On the other hand, he was capable of the most ealreme reactions to
oppressed peoples who did not know their place. His reaction to the indian
Mutiny of 1857 was to call for the extermination of the entire Indian
race.%2 Angus Wilson suggests that this event marked the turning point
in Dickens's thinking on the subject, and that he afterwards came to
believe that the white race must dominate and order the world of the
blacks and the browns.43

But four years before the Indian Mutiny, in 1853, Dickens had

published an essay in Household Words, called " The Noble Savage” in which

he ridiculed black Africans: *| call him a savage, and a savage is
something highly desirable to be civilised off the face of this earth. . He
is a savage--cruel, false, thievish, murderous; addicted more or less to
grease, entrails, and beastly customs. . .”%4 This, taken in conjunction
with Dickens's support of Governor Eyre's vicious suppression of a black

riot in Jamaica in 1865 seems to justify Lillian Nayder's charge of

4lpgtricia Marks suggests that the Msjor's treatment of his servant mey be resd 8s a
representation in miniature of the British Empire's reletionship to her labourers, both foreign
snd domestic. See Marks, 17-18.

42 gee Lillian Neyder, "Class Consciousness end the indian Mutiny in Dickens's " The
Perils of Certain English Prisuners,” Studtes in English Literature 32 ( 1992), 694.

43 Angus Wilson, " Introduction,” The Mystery Edwin Drood (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1974), 25

44 qupted in Smith, 80.



racism.45

Dickens's most consistent ideological position on the subject of
colonized races in the novels is his insistence that conditions among the
poor and disenfranchised at home warrant more attention than
romanticized do-gooding among the wretched abroad. He sounds this

theme very early in his career. In The Pickwick Papers, he takes aim at

the God-fearing citizens of the borough of Muggleton who present “no
fewer than one thousand four hundred and twenty petitions against the
continuance of negro slavery abrnad, and an equal number against any
interference with the tactory system at home” (PP, 161).

The same point is made most forcefully in Bleak House, where Mrs,
Jellyby, who can see "nothing nearer than Africa,” negiects her own
children while worrying about the blacks in Borrioboola-Gha. The equation
of the two follies--that of protesting the conditions of subject races, and
that of neglecting the conditions of subject classes, illustrates again the
extent to which issues of class and race were linked in Dickens’s mind.

The primary target of Dickens’s satire in these instances is an
attitude of woolly romanticism which attaches itself without much
comprehension or genuine emotion to the exotic malaises of fe ~away
peoples. In Bleak House Skimpole ruminates on the fate of the black slaves
on American plantations: | dare say theirs is an unpleasant eXperience on
the whole; but they people the landscape for me, they give it a poetry for
me, and perhaps that is one of the pleasanter objects of their existence”
(BH, 307). Similarly, in Martin Chuzzlewit, Mrs. Lupin sorrows over Mark

45 Neyder, 694,




Tapley's departure for America, \vhere she is certain that he languishes in
jail for having helped "some miserable black”™ to escape. Cries Mrs. Lupin,
"Why didn’t he go to some of those countries where the savages eat each
other fairly and give an equal chance to every one?" (MC, 731). The sting
of this particular barb is aimed as much at America and its democratic
ideals as it is at the well-intentioned confusions of the speaker. At the
same time it makes sport of one of Dickens's favourite fantasies of
horror--the idea of cannibalism.*6 For the Victorians, a horrified
fascination with cannibalism served as a trope for the dangers of

imperialism, fllustrating the dark fears of thosc who would subdue the
Dark Continent.

In David Copperfield, Dickens presents Julia Mills, Dora's highly
romantic girlfriend, who at the advanced age of twenty compares her life
to the Desert of Sahara, because she has suffered a disappointment in love.
Julia goes off to India and when she returns, it is as a married woman
with a black man to carry cards and letters to her on a golden salver, &nd a
copper-coloured woman to wait on her in her dressing-room. Julia, we are
Informed, has now become the Desert of S-nara (DC, 948), her earlier
romanticism having given way to the worship of money. Money under-
scores the real value of exotic countries and their inhabitants--they exist
to be exploited. Whether that exploitation takes the form of the romantic
fantasies of young girls, or the crass commercialism of imperial powers

makes very little difference.

96 For more on Dickens's fascination with the subject of cannibalism, see the first section
of Harry Stonc, The Night Side of Dickens: Cannibalism, Passion, Necessity.
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Julia's black man and copper-coloured woman represent the
importation of colonial resources to England. In David Copperfield this
importation is balanced by another scene which depicts the export of
English emigrants to Australia. The emigrants are depicted as "bodily
carrying out soil of England on their boots. . .taking away samples of soot
and smoke upon their skins” (DC, 882). In this way England becomes tne
center of the world, importing other races to work as its servants,
exporting its underciass of ploughmen, smiths, and prostitutes to people
the colonies and continue the work of exploitation. It is another link

hetween class and race.

With the exception of the Native in Dombey and Son, colonized peoples

make only the briefest appearances in Dickens's fiction. His depiction of
European ethnic minorities, on the other hand, is far more extensive, and
far more liable to mix issues of race with those of heredity. The most
prominent minority group in the novels are the Jews, and towards them
Dickens’s approach is frankly racial. He makes this explicit in his reply to
Mrs. Eliza Davis, a Jewish woman, who had written to complain that
Dickens's portrayal of Fagin encouraged "a& vile prejudice against the

despised Hebrew":

.. Fagin] is called ‘The Jew,' not because of his religion,
but because of his race. If | were to write a story in which |
pursued a Frenchman or a Spaniard as ‘the Roman Catholic,’ |
should do a very indecent and unjustifiable thing; but | make
mention of Fagin as the Jew because he is one of the Jewish
people, and because it conveys that kind of idea of him,
which | should give my readers of a Chinaman by calling him
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a Chinese. 47
Dickens's response is interesting for its formulation of what was

undoudtedly the correct liberal attitude of the time, namely, that it is
acceptable to caricature racial and national types, but not their religions.
Dickens's attitude towarc the Jews may be summed up by a quote from

one of Flora Finching’s many unpunctuated monologues in Little Dorrit:.

"...If you don't like either cold fowl or hot boiled ham which
many people don’t | dare say besides Jews and theirs are
scruples of conscience which we must all respect though |
must say | wish they had them equally strong when they sell
us false articles for real that certainly ain't worth the
money | shall be quite vexed'. . . (LD, 328).

in other words, the religious habits of the Jews must be respected, but
that does not mean that their racial shortcomings shouid be excused.

Since Dickens's method of characterization was always inclined
towards typing, it is clear that he could not resist appropriating the
qualities of the villainous stage Jew for his portrayal of Fagin.4® His
answer to Mrs. Davis is, in effect, a justification of this practice, as well
as a reminder that he has treated the Jewish religion with respect, and
should therefore be absolved from blame.

It is possible to read into Oliver Twist the suggestion that Fagin's

villainy is the result of his having fallen away from his faith. This would

47 Quoted in Neman, The Jew in the Victorien Novel (New York: AMS Press, 1980), 60.
For more on Mrs. Davis's letter and its effect on Dickens’s conception of Qur Mutus! Friend, see
Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and Triumph, vel. 2 (New York: Simon and
Shuster, 1952), 1010-12. The seminsi study of Dickens’s treatment of the Jews in his fiction
is Herry Stone’s " Dickens and the Jews,"” Yictorisn Studies 2, No. 3 (March 1959), 223-256.

48 For more on the relationship between the stege-typing of the Jew and the national
slereotype, see Shearer West, " The Constructicn of Racial Type: Caricature, Ethnography, and
Jewish Physiognomy in Fin-de-Siécle Melodrema,” Nineteenth Century Thestre 21, |
(Summer, 1993), 5-37.




273

make him an example of a godless Jew unrestrained by religious scruples.
Certainly Fagin is shown as being contemptuous of Jewish tradition: He
pays no heed to the dietary laws and is first seen toasting sausages; he
turns away with curses the “venerable men of his own persuasion” who
come to pray with him on the night before his execution (0T, 469).
However the theme of the lapsed Jew is very faint in the novel, and does
not quite detract from Dickens's poison-pen delight in Fagin's wickedness.

Throughout the novel Fagin is referred to as The Jew, which makes it
difficult to avoid the conciusion that his viilainy and his Jewishness go
hand-in-hand. But while this designation is clearly racial--and one might
argue, racist~~it is nowhere placed within a hereditary context. This may
seem like a contradiction in terms, since what is racial is perforce
hereditary. But in emphasizing Fagin’s race, Dickens is primarily intent on
exploiting the symbolic ramifications of his Jewishness, rather than his
line of descent. In common with Dickens's other villains, Fagin is
presented as sui generis.

Of Fagin's various symbolic functions within the novel, one of the
most interesting lies in the fact that he holds up a kind of distorting
mirror to some of the key events in the narrative. His membership in the
underworld combined with his racial origin allows him to stand as a
representative of an alternate society, a world turned inside-out, which
refiects back ironically on the doings and undoings of the *normal®™ world.
For instance, Fagin's school for thieves, with its roasting sausages, boys'
games, camaraderie and laughter suggests another--warmer--version of

the cold-blooded orphanage where Oliver was beaten and starved. Fagin is
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determined that Oliver should earn his keep and so trains him to steal
handkerchiefs, but this is no different from the workhouse system which
saw the boy farmed out, first as a chimney-sweep, then as an undertaker’s
apprentice. The underworlid and the "upright” world echo one another, and
it is an open question as to which is worse.

Fagin himsel{ calls everyone “my dear,” a mock genteel form of
address--and, one might add, a feminine form of endearment.49 But while
the "my dear” is clearly intended ironically, it is nevertheless suggestive
of affection; it is the sort of thing a parent might say to a child. Fagin, in
fact, stands as the alternate version of two other father-figures in the
novel, the bumptious and reprehensible Mr. Bumble, and Oliver's genteel
middie-class benefactor, M. Brownlow.

In fact, Terry Eagleton identifies Fagin as one of a long line of "false
fathers” in Dickens's fiction, who are attractive in their roguish
irresponsibility yet dangerous in their fickle desertion of true paternal
duty. Eagleton writes that while Fagin is predatory, he is also "curiously
warm, comic and paternal,” and notes that when first seen by Oliver, I'agin
is frying sausages, and food is always a sign of festive companionship in

Dickens.50 What is more, Fagin is often referred to as “the old

“9 In a long and provocative essay in The New York Review of Books (Oct, 26, 1989),
Garry Wills suggests that Dickens intended Fagin to be a pederast. Accerding to Wills, the
popular enti-Semitism which Dickens essumed in his audience in the 1830s, end which he
shared with it, served him as a cover for Fagin’s homaosexuality, a topic sbout which he could rot
write openly. in support of this theory, Wills notes that in iater life Dickens removed from his
reading text of " Sikes and Nancy" all suggestions that Fagin wes a Jew, and thet he partislly
erased the label “The Jew" from later editions of the novel. Wills, 64. For more on the
excisions of the Jew labei from Oliver Twist, see Stone, " Dickens and the Jews," 251-2.

S0 See Eagleton, “ Introduction,” Hard Times { London: Methuen, 1987), 2.
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gentleman,” thus casting 3 jaundiced shadow over Qliver's own aspirations
for middle-class status, and suggesting that Fagin is the goog Mr.
Brownlow turned inside-out.

When Fagin walks past the fences' shops along the alley leading to
Saffron Hill, we are treated to a description of the neighbourhood which

reflects ironicaily on more ordinary venues of trade:

It is a commercial colony of itself: the emporium of petty
larceny: visited at early morning, and setting-in of dusk, by
stlent merchants, who traffic in dark back-parlours, 2nd
who go as strangely as they come. Here, the clothesman, the
shoe-vamper, and the rag-merchant, display their goods, as
sign-boards to the petty thief; here stores of old iron and
bones, and heaps of mildewy fragments of woollen-stuff and
linen, rust and rot in the grimy cellars. (0T, 235)

Trade is here defined as merely another form of criminal activity.
That most of the inhabitants of this upside-down society are Jews is made
clear by the next sentence which informs us that Fagin “was well known
to the sallow denizens of the lane.” The complexion of Jews in Victorian
fiction is always either “sallow™ or “swarthy.” In fact, a sallow
complexion seems to stand as an indication of Jewishness even when other
signs are lacking.S!

in Saffron Hill, Fagin is conscious that "he was now in his proper
element” (OT, 235). The association of Jews with underworld activity,
especially with the fencing of stoclen goods, had been cemented in the
public mind by the trial of Ikey Solomon, on whom it has generally been
assumed that Dickens modeled Fagin.52 Thus, though Dickens attempted to

suppress the designation of "The Jew” in later editions of Oliver Twist

S1  See Stone, " Dickens and the Jews,” 233.
52 see, smong others, Collins, 262; Nemen, 215-6 NS;



and completely eliminated it from his stage readings, the fact remains
that in writing nis novel Dickens exploited the popular association of
Jewishness with criminal activity as a way of portraying a twice-
marginalized society in which viliainy lurks behind the mask of normaiity.

More than either of the novel’s two other villains--the brutish Sikes
and the degenerate Monks--Fagin represents the force of evil as a
metaphysical construct. In this novel, which features as its hero an
orphaned, illegitimate boy who is the embodiment of grace, Fagin is
equated with the devil, an equation in which his Jewish origin certainly
plays a part: He is repulsively ugly, has the red hair of a Judas, as well as
the requisite hooked nose. When Noah Claypole tries to imitate Fagin's
habit of striking the side of his own nose, he cannot manage the feat,
because Noah's gentile nose is not large enough (OT, 382).

Not content with letting Fagin's physiognomy bespeak his villainy,
Dickens underlines Fagin's repulsiveness Inetaphorically. Fagin is
compared to “some loathsome reptile, engendered in the slime and
darkness through which he moved: crawling forth, by night, in search of
some rich offal for a meal" (OT, 186). In this way, Fagin's very nature is
associated with the forces of darkness; and the forces of darkness are
associated with his Jewishness: "It seemed just the night when it befitted
such a being as the Jew to be abroad” (OT, 186), is how the reptilian
passage begins.

At several points in the narrative Fagin is directly identified with

the devil. "Don’'t you know the devil when he's got a great-coat on?” Sikes
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rhetorically asks his dog (OT, 187). Fagin's being calied “the old
gentleman”® may suggest Oliver's hidden middle-class inheritance on the
one hand, but on the other, it euphemistically evokes Satan. So do Fagin’s
other attributes: He brandishes a toasting fork, steals innocent children,
and leads them into corruption. Sikes even supplies Fagin with a devilish

genealogy:

‘Reminds me of being nabbed by the devil,’ returned
Sikes. 'There never was another man with a face such as
yours, unless it was your father, and | suppose /¢ is
singeing his grizzled red beard by this time, unless you
came straight from the old ‘un without any father at all
betwixt you; which | shouldn’t wonder at, a bit.” (0T, 398)

This is the closest we get to Fagin's family tree, and it is a spurious
tree at that, since it is the product of Bill Sikes's coarse mind.
Nevertheless, the passage does reinforce the notion that Jew and devil are
so similar that thay may stand for one another--or be descended from one
another. But while the portrait of Fagin in Oliver Twist is anti-Semitic in
many of its details, there is a curious omission of genealogical context
which would tie Fagin to his people in such a way as to tar all Jews with
the same brush. The reason for this omission is, as | have suggested in my
earlier chapters, that Dickens tends to see hei edity as 2 positive force. He
does not place his villains within a hereditary framework unless he is

trying to evoke sympathy for them.

By way of comparison, and as an example of just how closely Dickens

associated goodness with heredity, | would like to turn to Dickens's other
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extended portrait of a Jew--that of Riah in Qur Mutual Frieng. 53

Riah is meant to right the wrong which Mrs. Davis accused Dickens of
committing when he created Fagin. Towards this end, Riah is established
as a saintly Jew, the unwilling stooge of a Christian money-lender for
whom he must work as a front. Riah is the only character in Qur Mutual
Eriend whose manner and personality are dictated by his physical and
racial inheritance, a fact which is all the more striking in that he inhabits
a novel in which heredity has been largely discarded as a determining
force in human conduct. Juliet McMaster has called Our Mutyal Friend “a
novel of and about fragments,”4 and it is accordingly peopled by
characters whose 1ink to their genealogical past is fragmentary, or--more
often--non-existent. Riah is unique in being the only one of the novel's
dramatis personae who is consistently tied to a pedigree, so that unlike
Fagin, Riah's raciat charucteristics are set within a hereditary
framework.5®

For example, when Lizzie Hexam and Jenny Wren come to visit Rian,

the narrator informs us that, for them, “perhaps with some 01d instinct of

33 Neither Fagin nor Riah has & Jewish name. Fagin is named after Bob Fagin, a gentile boy
who befriended the young Dickens when he worked et Werren's blacking factory. The neme Righ
is not Hebrew and does not occur in the Bible. Harry Stone suggests thel Dickens devised the
name from such biblical menikers as Urish, Jeremish, Hezekieh, elc. See Stone, " Dickens end
the Jews,” 243, N26.

94 McMester discusses the novel in terms of the Viclorien enxiety that complex

civilizations have 8 tendency to divide and subdivide, degenerating finally into fragments. See
Jutiet McMaster, Dickens the Designer, 193,

S5 There are several father-deughter pairs in Qur Mulusl Friend: Rogue Riderhood and
Plessant; Mr. Dolls and Jenny Wren; Gaffer Hexam and Lizzie Hexam ; Reginald (Rumty) Wilfer
and Bella Wilfer. But | am distinguishing a hereditary relationship from & familial one. With
the exception of Pleesant's swivel eye, inheriled from her father, none of these father -deughter

pairs is presented in terms of physical or emotional cherecteristics passed down from parent {o
child.
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his race, the gentle Jew had spread a carpet” (OMF, 332). The urge to
spread a carpet can hardly be described as a racial instinct. It is in
Dickens's use of such terms as “race” and "instinct” that we sense the
desire to place Riah within a context where his Jewishness may be given a
positive spin. In this case, Riah's gesture betokens a form of oriental
generosity which we are to understand as so endemic to his race that it
has become second-nature, or instinctive. Dickens determinedly
emphasizes the "eastern” quality of Riah’s actions, even though there is no
hint anywhere in the text that Riah is anytning other than an English Jew.
It must therefore be understood that Riah's oriental traits are part of his
racial inheritance, passed down to him in an unbroken line from the
ancient Hebrews.

In fact, when Riah is rirst introduced he is described as "a man who
with a graceful Eastern action of homage bent his head, and stretched out
his hands with the palms downward, as if to deprecate the wrath of a
superior” (OMF, 328). Riah then proceeds to address his boss, Fascination
Fledgeby, as “generous Christian master.”56 In fact, Riah addresses all
non-Jews as "Christian gentieman,” as if Dickens were anxious to

establish religion as constituting the chief difference between Jew and

36 Mrs, Davis, in thanking Dickens for Rieh in & letter dated Nov. 13, 1864, nevertheless
drew his attention to certain anomalies with regard to the charecterization. Among other things,
she suggested that the phrase " generous Christien master” is uncharecteristic of Jews and hat
no Jew would ever say, as Rish does, “They curse me in Jehoveh's name.” Dickens clearly had
not bothered to do much research into Jewish customs and traditions for his portraysl of Riah,
but merely drew on positive stereolypes in much the same way as he hed eerlier drewn on
negative ones for his portrayal of Fagin. His reply to Mrs. Davis admitted es much, " The error
you point out to me had occurred to me. . .But it will do no harm. The peculiarities of dress and
menners are fixed together for the sake of picturesqueness.” Quoled in Naman, 80-1.



non-Jew in this novel. A late scene depicts a Protestant reverend and his
wife being reassured that not only are Jews kind people, but they do not,
as a rule, try to convert unsuspecting Christians to their religion (OMF,
579, 585). (Despite the fact that Riah seems to be intended as a pious
individual, he is never depicted as practicing his religion, and Dickens
seems not to know that an observant Jew would never appear in public
bare-headed, as he has Riah do in the chapter called *Mercury Prompting.”)

Dickens's insistence on the exoticism of Riah and on his orientaiism
are aspects of the Jewish personality that were totally absent from his
portratit of Fagin. Here, too, however, Dickens is drawing on the
conventions of Victorian melodrama. In those nineteenth-century plays
where Jews were shown in a positive light and depicted as adopting
positions of moral rectitude, the Jewish type tended to be construed as
picturesque rather than repeliant.5? The same goes for the following
passage, which betrays its theatrical roots in the stylized description of a
gesture: “[Mr Riah] made a gesture as though he kissed the hem of an
imaginary garment worn by the noble youth before him. It was humbly
done but picturesquely, and was not abasing to the doer” (OMF, 329). The
"excitable"” Jew supplicating Mr Jaggers in Great Expectations similarly
raises Jaggers’ coat to his lips several times (GE, 192).58

This form of submissiveness, which is “not abasing to the doer,”

S7 west, 20.

S8 This wes another “Jewish” gesture which Mrs. Davis called into question in her letter.
See Naman, 81. ThedJew in Oreat Expectations, in addition to using the supplicatory gesture also
speaks with a lisp. This too was a convention tsken from the stage, where it dsted from the
eighteenth century. West, 19, N23. The implication behind the convention was to emphasize
the foreignness of the Jew by differentiating end mocking his ability to spesk the language of the
country.



belies another Victorian assumption concerning conquering and conquered
peoples: Riah i1s described as habitually submissive, a trait encoded in his
blood, and passed down through the generations as a badge of suffering: "It
was characteristic of [Riah’s] habitual submissicn, that he sat down on the
raw dark staircase, as many of his ancestors had probably sat down in
dungeons, taking what befell him as it might befall” (OMF, 480).

Riagh's submissiveness fits in with the broader racial ideology of the
nineteenth century, which characterized “conguering and ruling races” as
fair-skinned, while "vanquished and submissive races have been dark.” The

phrases are from John Beddoe’'s Races of Britain. Beddoe goes on to write:

If anything can be confidently predicated as to the two
principle complexions, it is that the fair goes more usually
with active courage and a roving adventurous disposition,
the dark with patient industry and attachment to local and
family ties--the one with the sanguine, the other with the
melancholic temperament.S9

In accordance with this theory, it was claimed by race theorists that the
swarthy Jewish complexion could be construed as African. The
criminologist Cesare Lombroso suggested that climatic changes might
alter racial characteristics with the result that Caucasian Jews would
possess Negroid features in hot climates.60

Riah’s submission is linked as well to the history of his people as a
vanquished race--vanquished politically and vanquished religiously--and
this sense of inferiority is further underlined by his feminization.

Although he plays the part of protector to two of the novel's heroines,

S9 Quoted in West, 8.
60 See west, 8-9.
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Riah's role is nevertheless defined as feminine. Jenny Wren repeatedly
refers to him as “godmother.” When searching for comfort after her
father's death, she hides her face in the “Jewish skirts.” Rish's habit of
submissiveness adds to the effect of his feminization, which coupled with
his advanced age, is intended to defang the monster, conjuring up
associations of nurture at the same time as it reinforces the impression
of Riah's beneficence. Since, throughout his fiction, Cickens persistently
allocates the quaiities of loyalty, kindness, gentleness, goodness, and
modesty--what Harry Stone calls the “Jewish virtues®l--to his
heroines, often defining these as hereditable characteristics passed down
from mother to daughter, it is no surprise that he seeks to locate Riah
symbolically within just such a sphere of feminine virtue. At the same
time, the feminine aspect of his personality reinforces Rianh's "otherness,”
just as his “otherness” allows Dickens to ascribe feminine qualities to
Riah without appearing to emasculate him. (In this respect, it is
interesting that Daniel Deronda, the eponymous Jewish protagonist of
George Eliot’s novel, is similarly portrayed as harbouring certain feminine
qualities which, nevertheless, do not detract from his masculinity.)

Racial stereotypes, construed now as positives and attributed to
heredity, are everywhere apparent in Dickens's portrayal of Riah. For
instance in the following: *(Fiedgeby’s] grateful servant [Riahj--in whose
race gratitude is deep, strong, and enduring--bowed his head. . . (OMF,
335). Dickens is here designating gratitude as a racial characteristic in

much the same way as earlier in his career he had characterized goodness

61 See Stone, * Dickens and the Jews,” 249.



as hereditary.

The qualities which describe Riah’s essence--gratitude, goodness,
kindness, gentleness--not only locate him within a feminine sphere, but
are made synonymous with his foreignness. Riah's inherent and inherited
orientalism serves the purpose of establishing him as a descendent of the
patriarchs in the Hebrew Bible, thus tapping into the Protestant tradition
of typology which exalted the Old Testament as a preparation for the New.
The association is consciously made several times throughout the course

of Our Mutual Friend. Riah carries himself with the air of a biblical

patriarch; he carries no walking-stick, but "a veritable staff.” He steals
through the streets "in his ancient dress, like the ghost of a departed
Time" (OMF, 465). In fact, he is the embodiment of this departed Time.
Even the cynical Eugene Wraybrun cannot resist the biblical parallel,
calling Riah——-whom he dubs with the biblical name Aaron--"quite a
Shylock, and quite a Patriarch” (OMF, 598). The double sense here evokes
nicely the polarized stereotypes of the Jew which Dickens himself
perpetuated in his creation of the bad Jew Fagin and the good Jew Riah.
Gillian Beer notes that in the nineteenth-century debate about races
the Jews posed a particular difficulty, because they did not comply with
all the characteristics which were ascribed to 'Homo asiaticus.' Most
anomalous of all was the fact that despite being a wandering people, the
Jews representec a stable racial gr(:oup.‘?’2 Paul Broca, for instance,
writing in 1864--Tive years after the publication of Ihe Origin of

3pecies--claimed that the Jewish race “scattered for more than eighteen

62 geer, 202-3.
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centuries in the most gifficult clinates, is everywhere the same now as it
was in Egypt at the time of the Pharachs.”®3 This sweeping statement
attributes to the Jews a position outside history, ascribing to them the
magical property of being immune to change. In this formulation
nineteenth~century Jews are essentially the same as their biblical
forebears, and so carry the dust of the desert with them wherever they go,
even if they happen to be raised in England.

This attempt to suggest the immutable racial characteristics of the
Jew was made possible through an eguation of religion, cuiture and race.
The Hebrew Bible provided a portrait of a people at a particular point in
its history. To the extent that the Jews remained loyal to the observances
outlined in that book, they might be said not to have changed. In this way,
religious beliefs were equated with culture, which in turn was equated
with race. The popular imagination then blended all three categories
together tnto an undifferentiated knot to form the basis of both the
negative and the positive Jewish stereotypes current in nineteenth-
century England. Since the patriarchs and prophets of the Hebrew Bible
tended to be regarded positively by Protestant tradition, it was possible
to shine some of that reflected light on a character like Riah by
associating him with the traditions of the patriarchs. And this in turn
made acceptable the ancmaly of an English Jew beha\}ing in so
determinedly foreign and archaic a manner-.

Dickens significantly locates the negative attitudes towards Jews in

the persons of his villain Fledgeby and of his anti-hero, Eugene Wrayburn.

63 quoted in Beer, 203.
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The latter's habit of genteel contempt betrays the ingrained prejudice of
the English upper classes. When he speaks to Riah, Eugene is insulting and
dismissive: “{f Mr Aaron. . .will be good enough to relinguish his charge to
me, he will be quite free for any engagement he may have at the
Synagogue” (OMF, 464). He insists on calling Riah by the wrong name ". .
because it appears to me Hebraic, expressive, appropriate, and
complimentary. Notwithstanding which strong reasons for its being his
name, it may not be his name” (OMF, 598). But Eugene is sarcastic and
dismissive towards everyone--this is, in fact, his character fiaw, and he
is at his most obnoxious in the interview with the unstable Bradley
Headstone, whom he goads about his class origins. Thus Eugene's
prejudiced contempt is in keeping with his personality and reflects not so
much on Riah as it does on himselif. The same holds true for the despicable
Fledgeby whose inherent nastiness is reason enough to discount his
opinions.

Nevertheless, despite such obvious attempts to educate his readers
away from their anti-Jewish biases, Dickens's narrative method with
regard to Riah plays on both sides of the street at once. Riah embodies his
creator's fascination with doubles. He appears to play the part of ruthless
money-iender and hard-hearted exploiter of those who default on their
debts. He is, in fact, only acting on behalf of his employer, Fascination
Fledgeby, into whose debt he has himself fallen. Thus Riah is outwardly a
Shylock, inwardly a saint, the reverse of the treacherous Victorian stage
Jew whose outward pretense of poverty concealed vast wealth. Riah's

actions have a double meaning, and he plays a double role.
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In this he resembles his non-Jewish counterpart, Mr. Boffin, who
simultaneously plays the part of hard-hearted miser and kindly benefactor.
Yet because he is Jewish, Riah's doubleness verges on duplicity,
suggesting an ambivaience in Dickens's presentation.  Aithough the
conscious intention is to absolve the Jewish money-iender by making him
the stooge for the Christian, the fact remains that Riah's two parts
undermine one another, with the result that Dickens reinforces the
stereotype at the same time as he appears to contradict it.

The anornalous position of the Jew, whether his actions are intended

for good or ill, is in fact expressed by Riah himself:

| reflected that evening, sitting alone in my garden on the
housetop, that | was doing dishonour to my ancient faith and
race. . . In bending my neck to the yoke | was willing to
wear, | bent the unwilling necks of the whole Jewish people.
For it is not, in Christian countries, with the Jews as with
other peoples. . . .They take the worst of us as samples of
the best; they take the lowest of us as presentations of the
highest; and they say " All Jews are alike.” If, doing what |
was content to do here. . .| had been a Christian, | could have
done it compromising no one but my individuai self. But
doing it as a Jew, | couid not choose but compromise the
Jews of all conditions and all countries. It is a little hard
upon us, but it is the truth. | would that all our people
remember itl (OMF, 785).

This 1s a statement of collective responsibility, and it contains
unpleasant echoes of the collective guilt traditionally ascribed to the
Jews as the Killers of Christ. While Dickens’s overt intention here is to
present the difficulties of bairg Jewish in a Christian world, Riah's words

imply that the actions of each individual Jew taint the Jews as a whole.



This defines the individual as being secondary to the group, and the group
itself as being subject to the prejudicial whims of others for its sense of
identity. Riah’s speech here establishes the Jews as tribally and racially
all of a piece, the ill-repute of ¢ne Jew affecting the fate of the others.

This declaration by Riah is a good example of how difficult it was for
even well-meaning nineteenth-century thinkers to conceive of race as
anything but a monolithic category which erased individuality. The
designation of the Jews as “tribal” was a nineteenth-century
commonplace, suggesting as it did the primitive quality of the Jewish
religion and furthering the association of Jews with the dark-skinned
tribes of Africa®? Dickens refers to gypsies too as tribal. In Barnaby
Rudge, he even speaks of the gypsies as trusting to “the God of their tribe”
(BR, 678), which underlines how closely allied to the Jews they were in
his mind.

Such collective designations suggest that heredity, when applied to
race in the nineteenth century, had a homogenizing effect, highlighting the
qualities of permanence and uniformity while scanting those of change and
diversity. As Dickens presents them in both their negative and positive
incarnations, the Jews are not only unchanging, they are also
interchangeable, so that the qualities of one may be generalized to ail.
Dickens cannot conceive of Jews as individuals. They exist in his mind

merely as particles of one collective stereotyped whole.

64 west, 8.



After The Origin: The Last Three Novels

It has been my contention that Dickens's conception of how
personality was formed changed throughout his career, evolving from the
strict determinism of the early novels to a looser model of development in
his middle period, until finally in the last three novels he discards
heredity entirely as a factor in the formation of the self. In this chapter, |
would like to examine the three novels which Dickens wrote after 1859--
the year in which Darwin’s The Origin of Species appeared--to see what
effect Darwin’s book had on Dickens’s understanding of heredity.

Dickens's declining interest in heredity as a way of explaining
personality is an anomaly. In general, the effect of Darwin's theory on
European and American fiction of the late nineteenth century was to
intensify interest in heredity as a literary theme. [n fact, one might
easily argue that hereditary determinism becomes the major philosophical
motif of the latter part of the century. For writers of the Naturalist
School, for Hardy, Wilde, Zola, Ibsen, Strindberg, Dreiser, and others,
hereditary issues become a central and nearly obsessive concern. [t is
clear that this new emphasis was in large part a response to Darwin's
theory of evolution. it is therefore ironic that Dickens’s initial reaction

to Darwin is to blot out heredity altogether from his conception of human



development and to replace it with the formative effects of environment.
Those aspects of evolutionary theory which Dickens does extract from the
Origin reflect a new concern on his part to accommodate external factors
within the developmental pattern of the individual. 1t is as if Darwin's
theory allowed Dickens to shake off his earlier adherence to heredity as a
way of explaining personality, and in this way to escape the determinism
of his own earlier portrayals.

One reason for Dickens’s slighting of the hereditary aspects of
Darwin’s theory may well be that Darwin himself was so vague about how
heredity worked. In the Origin, Darwin admitted that “the laws governing
heredity are for the most part unknown."! Despite this, hereditary
transmission is the sine qua non of evolutionary theory, representing the
mechanism by which successful variations are integrated into the
deveiopmental pattern of a species over time. Yet neither Darwin nor his
contemporaries had any clear idea of how hereditary transmission worked.
At first, Darwin was content to account for the causes of variation by
ascribing them to chance, or to unknown factors. Then in 1868 he

published The Variations of Animals and Plants under Domestication in

which he tried to fill the gap by reviving the ancient Greek idea of
pangenesis.

Hippocrates had been the primary exponent of this theory in classical
times, arguing that each part of the body of each parent sheds some aspect
of itself into the blood. When these "pangenes” are collected together,

they form a kind of reproductive fluid or seed, blending the characteristics

ICharles Darwin, The Origin of Species by Meens of Natura) Sel (6th ed.) {London:
Watts and Co., 1929), 10.
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of the parents to construct the childZ (This is the theory which
Aristotle rejected, when he argued instead for a “single seed” model, in
which the maie provided the blueprint for the embryo, while the female
provided the raw matter.)

Darwin’s early writing had betrayed a willingness to accept "soft”
heredity. Soft heredity is the belief that what a parent transmits to his or
her offspring is subject to modification by external causes. But soft
heredity posed certain problems for Darwin's evolutionary theory, since if
environment can affect heredity, there would be little variation, &ll
individuals in a given population having absorbed and reacted to similar
Influences. To make selection a viable theory, Darw:n had to abandon soft
heredity in favour of hard heredity-~the belief that what each individual
inherits from his or her parents is inviolable, and not subject to
modification by external factors.3

Pangenesis, Darwin’s version of hard heredity, is essentially another
form of blending, where the offspring represent a fusion or average of the
parents’ characteristics. Blending was the most commonly accepted
explanation for hereditary transmission among Darwin’s contemporaries.
Darwin's version of this theory was to posit that physical traits were
carried by “gemmules,” defined as granules or atoms, which issued from
the cells of the body and mingled during sexual union. According to this
theory all parts of the body manufacture and throw off particles, which

then move through the bloodstream and conglomerate in the reproductive

2 see | aqueur, 39,
5 See Bowler, 166.



organs where they become the components of heredity in egg or sperm.
Fertilization occurs when the gemmules of both sexes mix. Because each
parent contributes gemmules for every physical characteristic, the result
of their coming together is a blend of the characteristics of both parents,

aithough there may be exceptions where the traits of one parent will

predominate.

Darwin did not believe that the gemmules themselves were cells, put
merely capable of turning into cells. He also imagined that the actual
quantity of gemmuies produced by each organ of the body was controlled by
the activity of that organ or by the intensity of environmental pressures
upon it. And he accepted another common misconception of his time,
namely, that the entire mass of sperm constituted the fertilizing agent
and that the sex of the embryo and its resemblance to its father depended
on the amount of sperm released.4

To substantiate his theory, Darwin pointed to telegony--the belief
that the hereditary characteristics of a woman's first sexual partner are
transmitted to the offspring of all her subsequent partners--citing the
case of Lord Morton's mare to support his claim. Telegony is an ancient
concept, going back to biblical times. The levirate marriages described in
Deuteronomy 25: 5-6, in which a man's brother or father is required to
marry his widow if the man dies without issue is an example of this
belief. The firstborn of such a marriage is considered to be the child of
the deceased husband.

Lord Morton's mare represented the most credible--and the most

4 Morton, 151.
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cited--evidence for the existence oi telegony in the nineteenth century,
the more so since it had been accepted as a verified instance of the
phenomenon by the Royal College of Surgeons. In 1815, the mare had been
bred with a quagga--a zebralike African animal, now extinct--and had
given birth to a hybrid. The mare was then sold and mated by her new
owner to an Arabian stallion. The offspring that she bore in 1817, 1818
and 1823 all resembled the quagga rather than the mare, thereby seeming
to substantiate the belief that her first partner, the quagga, had played a
decisive role in the physical inheritance of all the mare's subsequent
offspring.5 Basing himself on this example, Darwin theorized that some
of the gemmules from the original partner remained dormant within the
mother, thus affecting the hereditary make-up of all her future children,
regardless of their subsequent paternity.

Darwin's theory of pangenesis was similar not only to Greek theories
of the classical age but also to theories of generation which had
circulated in the eighteenth century. Pangenesis allows for a form of
Lamarckism-~-especially Lamarck’'s assumption of the inheritance of
acquired characteristics--because when the parts of the body manufacture
their own hereditary material, they become subject to changes in the
structure of the organs from which they derive. These changes would be
reflected in the gemmules budding off the individual body parts and would
therefore become the stuff of heredity.6

The difference between Darwin’s theory and those of such earlier

S For more on Lord Morton's mare, see Carlson, 780.
6 See Bowler, 210.



theorists as Lamarck lay in the fact that Darwin’'s espousal of pangenesis
was an attempt to account for evolution, so that the emphasis was on the
transmission of variation and not on the preservation of type. The
emphasis on variation in Darwin's theory and the attempts to account for
its existence suggest why most nineteenth-century inquiries into the
nature of heredity fell so wide of the mark--they were an attempt to
explain the exception without having determined the rule. This was also
the reason that Mendel's discovery of the mathematical taws for
hereditary transmission--published in 1866--was so completely ignored.
Unlike Darwin, Mendel had set out to determine, not the laws of variation
but the laws of resemblance. In other words, Mendel was looking for
something which no one else at the time was interested in finding.

This, then, gives some idea of the confused state of knowledge about
heredity during Dickens’s last decade. Darwin's imperfect grasp of the
mechanics of descent made it difficult for him to defend certain aspects
of his theory. Peter Morton suggests that in the years following the
publication of The Origin of Species no other biological issue--with the
exception of evolution itself--was more fiercely debated, or caused the
scales of informed opinion to swing more drastically, or took longer to
reach equilibrium than the one concerning the mechanics of heredity.” It
is little wonder, then, that Dickens absented himself from the fray, and

looked to The Origin of Species for other sorts of inspirational ideas.

7 Morton, 150.
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There seems little doubt that Dickens read the The Qrigin of Species.

The book was favourably reviewed in Dickens’s journal All the Year Round

only a few months after it appeared, and a copy was found in Dickens’'s
library after his death8 Nor is it surprising that Dickens should have
reacted positively to Darwin’'s theory. Dickens tended to assimilate
scientific discoveries into his fiction as a matter of course, and
references to the latest findings and theories may be found in all the
novels.® Darwin's evolutionary theory intersects with Dickensian
concerns and themes at several points. And this influence worked both
ways. Dickens was one of Darwin’s favourite authors. in fact, Gillian Beer
has argued that the organization of Darwin's Origin owed much to his
reading of Dickens, especially the notion of an apparent over-abundance
and disorder of material which gradually and retrospectively reveals its
design.

Superabundance represents for both Darwin and Dickens a metaphor
for fecundity. Darwin saw fecundity as a liberating and creative force
which led to increased variability. it was closely allied in his thinking to
what he called the "appetite for joy" in living things.!® Darwin believed

that happiness had a survival value and joked in his autobiography that

8 For more on the review in All the Yesr Round see Levine, 128-9. Dickens and Derwin
were almost exact contemporeries; Darwin was the older by three years and the more long-
lived, surviving Dickens by twelve years. They were also linked through having both been
elected to the prestigious Athenseum Club on the same day--June 21,1838.

9 Beer, 8. One of the seminal articles on Dickens's use of science in his novels is Ann Y,
Wilkinson's “ Blsat fouss: From Fereday to Judgment Dey,” ELH, 34 (1967), 225-247.

Oeorge Levine's essay on Litlle Dorrit in Derwin and the Novelists applies the theory of entropy
to that novel. Levine, 153-177.

10 Beer 68.



novels should be legislated to end happily, because then statute law would
reflect natural law and the problem of literary realism would be
solved.!! Dickens’s insistence on the pleasures and benefits of
fecundity--an insistence wRich won him the reputation as a champion of
domestic life--is certainly a manifestation of "this appetite for joy.” The
early novels, which end so blissfully with happy adults surrounded by
happy children equate human pleasure and human duty with reproduction.
But the pleasures of the hearth weaken in Dickens's fiction as he grows
older. The later novels end with fewer children and betray a much darker
vision.

Nevertheless, it is the idea of family as a hereditary web
encompassing all tiving things which most ties Dickens to Darwin. In the
Origin, Darwin had written that all true classification was genealogical,
that the community of descent was the hidden bond. Dickens's fiction may
be read as a literal demonstration of this proposition. George Levine has
noted that Darwinism took one of the great metaphors of Christian belief-
-the family of Man--and turned it into a literal and biological fact.
Evolution turns all living things into kin.'2 Dickens’s translation of this
same idea--which precedes his reading of Darwin--is to turn all human
beings into family through the various complications and revelations of
his plots. What is more, he is just as concerned as Darwin with descent

and therefore with issues of time. The repetitive naming of children with

1 quoted in Chapple, 93.

12 Levine, 145. Levine Jinks Dickens to Darwin by calling Dickens “the greet novelist of
entenglement, finding in the urban lendscope the same conneclions of interdependence and
genealogy that characterize Darwin's tangled benk.” Levine, 119,
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which so many of the novels end is clearly an attempt to extend the past
into the future. But it also indicates that in his conception of time,
Dickens differs from Darwin. For Darwin time projects into the future
without alluding to the past. It is analogous to biblical time--it moves
forward but never back. Dickens's conception of time is cyclical. The
repetitive naming of children aliudes to the reanimation of personality
from one generation to the next.

And this in turn suggests another difference between Darwin's theory
and Dickens’s philosophy. Darwin insisted on the finality of death—-that
is, he accepted that extinction exists, that both individuals and species
die and are not revived. Thus, while there is no closure to the system of
nature, evolutionary theory emphasizes extinction and annihilation equally
with variation. Darwin admitted the idea of paedomorphosis--that is,
attributes which die out before adulthood but recur in future generations,
and he admitted the reappearance of long-dormant characteristics, but the
idea of return, "of supping at a feast forever fresh”~-to use Gillian Beer's
formulation--was a mythological construct alien to evolution.!3 Darwin
wrote that natural selection entailed extinction. Death is therefore part
and parcel of evolutionary theory; it is inherent in nature, and it is final.
The individual is both vehicle and dead end.'® This is in keeping with a
conception of time as moving in one direction only, and it is a thoroughly
secular idea. The comfort of most religions lies in their insistence that

death is merely a step into an alternhate reality, that there is an afterlife,

13 For this discussion of Darwinian time, | am indebted to Beer's Darwin's_Plols,
especislly p, 205.
14 Beer, 43.



or that the soul lives on in another state of being.

For Dickens, the notion of the finality of death is anathema. It is
significant that those occasions when he straight-forwardly--and one
might argue, sentimentally--evokes Christianity as a positive in the
novels occur at a death. Christian notions of an afterlife accord well with
the theme of resurrection, a favourite Dickensian motif, often depicted
literally, as when a character who has been assumed dead turns out to be
alive. In fact, Dickens's propensity for this motif is what makes his
intentions in The Mystery of Edwin Drood such a mystery. Did he intend
that the vanished Edwin be murdered, or was he planning to have him
return? Dickens's own death has assured that we will never know the
answer.

Closely allied to the theme of resurrection is Dickens's fascination
with hereditary resemblance, with doubling, and with the recycling of
names from one generation to the next. All of these suggest an
apprehension of Time as repetitive and essentially unchanging. As | argued
in my discussion of A Tale of Twg Cities, this understanding of the nature
of Time encompasses a view of history as constant and immutable in its
essence, no matter what the superficial variations.

Even the form by which Dickens first introduced his novels to the
public--serialization--may be seen as an attempt to deny the finality of
an ending by spinning out a plot from one instaliment to the next. The
reader of a serial will never have the entire novel in hand at any one time,
will never be able to consuit the beginning and end simultaneously, and so

is not confronted with a finite entity in the form of a book, but rather



298

with an ongoing narrative and the {liusion of an ending constantly

postponed.

1) Great Expectations (1860-61); A Meditation on the Low

Great Expectations lends itself easily to a Darwinian reading. This is
not surprising, since it is the novel closest in time to the Qrigin, hence the
novel most tikely to have been affected by Darwin’'s book ang by the
remarkabie public reaction to the theory of evolution, which was at its
most intense in the year after the Origin's publication. Dickens began
Great Expectations in October 1860, a year after the publication of The

Origin of Species in November of the previous year. 15

in my second chapter | argued that Great Expectations represents the
first time that Dickens jettisons heredity entirely as a factor in the
formation of the self, and replaces it with the influence of environment. |
further suggested that this denial of hereditary impact on the make-up of
the individual was a result of Dickens's reading of Darwin. In this chapter
| would like to return to a discussion of Great Expectations, but this time
focusing on ancillary issues which connect the novel both to Darwinism

and to some of the broader motifs raised by heredity, such as the nature of

15 The first edition of the The Origin of Species sold out on the dey of publication and a
second run of 3000 copies was prinied in Janusry 1860. In Darwin and the Genera) Reeder
(Chicago: U of Chicsgo P, 1990), Alver Ellegard notes thet discussion of the book reached its
peak during the yeer after its publication. Ellegerd, 25. This meens that Dickens~-who had
many friends in scientific circles--would have had the benefit of hearing Darwin’s theories
discussed for some lime before he came to write his novel. The first installment of Grest

Expectations sppeared in December 1860.
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descent, and the problematics of time.

Great Expectations is, among other things, a meditation on the low,

basing tts demonstration of the inherent connection between human beings
on the interrelationship between the criminal world and its more genteel
counterparts. The attitude of those above to those below becomes the
defining criterion of a novel in which the criminal class is more important
for the base position it occupies in society than for its anti-social

behaviour. In a sense, Great Expectations neutrailizes the moral dimension

of crime. To be a convict in this novel is to occupy a position of shame, a
shame which is primarily associated with being outcast and reviled rather
than with being a villain. Evil, which has been a major preoccupation in all
of Dickens's fiction, is no longer simply black in this novel, nor is it
exclusively associated with crime. In fact, the concept of criminality has
here been generalized to a very broad category, which includes such flawed
beings as Pip himself, who sin in their hearts rather than in their deeds.
The world of Great Expectations is not totally amoral, as is the natural

world in The Origin of Species, but neither is it manichaean to quite the

same extent as in the earlier novels. Instead, the moral distinctions
between categories of behaviour have become blurred and overlapping.

One effect of the novel's attitude towards criminality is-to overturn
the plot of hidden identity. Traditionally, this plot depicts the lower-
class hero as belonging biologically to a higher station than the one to
which circumstances have assigned him. In this sense, as Gillian Beer

points out, secret idehtity is opposed to Darwinism, which insists on the
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opposite-~that aill human beings, no matter how advanced they may take
themselves to be, share the same lowly animal origins.16
As | noted in chapter two, by overturning the plot of hidden identity,

Great_Expectations constitutes a reassessment of Oliver Twist. But this

reassessment goes beyond Pip’s discovery that his sudden wealth allies
him to the underworld rather than to the aristocracy. There is a
concomitant reassessment of the very nature of that underworid and its
relation to the rest of society. Where the early novel defines the gentee]
and criminal spheres as contrary and antithetical, Great Expectations
maintains that the upper-class world of the gentleman is implicated in the
criminal domain of the underciass, and that the relationship between the
two, far from being mutually exclusive, is redolent of complicity and
inter-dependence.

Because it generalizes criminality by universalizing the concept of
guilt, the stress in Great Expectations is on punishment rather than on
crime. For this reason, the novel is replete with the symbols of
chastisement. These run the gamut from Tickler, which represents the
corporal punishment meted out to children, to instruments of physical
restraint and confinement: the gibbet, the Hulks, leg irons, Newgate
Prison, Molly's incarceration in Jaggers's house, Miss Havisham's self-
immurement in her own house. Other methods of exacting retfibution are
also amply presented, from expulsion (Magwitch's transportation to the
"underworld” of Australia) to execution (the death masks in Jaggers'

office, Magwitch's death sentence). Thus the inner landscape of Pip's mind

16 Beer, 63,
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with its constant. load of guilt is reflected in the larger landscape through
which he moves.

So completely woven into the fabric of the novel is the underworid
motif that the two poles of society--the gentleman and the convict--are
consistently presented as linked. Compeyson and Magwitch--the first
being the gentleman, the second the convict--are always portrayed
together. On the marshes, Pip first runs into Magwitch and then into
Compeyson. Similarly, on the night of Magwitch's return from Australia,
he is shadowed by his aristocratic double. Dickens broadens the
doppelganger effect by giving Magwitch the first name of Abel. An Abel
requires a Cain and Dickens takes care that these two--the dirt-poor
orphaned Magwitch and the well-educated, privileged Compeyson--are
aiways juxtaposed. Magwitch's first name hints at his fraternal relation
to those above him, at the same time as it evokes the human species’
ceaseless depredations against its own Kind.

The twinning of Magwitch and Compeyson 1s the most obvious exampie
of the ways in which the novel blurs the distinctions between the criminal
underclass and the genteel upper crust, implicating each in the life of the
other. Other examples abound: The wealthy and genteel Miss Havisham
was once engaged to the criminal Compeyson, who jilted her, and so sowed
the seeds of her obsessive hatred of men, Estella--cold, arrogant and
disdainful though she may be--is in fact the daughter of the convict
Magwitch and the murderess Molly. The lawyer Jaggers--who makes his
living of{ the criminal class--serves as a link between these two poles of

society, acting simultaneously on behalf of Miss Havisham and on behalf of
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Magwitch, providing the proud chatelaine of Satis House with the offspring
of a convicted felon to raise as a grand lady. In this way the threads of
two apparently irreconcilable worlds are systematically woven together.

Dickens suggests that what is true of the connection between Miss
Havisham and the criminal class, and between Compeyson and Magwitch is
true as well for society as a whole. He does this symbolically in the court
scene when he describes a shaft of sunlight falling with "absolute
equality” on those who have just been condemned to death and on the judge
who condemned them (GE, 467). The shaft of light wipes out distinctions
between judge and judged, between the criminal and the righteous, the
guilty and the innocent. It is a reminder that Nature is indifferent to
moral categories, and functions instead according to its own imperatives.
The shaft of light constitutes a reassertion of the Darwinian belief in the
inter-dependence of all living things occurring in the midst of the
apparent triumph of man-made restrictions and legalities. The courtroom
is, after all, the perfect venue for demonstrating the superiority of Man
over nature, because it defines human beings as seekers of justice,
adjudicators of law, dispensers of retribution--moral concepts atien to
the natural world. Dickens's equalizing shaft of light calls into question
that smug distinction.

The connection between the underclass and the upper world is further
reinforced by the use of coincidence to constrict the parameters of the
novel. In Great Expectations, coincidence functions like synecdoche,

suggesting that the small part of society presented by the narrative
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stands for the whole. Dickens has often been accused of overusing
coincidence in his novels. Sylvére Monod complained of Great
Expectations: “"The use of coincidence in the novel is. . .excessive. It
would seem, for instance, that there can be in the whole of England only
three convicts: Magwitch, Compeyson, and Magwitch's mysterious
messenger.” 17

There are even more glaring coincidences than this--that the convict
who terrifies Pip as a boy and later becomes his benefactor should turn
out to be Estella’s father; that Magwitch's nemesis Compeyson should be
the same man who jilted Miss Havisham. [t is true that such unlikely
congruences strain credibility, but they also give the impression of a
society that is integrated and comprehensive, where the upper and lower
classes exist in unacknowledged symbiosis, and where corruption of one
sort or another lies at the root of all wealth, like a worm in a bud.

In Great Expectations the criminal element is eventually discovered
to stand in some form of relation to every character, a discovery which
implies that criminality stands for whatever is universal in the elemental
nature of Man. The criminal represents the primitive in human nature, the
base, the fundamental material out of which--and away from which--all
civilized behaviour must evolve. Once the novel’s design is revealed, it

becomes ciear that the only common denominator is the lowest.

17 sylvére Monod, Dickens the Novelist (Norman, Oklshoma: U of Oklahoma P, 1968),
477. Monod wes typical of his time in cbjecting o the over-use of coincidence in Dickens’s
work, and in the novel generally. The more recent tendency has been o understend coincidence
8s a part of the novelistic convention. George Levine, for instance, defends Dickens's use of
coincidence 6s @ necessary way of giving shape to and imposing order on the world of
multiplicity, profusion and chaos that is so often depicted in the Dickensian novel. See Levine,
130,
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in fact, the convicts in Great Expectations are literally compared to
"lower animals” {GE, 249). Magwitch is described as eating his food like a
hungry old dog with fangs (GE, 346). Pip himself, before he comes into his
expectations, feels that Estelia feeds him as insolently as if he were a
dog. To further underline the degeneracy of the criminal class, we have
the description of Jaggers who feels compelled to wash his clients off,
"as if he were a surgeon or a dentist” and uses for this purpose a scented
soap {GE, 233). The image is wonderful in its doubleness: On the literal
level, it reinforces the view of the criminal world as scummy, pestilent
and infectious, so filthy that it requires constant cleansing. But there is
also a covert allusion to Pontius Pilate who washed his hands of the fate
of Jesus. Jesus himself, after all, had suffered the fate of a criminal--
execution at the hands of the authorities. While the image of the criminal
as Christ-figure is not stressed in Great Expectations, it nonetheless
hovers in the background, serving Dickens well as a symbolic backdrop
against which to locate Magwitch. (in Protestant typology, Abel was one
of the several Qld Testament figures who were thought to represent the
type of Christ, and to predict his advent.)

Despite such biblical allusions, however, the stress in Great
Expectations is not on the exalted and spiritual but on the pr;imitive and
material. This highlighting of the elemental qualities in human nature
constitutes a new departure for Dickens, who had previously insisted on
the essential godliness of the good-hearted. What is more, he had defined

their transcendence as amenable to hereditary transmission from one
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generation to the next. In Great Expectations, the emphasts on the ideal
has given way to a demonstration of the omnipresence of the base. When
Pip says of Magwitch, “convict was in the very grain of the man” (GE,
352), the remark resonates beyond the individual to whom it is applied.

The equation of essential nature with criminality applies to Pip himself:

| consumed the whole time in thinking how strange it was
that | should be encompassed by all this taint of prison and
crime; that, in my childhood out on our lonely marshes on a
winter evening | should have first encountered it; that, it
should have appeared on two occasions, starting out like a
stain that was faded but not gone; that it should. . . pervade
my fortune and advancement. . .| beat the prison dust off my
feet as | sauntered to and fro, and | shook it out of my dress,
and | exhaled it from my lungs. So contaminated did | feel. .
(GE, 284)

Pip's feeling of self-hatred is built on the assumption that "convict”
is as much a part of his grain as it is of Magwitch's, that it is born into
him, arising out of the marshes of his childhood--the primordial slime--
and pervading every aspect of his tife, so that no amount of shaking and
exhaling and beating will ever cleanse him of the despised, primitive,

degenerate part of himself.

In The Origin of Species, Darwin had deliberately eliminated Man from
the argument, thereby implying the subservient stature of the human
species when placed against the vast forces of nature. it is possible to
argue, however, as Harriet Ritvo does in The Animal Estate, that what is
really displaced in Darwin's book is God, not Man. Divine sanction for
human superiority has been eliminated, but now the source of Man's

preeminence is located within human nature itself. The result of
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dethroning God has been to put Man in His place.!®

Dickens the novelist cannot relegate Man to second place, any more
than any novelist could. Human beings are at the centre of creation in
Great Expectations, they dominate the landscape, but they do so by
imposing a retributive dimension on nature’s non-judgemental way. The
environment of Pip’s boyhood contains the primordial marshes, on which
the only things that stand upright are a beacon and a gibbet, symbolic of
human attainment at both its highest and its lowest.

Nature in Great Expectations has had the Romantic light bleached out
of it. For instance, while Pip defines himself as the victim of his
surroundings, the opposite is also true--that he imposes his own
interpretation on what he sees around him. So much so that he even
extends his own feelings of class consciousness to such natural
phenomena as the stars: “The very stars to which | then raised my eyes, |
am afraid | took to be but poor and humble stars for gilittering on the
rustic objects among which | had passed my Yife" (GE, 171). When he
comes into his expectations, the young Pip thinks that even the grazing
cows have a more respactful air when they look at him, that they “face
round, in order that they might stare as long as possible at the possessor
of such great expectations” (GE, 174).

These, of course, are instances of pathetic fallacy, but they are
presented as instances to be mocked; they are located firmly within the

deluded mind of Pip, and are not offered up uncritically by an omniscient

18 See Ritvo, 40. Gillian Beer suggests that Man is a "determining absence” in the Origin.
Beer, 0.
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narrator. There is, in such passages, a determined intention of diminish-
ing Nature to a figment of the mind of man, who is himself no more than
another manifestation of Nature's amoral neutrality. By way of contrast
with Dickens’s earlier treatments of Nature, see the description of the

tempest in David Copperfield, where the storm outside is made directly

analogous to the turmoil in David's mind, in addition to functioning within
the narrative as a natural instrument of divine retribution directed
against the sinning Steerforth.

Dickenc's new-found distrust of the Romantic approach to nature
echoes the intellectual development of Darwin himself. As a young man,
Darwin had been much influenced by his reading of the Romantic poets, and
consequentiy had perceived nature through their eyes, but after viewing
the wilderness of South America, he had come to accept that disharmony
and disequilibrium rather than their opposites were the rule, that there
was no supernatural design to the natural world, that no pantheistic
spiritualizing impuise animated the processes of nature. Darwin’s theory
stripped nature of all mystical intention or externally imposed design.}9

In Great Expectations, Dickens too strips nature of inherent mystery
by redefining it as a tabula rasa on which the human imagination paints
fantastic images all of which echo human concerns. By choosing guilt as
one of the major motifs of Great Expectations, Dickens dramatizes the
extent to which human hubris consistently places Man at the centrz of

creation. Nothing is so self-centered, nor so self-involved as guilt. when

19 My comments on Derwin and Romenticism are based primerily on en essay by James

Paradis, " Darwin and Landscape” in Yiclorian Science and Victorien Yalues. (New Brunswick:
Rutgers UP, 1985): 85-111.
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the boy Pip brings Magwitch the stolen pork pie, all of nature seems to
accuse him. ". . .Instead of my running at everything, everything ran at me. .
.The gates and dykes and banks came bursting at me through the mist. . .”
(GE, 48). The landscape of the novel with its natural scenes consistently
disturbed and dominated by the symbols of human chastisement echo this
sense of a neutral nature reinterpreted according to human concerns. As
Harriet Ritvo suggests, Darwin may have redefined human beings as
animals, but they are top animals, and have in this way, appropriated to
themselves some of the attributes previously reserved for the deity.20
Religious notions are in fact evoked in this novel only to be
recategorized according to secular principles. Pip's encounters with
Estella take place within a “rank garden,” a degenerate echo of that other
garden in which the first man was undone by the first woman. (The novel
even sports a snakey individual in the person of aMrs. Coiler.) The garden
is adjacent to the brewery behind Miss Havisham’s house. It iS in this
garden, “overgrown with tangled weeds,”--recalling the metaphor of the
tangled bank with which Darwin ends The Origin of Species--that Pip has
his hallucinations. One of the first of these concerns Estella, whose
figure appears wherever he looks, until finally he sees her “go out by a
gallery high overhead, as if she were going out into the sky” (GE, 93). It is
whiie standing in this garden that Pip twice has the visi'on of Miss
Havisham hanging from the beam of an adjacent building. Given the fact of
these apparitions, the garden appears to be magical, but its visionary

quality is firmly located within the mind of Pip; it is he who creates the

20 Ritvo, 40.
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vision and generaies the magic.

It is in this same garden that Dickens sets the novel's final scene of
the meeting between Pip and Estella. Around the garden now all the
buildings have been torn down, as if the land were reclaiming its own, an
image reinforced by the description of old ivy which has struck root anew
and is growing on “low quiet mounds of ruin” (GE, 491). It is Estella,
however, who makes the point: “The ground belongs to me. It is the only
possession | have not relinguished. Everything else has gone from me,
little by little, but | have kept this™ (GE, 492).

The notion of ground, its function as the natural repository of both
life and death, and the extent to which it may with justice be deemed a
human possession is a theme which becomes increasingly insistent in
Dickens's final novels. The first note is sounded quite faintly in Great

Expectations, but becomes more prominent in Qur Mutual Friend and The

Mystery of Edwin Drood.

In another echo of Darwinism, Dickens introduces the notion of
fitness as applied to nature.2! Miss Mavisham's crime, we are told, lies
in her being against nature, in her trying to shut out the sun, and seciuding
herself "from a thousand natural and healing influences.” What is natural
is then confounded with the supernatural and God's appointed order of the
world. Miss Havisham’s brooding solitary mind has grown diseased, "as all

minds do and must and wiill that reverse the appointed order of their

21 | am aware that the phrese “the survival of the fittest” wes coined by Herbert Spencer
and not by Darwin. Nevertheless, the idea of fitness as suitsbility--rather than its other
meaning of quatified, competent, worthy (OED)--does seem to descend logically from Darwin's
theorizing about adaptability.
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Maker” (GE, 411}, which leads to the conclusion that she has been punished
by her "profound unfitness for this earth on which she was placed. . ."(GE,
a411)

There is an assumption in this passage that what is natural is in
perfect accord with God's design, and what is unnatural is also anti-
religious, and hence condemnable. The natural and the godlike have become
synonymous. George Levine has suggested that Dickens was a believer in
natural theology, and this passage certainly illustrates the fact that when
Dickens wishes to draw a moral line, as he does in expressing Pip’s
disapproval of Miss Havisham, he reverts to theological concepts. But the
notion that Miss Havisham is unfit for this world is not truly theological-
-since all of God’s creations are by definition part of God's worid and
therefore, whether saint or sinner, must be part of His design. The idea of
not fitting, of not having adapted to one’s environment, and therefore
cheating and distorting the next generation--as Miss Havisham does to
Estella--this appears to be a Darwinian, not a theological construct.

Miss Havisham is not the only character who is not well adapted to
her surroundings. The same is also true of Joe, although in his case, it
depends on the surroundings. Joe is a natural ir the sense that any form
of behaviour which forces him away from his essential nature is
uncomfortable to him, and this includes all the conventions- associated
with "polite” society. Clothes afford the most obvious exampie of Joe’s
inability to cope with civilization. He is uncomfortable in anything but his
work clothes. And he is uncomfortable anywhere out of his natural

element--the country and the forge. His boots are too big; he is clumsy
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on stairs; he learns to read only with difficulty. The city--that ultimate
symbol of human civilization--is his nemesis. “I'm wrong in these
clothes. I'm wrong out of the forge, the kitchen, or off th’ meshes” (GE,
246), he says. In fact he is so incapable of adapting to the dictates of
society that the text implies they literally unman him: “Joe changed his
clothes so far as to make a compromise between his Sunday dress and
working dress; in which the dear fellow looked natural, and like the Man he
was” (GE, 301).

Yet Joe is not merely the novel’s symbol of the natural man, he is also
its embodiment of the affective ideal in human nature. It is he who
recognizes Magwitch as a "poor miserable fellow-creatur” (GE, 71). In
fact Joe and Magwitch may legitimately be viewed as substitutes for one
another, the more so since both are surrogate fathers to Pip. At the same
time, Pip is ashamed to be connected to both of them. Both Joe and
Magwitch are men who act with their hearts; and while this is generatlly
defined as good, there i1s also something to be said against such behaviour.
With Magwitch the ambivalence ts built into the ambiguities of the plot--
the man is a thief and a convict. Even the altruism of Magwitch's love for
Pip is complicated by his wish to "own” a gentleman. Joe's love for Pip is
more truly selfless, but it is also inept. It cannot save Pip from the
harshness of his sister's upbringing, and it cannot serve Pip as a model for
getting along in a world which is more complicated than mere goodness
will allow for.

Thus while Pip feels constant guilt for his neglect of Joe, and

expiates that guilt through his reconciliation with Magwitch, there is also
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a sense in which his return to his former boyhood relationship with Joe
would be regressive. Pip represents the evolution of the human species
away from its primitive origins, whether the primitive be defined as the
degenerate or the spontaneously good-hearted. For better or for worse,
Pip--and the rest of humanity with him--has been civilized. He has
learned to adapt to the city, and eventually he learns to enjoy the benefits

of civilization without succumbing to its corruptions.

Pip can never go home again. And in its insistence on the finality of

that proposition, Great Expectations breaks most dramatically with
Dickens’s earlier novels. Unlike David Copperfield, Pip does not get a
second chance at life; he cannot make good on earlier mistakes. In fact,
chapter 45 of Great Expectations is devoted to Pip's reaction to the
injunction, "don't go home,” a message which he receives from Wemmick
on his return to London. The phrasing of this interdiction is subject to
several constructions during the course of the chapter. For instance, there
is Wemmick's query to Pip and Pip's response--significantly styled a
“return™

"Halloa, Mr Pip!” said Wemmick. “You did come home then?"
*Yes,” I returned, "but | didn’t go home.” (GE, 381).

The subtle distinction of nuance between "come home” and *go home”
and the added confusion of “returned” to mean “replied” when the issue
has to do with an actual return has been earlier adumbrated by Pip
obsessively turning the injunction "don’t go home” into an exercise in

grammatical tenses, as if he were conjugating a Latin phrase. *Do not
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thou go home, let him not go home, Tet us not go home, do not ye or you go
home. . .| may not and | cannot go home; and | might not, could not, would
not, and should not go home. . .”(GE, 381).

This playing with the tense of the message--to say nothing of the
punning on “return” and the distinguishing between “go home” and “come
home”--carries implications beyond the overt, since both the literal
meaning of the message and Pip's mental manipulations address issues of
time. Where once time in a Dickens novel was cyclical, in Great
Expectations it is historical. The extent to which this is so can be seen
by a brief comparison to Dickens's other first-person narrative, David
Copperfield David Copperfield’s attitude towards the past is consistently
nostalgic. it is based on memory and on the ability of memory to recreate
and relive the past in the present. David Copperfield ends with the naming
of David's chiidren, among whom there is another Betsey Trotwood and
another Dora. The repetition of names suggests the cyclical nature of
time, and is one of Dickens's favourite devices for concluding his fictions
on a positive note. Nor is it a coincidence that the memorializing aspect
of this cyclical naming wears the aspect of wish-fulfiliment. Betsey
Trotwood’s dearest wish throughout the novel has been to have a niece
named after her. This wish is now fulfilled. And this same quality of
wish-fulfiliment applies to the name of the other daughter, Dora, who
stands as a consolation for the loss of the first Dora. In fact, David's
daughter Dora even wears the same ring that David had once ordered for
his wife Dora (DC, 550).22

22 pickens carried the recycling tendency into his own life, naming his third deughter,
born in the yeer of David Copperfield’s serialization, Dora Annie. It was not & wise choice. Like



314

Name recycling occurs as well in Great Expectations, but only once,

and this time the meaning of the repeated name is far more ambiguous,
since the name's originator, Pip himself, is still very much alive. The new
Pip--infant son of Joe and Biddy--stands as a form of reproach to the old
Pip, whose guilt-ridden heart can never regain the purity and unspotted
innocence of his namesake. And this new Pip serves equally as a reminder
to the original of ail that he does not have, most especially the
satisfaction of married life with Biddy, and of children of his own. In
Great Expectations, such negative implications balance the memorializing
positives associated with having a child carry one's name into the next
generation.

The profusion of recycled names in the earlier work suggests that
Dickens had conceived of the past as being repeatable in the present. But
Great Expectations views the past as a continuous march forward, not a
constant repetition of what has gone before. Pip praises Magwitch for
never yielding to the temptation "to bend the past out of its eternal shape”
(GE, 465).

The past has an eternal shape because it cannot be altered nor

repeated into the present. Not only is the nostalgic eiement of David

Copperfield missing from Great Expectations, but the value of nostalgia
itself is put in doubt. The smell of a black-currant bush rﬁay always
remind Pip of a conversation he had with Biddy, but the memory is hardly
sweet, since it evokes an instance of Biddy putting Pip in his place for

snobbishness (GE, 175). And when Pip returns to see Miss Havisham and

her namesake, Dora Annie died young--after only a yeer of life.
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once again pushes her chair, he announces it was like pushing her chair
back into the past, but that past was not a pleasant place. Nevertheless, if
memory is not pleasant, its opposite--forgetfulness, the enemy of
nostalgia--is no better. Estella does not remember that she made Pip cry
as 3 boy, and this makes him cry all the more inside, because it means that
he has left no impression on her mind, not even a negative impression.

Pip cannot go home again. He cannot return to the time before he
came into his expectations. He can never reestablish the easy camaraderie
and affection that marked his earlier relationship with Joe. Once Joe has
learned to address Pip as "sir,” the chill of formality between the two men
can never again be erased. Nor does Pip marry Biddy. He cannot even
expect to find her waiting for him as Agnes did for David. The past as it is
presented in Great Expectations is past and must remain so.

To illustrate this new attitude towards time, Dickens evokes the

metaphor of a chain:

That was a memorable day for me, for it made great
changes in me. But it is the same with any life. tmagine one
selected day struck out of it, and think how different its
course would have been. Pause you who read this, and think
for a moment of the long chain of iron or goid, of thorns or
flowers, that would never have bound you, but for the
formation of the first link on one memorable day. (GE, 101)

This is a statement of both randomness and inevitabitity. Here the
past is equated with fate. A single chance day may unavoidably alter the
course of a lifetime, and what occurs after that day will never resemble
what went before, This is a decidedly different conception of time from

that which pertained in A _Tale of Two Cities in which so momentous an
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event as the French Revolution was described as essentially a reiteration
in other terms of previous injustices, without conseguences for change in
the future. What we have here is Darwinian time--the ceaseless moving

into the future without recourse to what has gone before.

ii) Our Mutual Friend: Disintegration, Articulation and Dust

All hereditary issues lie within the metaphoric domain of cohesion,
connection and integrity. They are concerned with conservation and
recreation through the transmission of characteristics from one
generation to the next. In this sense, hereditary concerns mirror
Darwinian ones in alluding to the underlying similarities and connections
which bind all living things through the processes of evolution and
descent. This being the case, it is hardly surprising that when Dickens
jettisons heredity, what he replaces it with are metaphors of
disintegration and dispersal. Nowhere is this more apparent 'than in Qur

Mutual Friend, whose major thematic preoccupation is with refuse and

decomposition, with the waste of both biology and civilization.
Hereditary relationships hardly exist in this novel. The exception is

Mr. Riah, who {s consistently placed within @ hereditary context, because
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he is Jewish. Heredity is occasionally exploited for satirical purposes as
well: We are told, for instance, that Mrs. Boffin descends from good
Anglo-Saxon stock, her ancestors having been bowmen who fought at
Agincourt and Cressy. This is evidently a dig at the upper-class habit of
substantiating social superiority with pedigree. Mrs. Boffin's lineage
demonstrates that even the common folk have genealogies and therefore
have a claim on the pageantry of history.

On a more personal level, Pleasant Riderhood inherits her swivel eye
from her father, but her personality does not resemble his, a point which
is underlined when John Harmon compliments her for a sympathetic
remark: “The sentiment does you credit. . .the more so, as | believe it's not
your father's. . ."(OMF, 411). Pleasant and her father are one of several
father-daughter pairs in the novel, but the stress here is on the inversion
of the normal dynamics between parent and child. The daughters mother
their fathers, turning these into relationships of inverse heredity, defined
by psychological rather than biological factors.

Furthermore, although the plot is set in motion by a will, and
therefore alludes to issues of inheritance, the symbolic ramifications of
this will tend more towards the temporal than they do towards the

biological. In Our Mutual Friend, the will of the dead John Harmon

stipulates that his son can only inherit if he marries Bella Wilfer, the girl

whom his father has picked out for him.23 In other words, the will

23 Dickens was &t pains to justify the oddity of this will, &s well es the fact that there sre
so many versions of it. In the Postscript to Our Mutual Friend he wriles that those who dispute
the probebilily of such & will, should have 8 look &t the hundreds of Will Cases in the
Prerogative Office which are more remarkable than the one he hes invented (OMF, 893).
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represents the future as being in hock to the past, thereby testifying to
the tyranny of the past over the present. The ruses employed by the
younger John Harmon to secretly test the moral quality of his future
bride--a young woman whom he has never previously met--suggest an
attempt by the living present to assimilate, mitigate, and adapt to the
impositions of the dead past--a very Darwinian idea.

The will, of which several alternate versions exist, stands as a
statement of the power of parents to exert influence even beyond the
grave--an influence that, in this case, appears capricious and potentially
harmful. It also amounts to an attempt to regulate nature by assuring the
future hereditary composition of the family, mimicking Darwin's "eminent
breeders [who] try by methodical seiection with a distinct object in view
to make a new strain. . .superior to anything of the kind in the country,"24
Dickens was always drawn to wills as a plot device, but this “breeding
stock” stipulation occurs only in the last two novels. The provisions of
the will in The Mystery of Edwin Drood are similar to those in Qur Mutual
Friend. in both novels, the wills are concerned with ensuring the future
marriages of children to partners picked out by their fathers, as if the
older generation wished to control the hereditary make-up of the family's
future.

While these wills often result in awkward and hard-to-believe
narrative contrivances, their thematic purpose is obvious: They represent
an obstruction to the present imposed by the past, played out as an

attempt to regulate the course of biological destiny. In this sense, wills

24 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species ( London: Walts, 1929), 24 .



are anatogous to physical inheritance in that they represent fate. They are
an analogue for the way in which the hereditary endowment of parents may
influence the destiny of offspring. It is not surprising then that when
Dickens loses interest in physical heredity as a means of expressing the
constraints of determinism on the individual, he should turn to wills as a

more malleable alternative. In Our Mutual Friend and The Mystery of Edwin

Drood, the will expresses its dictatorial impulse through an attempt to
regulate the hereditary endowment of future generations by stipulating
the intended mate of the legatee. in Qur Mutual Friend, Dickens
surprisingly rewards this form of biological hubris by depicting the
successful, fertile union of the two people involved, thus retrospectively
turning old John Harmon into a wiser and more prescient man than his

earlier reputation had led us to expect. in The Mystery of Edwin_Drood,

however, the prescribed union falls apart.

But if heredity as a determinant of personality is scarcely present in
Our Mutual Friend, the broader issues implied by heredity do exist in the
novel.

Dust, dirt, refuse, waste are the major recurrent symbols of Our

Mutual Friend, which opens with the fishing of dead bodies from the

Thames. These symbols overpower the faint-hearted attempt at balance
embodied in the John Harmon resurrection motif. Examples of dissolution
and corruption--both literal and metaphoric~-are everywhere, occurring in
finer as well as in grander details. Sometimes they occur as whimsy.

"Come up and be dead,” is Jenny Wren's invitation to Riah to join her on
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the roof. Sometimes they occur as Darwinian evocations, like the chapter
titles alluding to birds of prey (chapters 13 and 14) and dismal swamps
(chapter 17). Notions of corruption in its moral sense hover over the
Veneering table, site of endless feasting. Mostly, however, the abstract
concepts of disintegration and dissolution are anchored in the concrete
all-encompassing symbol of dust. "Coal-dust, vegetable-dust, bone-dust,
crockery dust, rough dust and sifted dust--all manner of Dust"(OMF, 56). J.
Hiltis Miller has written that Qur Mutual Friend rejects the idea of an ideal
unity of the world transcending the differences between individual
lives.25 And it is true that the organizing metaphor in Qur Mutua) Friend
no longer seems to encompass all classes and levels of society, as did the

court of Chancery in Bleak House, or the prison in Littie Dorrit or the

criminal underworld in Great Expectations.

The organizing principle in Qur Mutual friend is decomposition,

dispersal, decay and dissolution--the disintegration of all unities. This
death-haunted novel speculates on the relationship of death to life, and
does so, in part, by continuing the Dickensian rumination on the meaning of
ground. In Dombey and Son, Dickens wrote of "the warm ground. . . where
the ugly little seeds turn into beautiful flowers, and into grass, and corn. .
. Where goocd people turn into bright angels, and fly away to heaven” (DS,
78). in Great Expectations, Pip meditates on the beans and the clover,
juxtaposing their growth with the memory of his sister’s death, whose

grave he describes as opening a gap in the smooth ground of his life (GE,

23 ), Hilis Miller, Charles Dickens: The World of His Navels (Csmbridge: Harvard UP,
1958), 292.
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297-8). That same novel contains Esteila’s claim that the ground 1s her

only possession. in Qur Mutual Friend, the notion of ground expands to

cover many things--dirt, dust, death, waste, excrement, money, as well as
the Darwinian concepts of extinction and regeneration. The preoccupation
with ground as a repository for life and death segues into a fascination
with the fertility of death as embodied in the money-making potential of
dust and refuse. In this novel there is gold in dung heaps, and meat and

drink derive from corpses.26

The dust in OQur Mutual Friend is associated not only with the

decomposition of the human body after death--as evoked by the funerary
phrase “dust to dust"--but aiso with the decomposition of food as it
passes through the body towards elimination. The living are therefore as
much invoived in the process of decomposition as the dead. The dust hills,
which have made the fortune of oid John Harmon, are full of excrement,
offal and other waste matter. Humphry House in The Dickens world was
the first to point out that human excrement was an important and

financially viable component of Victorian dust heaps.27 in case we miss

26 Another exemple of Dickens's fascination with ground can be seen in “The Battle of
Life," 8 long short story written in 1846 and set on the site of en ancient battlefield That field
today is fertile farm land, and its fertility is directly related to the bodies of men and horses
lying buried beneath. For a discussion of this story in terms of its cannibalistic elements, see
Harry Stone, The Night Side of Dickens, 236-243.

27 Humphry House, The Dickens World (London: Oxford UP, 1950), 167. The three-way
association between the dust heaps, excrement and money has given rise to a host of Freudian and
post-Freudien interpretations equating money with analily, and suggesting that Dickens intended
to excoriate the eccumulstion of wealth. Eve Kosofvsky Sedgwick takes this still further by
expanding the metaphoric dimensions of anality to a homosexual reading of the novel. See
"Homophobia, Misogyny, and Cepitel: The Example of Our Mutua! Friend,” Modern Critical
Views: Charles Dickens (New York: Chelsea, 1987): 245-263. Ageinst this tendency must be
ptaced the strong demur of John Carey, who suggests thet Dickens's ettitude lowards money was
not 8s negstive es his critics suppose, given thet he himself wes a rich men, end thet the dust
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the point, Dickens even provides an iliustrative example in an interpolated
story called "The Treasures of a Dunghiil,” in which 2 miser by the name
of Dancer hides 2 substantial amount of money in a dungheap in the
cowhouse (OMF, 543). Excrement, dust and money here enter into an
indivisible metaphoric alliance, each referring to and equated with the
other. Excrement and dust allude to the transformations to which flesh is
heir, money alludes to the economic value of such transformations, a
relattonship which is elsewhere made manifest in Mr. Venus's living off
stuffed animals and reconstructed skeletons and in Gaffer Hexam's fishing
for bodies in the Thames. When his daughter Lizzie complains to Gaffer
that she dislikes this occupation, he angrily retorts: “As if it wasn't your
living! As if it wasn't meat and drink to you!” (OMF, 45).

Dickens seems to have been fascinated by all manner of regenerative
processes, as can be seen by some of the articles he published in
Household Words. These dealt with such subjects as the transmuting of
gaseous refuse into perfume, or how to transform the shavings of horses
hooves into gelatin; they explored how old bones and old rags couid be
turned into cosmetics, while the refuse of the smithy, the gas-works, and
the slaughterhouse might be made to yield the most useful commodities.
There was even an article in the July 1850 edition entitied "Dust; or

Ugliness Redeemed. 28

heaps represent no more than Dickens's "“genial interest in the resourceful use of junk.” See
Carey, 110. What was in fact contained in those dust hills is also a subject of debate. Stephen
it in his notes ta the 1977 Penguin edition of Qur Mutusl Friend, (p. 896, note 3) tekes issue
with House. Besing himself on Mayhew, Gill suggests thal the dust heeps of Victorien London
were in fect made up of nothing more than ash and refuse, while the lucrative collection of
excrement was the job of cesspool workers called nightmen.

28 For more on this see, Nancy Aycock Metz “The Artistic Reclamation of Wesle in G



Given this evident interest on Dickens's part in the transformation of

one thing into another, it is not surprising that in Qur Mutual Friend

scientific metaphors are applied to everyday physical processes, such as
eating. "Lady Tippin has made a series of experiments upon her digestive
functions, so extremely complicated and daring, that if they could be
published with their results it might benefit the human race” (OMF, 53).
Not coincidentally, Lady Tippin’'s meal is presided over by a character
dubbed the Analytical Chemist, who is in fact the Veneering's butler.
Similarly, the feasting that occurs in one part of the novel is balanced by
excretive activities in the other, which in turn supply “meat and drink” to
those who live by reclaiming waste.

This absorption with the transformative characteristics of bodily
processes is a restatement in scientific and physical terms of the
metamorphoses inherent in myths and fairy tales. It represents a
coalescence between the supernatural and the earthly, the spiritual and
the carnal. Throughout his life Dickens was attracted by the world of
fairy tales, fantasy and magic, so it seems only natural that he should
transiate the metamorphic parts of that world into the scientific domain.
in fact, Dickens tends to exploit science in much the same way as he
exploits fairy tales. Both provide him with metaphoric material which
push his fiction away from the purely realistic and into the reatm of the
magical and the surreal. In the Dickensian universe, the improbabilities of
fantasy occupy the same place as the *miracles” of science, each

enhancing the other, and each to a large extent equal to the other.

Mutual Friend, " Nineteenth-Century Fiction 34 , 1 {(June 1979), 68, 70.
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There is another scientific dimension to the dust heaps in Our Mutual
Friend. Howard Fulweiler suggests that Dickens took his imagery of the

mounds from Lyell’s The Geological Evidence of the Antiquity of Man,

which was reviewed in All the Year Round in 1863, a year before Dickens

began his novel. The review spoke of prehistoric kitchen-middens found on
Danish islands. These were mounds of refuse, three to ten feet high, and a
thousand feet long, wherein were unearthed musical instruments,
fragments of pottery, tools, shells, bones and other waste matter.
Fulweiler suggests that the description of these middens may have given

Dickens the idea for the dustheaps of Our_Mutual Friend.2® There is

certainly evidence for a geological interpretation in the text of the novel
itself. There we are told that John Harmon senior, the original dustman,
“threw up his own mountain range, iike an old volcano, and its geoiogical
foundation was Dust " (OMF, 56).

The mounds in the novel resembie the Danish refuse heaps in being
composed of the detritus of the living, a jumbling together of things both
worthless and valuable. Viewed from this geological perspective, the
mounds become an reification of the history of the earth, and a
demonstration of the manner in which life quite literally lives upon death.
What lies beneath our feet is the history of the Earth, a history made up,
not of the grand and the gorgeous, but of the accumulated waste of

generations.

29 Fulweiler, 54. For @ fascinating eccount on how geology--in the esrly nineteenth
century, the most fashionabie and indispensable of the sciences--influenced Yictorisn
literature, see Dennis R. Desn, " ‘Through Science to Despair’: Geology end the Victorians,”

Yictorign Science and Yictorian Yalyes ( New Brunswick: Rutgers, 1985): 111-136.



There is another character in the novel who lives upon death--Mr.
Venus, the taxidermist. If one strand of the motif of disintegration takes
the form of corporeal transformation--food into excrement, flesh into
dust--another concerns the disjuncture of body parts. This motif is
centered around Mr. Venus and his extraordinary shop. In this shop life
feeds on death, while death masquerades as life. A dead robin lies on the
counter with its head resting on Mr. Venus's tea saucer. Mr Venus removes
the wire piercing the robin's breast and uses it to toast a muffin. Body
parts lie scattered about; teeth get into everything including the coffee
pot and the money till where they are in danger of being confused with
coins. Babies of all nationaiities float in bottles, the English baby on a par
with the Hindoo and African specimens.30 Mr. Venus's occupation recalls

the obsession with body parts in A Tale of Two Cities, where execution by

dismemberment or decapitation stood as a symbol for the disintegration of
society.

In Our Mutual Friend the theme of disintegration is part of a larger

concern which encompasses decomposition and dispersal. The rascally
Wegg has sold his leg to Mr Venus to be incorporated into a skeleton which
will eventually be sold to a medical college or an art school. But Wegg's
leg cannot be made to fit into any other "miscellaneous” skeleton. Finally,
wegg, who has in the meantime replaced his amputated leg with a wooden

one, decides to buy back the original. He objects, he tells Venus, to being

30 john Carey remarks that Dickens hed a teste for bottled bsbies, and points to enother

example in Martin Chuzzlewit. There Mrs. Herris’s sisler’s child travels the fairgrounds
preserved in spirits in a bottle. Carey, 82.
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dispersed, "a part of me her2, a part of me there” and wishes to collect
himself like a genteel person (OMF, 127).

Little does Wegg realize that even the genteel may be made up of
parts not their own. Lady Tippin, for instance, wears on her head a
mixture of dyed hair and false hair, and has a glass eye. "You could easily
buy 211 you see of her, in Bond Street” (OMF, 164) asserts the narrator. As
for Mrs. Podsnap, she appears to be nothing more than a “quantity of bone”
(OMF, 52), and would make an ideal subject for an articutator of bones such
as Mr Venus. In fact, the text suggests another use for her--as a fine
specimen for Dr. Richard Owen, head of the Natural History Section of the
British Museum, and a specialist in the study of extinct animals. Human

beings in Our Mutual Friend tend to be defined as anatomical

conglomerates, their physiology is in constant danger of dissolution,
because they are so precariously put together, while their various parts
are not necessarily their own.

Mr Venus is an articulator by profession--someone who puts things
together by the joints. He fashions skeletons out of miscellaneous bones,
assembling the nations of the earth into a harmony they might never
otherwise enjoy. "One leg Belgian, one leg English, and the pickings of
eight other people in it," is how he describes his latest "Beauty,” recently
sold to an art school (OMF, 124). But Venus's skill extends beyond
reassembly: He has the art to make the dead seem alive. His calling card
describes him as a "Preserver of Animals and Birds"™ as well as an
"Articulator of human bones.” {OMF, 128). Of a stuffed canary, he boasts:
"There's animation! On a twig making up his mind to hopt™ (OMF, 125).



Not surprisingly, Mr. Venus considers himself an artist; he is a
“workman without equal.” This odd juxtaposition between art and
dismemberment, that is, between art and death has occurred before in

Dickens's work, notably in Barnaby Rudge, where we were treated to a

disquisition on the fine art of hanging. In Our Mutual Friend the

juxtapositions go further--here we are dealing with art, death, dispersal
and reassembly. By placing two such apparently disparate and unrelated
concepts as art and death side by side, Dickens suggests a kind of
cannibalistic relationship between aesthetics and the processes of
existence. The remodeling, reassembling, and reanimating of inert
materials into a new reality is the domain of the artist, who dissects the
actual material of life in order to create a semblance of life. The
connection to cannibalism is reinforced by the fact that Mr. Venus is
continually partaking of tea while surrounded by the gruesome objects of
his trade--bones, skulls, bottled babies, glass eyes, etc. Like Dennis the
Hangman, Mr Venus makes an art of death. The added touch of tea-drinking
and muffin-eating underlines the intimate association between art, death,
and food, and locates us within the realm of cannibalistic absorption.
Death is meat and drink to Mr Venus-~-and death is his art.

The fact that tea is Mr Venus's favourite beverage adds a dimension
of imperialistic exploitation to the brew, which throws a faint colonial
light over the Hindoo and African babies floating in bottles. The light is
faint because Mr Venus’s shop also sports an articulated English baby, to

say nothing of the bits and pieces of other European nationalities, which
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seems to neutralize the implication. [f Mr Venus is an imperialist, then
the human body is the colony which he ransacks for his riches.

Mr Venus plays an ambiguous role in the plot of Qur Mutual Friend.

His occupation makes him appear sinister, and his association with the
villain Wegg confirms that impression. But he is eventually revealed to be
on the side of the just when he betrays his erstwhile partner and is
rewarded with marriage to the woman he loves. The duality inherent in Mr
Venus can be found in the very terms which describe him. His name is a
wonderfully ironic allusion to the goddess of beauty and love, and so
evokes both the aesthetic sublime and the emotional sublime. And the
name of his profession--"articulator”--lies on the cusp of grotesquerie
and fluency.S!

Mr. Venus's tragedy is the tragedy of the artist--he is not
understood; or more precisely, the woman he loves does not appreciate his
art. Instead she is repulsed by it and refuses to marry him, not wishing to
be regarded in "that boney light™ (OMF, 128). This seems to cast
aspersions on the nature of Mr Venus's desire, whether it be for the woman
in the flesh, or for the skeleton beneath the flesh. Mr. Venus reacts badly
to this characterization of his motives. He broods, sitting alone amid "the
lovely trophies of my art,” feeling that his profession has ruined him. But
so intimately is the very essence of his being connected to his profession
that it has become a part of every emotion. Even the sorrow of rejection,

is expressed in terms of bones: *My very bones is rendered flabby by

31 The pun here is almast too tempting. For enather take on “articulstor’ see Metz, 62.
She defines articulation as the process of cresting meaningful links between distinct elements of
spoken Janguace.



brooding over it. If they could be brought to me loose, to sort, | should
hardly have the face to claim ‘em as mine” (OMF, 563). Mr Venus is that
rare being--the true artist--whose every thought and emotion are at the
service of his craft.

Pleasant Riderhood, the woman he loves, runs 3 pawnshop--a
commercial establishment not so different from that of Mr. Venus in that
it too deals in scraps and remnants, in those objects which people feel
obliged to sacrifice in return for money, on much the same principle as
Wegg sacrifices his leg. A pawnshop makes money out of the discarded
and extraneous--it makes money out of the need for money.

But despite being in almost the same line of work as her suitor--and
having, in addition, a father who retrieves dead bodies from the river--
Pleasant is discriminating. The material in her shop is more respectable
than what can be found in Venus's. Nevertheless, it is she who sells Venus
the sailor’s parrots which he will eventually stuff. She deals in the raw
living material, he in the processing. In her fastidiousness, Pleasant
resembles those overly civilized citizens who were excoriated in an essay
in Household Words for hastily and shamefacedly depositing their refuse in
the gutter and turning up their noses, rather than seeing filth as the
enriching organic substance it could be, and recycling it.32 Pleasant
would rather not think about what happens to those parrots once she has
sold them, nor does she appreciate their value once they have been
recycled. She may appreciate the profits of Venus's profession but she is

not impressed by the art of it (OMF, 128). However, she does eventually

32 The article wes called “Dirty Cleanliness” and eppeared in Household Wards, 24 July
1858. For more on this, see Metz, 70.
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acquiesce to the union, provided that Mr Venus agrees to confine himself
to the articutation of men, children and the tower animals (OMF, 853).
Pleasant is here demonstrating that other nineteenth-century ideal and
Dickensian bugaboo--enlightened self-interest. Once she has been assured
that Mr Venus will not practice his craft on women, that is, that she
herself will not fall victim to the consummation of her husband's artistic

desires, the marriage goes ahead.

| have said that Our Mutual Friend is about disintegration and

dispersal, and such is the most obvious thrust of its metaphors. But the
nove) does not necessartly define dispersal as bad. Money, for instance,
when dispensed as largess is a good, but when hoarded by misers, is an
evil. Because the degenerative processes in the novel are also
transformative they suggest rebirth and regeneration. Death becomes not
an end in itself but a beginning of something else. Death provides the raw
material for others to use, much as scrap and dust do. in effect all of the
novel's symbols of disintegration end by aliuding to regeneration. In this
sense they serve as analogues to heredity.

For instance, Mr Venus is not the only craftsman in the novel who is
in the business of animating the lifeless, nor yet the only one to make a
living from the art of stuffing. This is Jenny Wren’s speciality too. Jenny
Wren is a doll's dressmaker, and Mr Venus's female counterpart. She not
only stuffs her dolls to give them the appearance of life, she also creates

them out of bits and pieces. Her dolls are effigies of the high society
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women whose clothing Jenny copies and reproduces. This is another form
of trafficking in human bodies and creating illusions of animation out of
pieces of scrap and waste. Both Jenny Wren and Mr Venus use refuse as
their raw material, the difference being that her bits and pieces derive
from inorganic matter while his were once alive. The occupations of both
of these characters appear to parailel the workings of heredity, which also
functions as a form of reassembly. The hereditable contributions of both
parents are the raw material out of which is created a new being.
Heredity too bespeaks a relationship of mix and match, of dissolution and
regeneration.

But that is as far as similarity goes. Mr Venus's creations, because
man-made, are fated never to be complete, never to be alive, and always to
be flawed. The same is true for Jenny's dolls. No matter how skillful the
creator, the result is always only an illusion, only an approximation of
life. This inherent flaw is illustrated by the case of the French gentleman,
a skeleton on which Mr Venus is at work throughout the course of the
novel. When we first encounter him, the French gentleman consists of
nothing but ribs, but over the course of the novel he acquires a head, legs
and all other boney appurtenances, except the arms. Mr Venus can never
quite get the right arms for him, and so the French gentleman is
condemned to remain incomplete, a silent testament to the fact that
Venus's art is doomed to be inferior to the processes of Nature. But while
the French gentleman's skeleton remains an imperfect approximation of a
reconstituted human being, it is also a reminder that human beings are as

amenable to being dissolved, dispersed, and disassembled as any other



form of matter, animate or not. What is more, flaws of construction are
not exclusively man-made, witness the crippled back of Jenny Wren.

John Carey has written that Dickens’s imagination is most engaged in
"the border country between people and things"33 and nowhere is this

more evident than in OQur Mutual Friend, where dispersal and reassembly

occur to the living as well as to the dead, confounding the inanimate with
the human, and subjecting atl to the processes of regeneration.

Yet none of these processes is hereditary, no matter how closely the
activities of Mr Venus and Jenny Wren seem to mimic creation. It is
tempting to see hereditary concerns behind the novel's theme of
resurrection--resurrection being but a spiritual restatement of
regeneration. The resurrection motif in this novel applies to the two
heroes. John Harmon is supposedly drowned in the Thames, but emerges
from the river alive and adopts a disguise the better to test the young
woman whom his father’s will has named as his bride. Eugene Wrayburn
falls into the river after being struck by his rival Bradley Headstone. He is
rescued by Lizzie Hexam and returns to life a less cynical individual, ready
to marry his low-class sweetheart instead of merely toying with her.
(The maiming of Wrayburn before he is permitted to marry beneath his
social station is reminiscent of the blinding of Rochester in Jane Eyre and
carries the same unpleasant connotations of physical diminishment.)

Resurrection and regeneration are related to heredity in the sense
that they define matter as circular and regenerative in much the same way

as Dickens once defined time as cyclical and repetitive by naming the

33 Carey 101.
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coming generation after the present one. One could argue that in Our

Mutual Friend the relationship between dispersal and reconstruction, death

and life, dust and money, eating and excrement becomes a substitute for
the kind of natural regeneration which Dickens has elsewhere associated
with heredity. But that is to understand heredity in such a broad sense as
to render it meaningless. Heredity represents a relationship in which life
grows out of life. Inanimate objects cannot inherit, nor can they bequeath
their characteristics to the next generation. The process of disin-
tegration and regeneration which so fascinates Dickens in Qur Mutual
Eriend may substitute for his earlier interest in heredity, but it cannot
replace it. Darwin relegated Man to the margins of creation in The Origin
of Species.34 Dickens, as a novelist, can do no such thing. Because he
requires the human at the center of his fiction, he requires as well the

notion of heredity, to which he returns in his last novel.

34 £or @ fuller discussion of the Derwinien elements in Our Mutual Friend see Howerd W.
Fulweiler, "A Dismal Swemp": Darwin, Design and Evolution in dur Mutus! Friend.”
Nineteenth-Century Litersture, 49, 1 (June 1994), S0-74.
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111) The Mystery of Edwin Drood {1870); The Return to Heredity

in many ways, The Mystery of Edwin Drood represents a return to the

thematic concerns that existed in Dickens's earlier work. Written ten

years after the publication of Darwin's The Origin of Species, this novel
reverts to earlier Dickensian concerns with heredity and the dynamics of
family inheritance and interaction, but heredity in this novel is tied to
celibacy, and therefore to extinction. The story seems to have been
intended as the psychoiogical exploration of the mind of @ murderer, the
murder in question being that of a nephew by his uncle.35 Thus the crime
is woven into the structure of a family drama and set against the backdrop
of kinship relations, inviting a return to Dickens's earlier preoccupation
with issues of resemblance and descent.

The family reiationships portrayed here are full of ambiguity, mixing
affection with jealousy, intimacy with claustrophobia. In this novel, uncle
and nephew vie for the love of an orphan, a struggle which ends in
homicide. By way of bracketing this central incident of family violence,
Dickens resurrects the incestuous motif that had so appealed to him in his
earlier fiction, parceling it out between a brother-sister pair on the one
hand, a parent-child pair on the other. This means that hereditary issues
once more affect the plot, but they are here subsumed to a darker vision

linking sex and death.

35 Forster claimed that the novel wes to end in the condemned man's cell with a confession
of his crime by Jasper on the eve of his execution. See Ackrayd, 1050.
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The most striking thing about The Mystery of Edwin Drood is the

description of the cathedral town of Cloisterham in which the novel is set.
We are introduced to Cloisterham in the novel's verv first paragraph which
takes place wilhin the mind of John Jasper, an opiu'n addict and the
cathedral's choir master. Jasper's hallucination confuses the English
Cloister~am with the violent and seductive iands of the East, thereby
providing 2n alternative realily for a city which, in Dickens's description,
is haunted by death.

Cleisterham, is "a monotonous silent city,” a place of presumptive
spirituality, which is nevertheless permeated by an “earthy flavor
throughout.” This earthy flavor, deriving from the Cathedral crypt,
disseminates its influence over all of Cloisterham, establishing the
presence of death as an integral part of the cityscape. But it is death in
its fleshy, not its spiritual aspect. It is death as disintegration and
dissolution. In one striking passage, Dickens describes the fear of death
as "the innate shrinking of dust with the breath of life in it from dust out
of which the breath of life has passed” (MED, 153). This proleptic vision
suggest that the living are nothing more than collections of dust waiting

to decomposa. Yet, as he did in Qur_Mutual Friend, Dickens also defines

such disintegration 2s the first step towards physical, if not spiritual
regeneration. The bodies in the cathedral crypt belong to the clergy; in

fact, Cioisterham is a city

. . .80 abounding in vestiges of monastic graves, that the
Cloisterham children grow small salad in the dust of abbots
and abbesses, and make dirt-pies of nuns and friars; while
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every ploughman in its outlying fields renders to once
puissant Lord Treasurers, Archbishops, Bishops, and such-
like, the attention which the Ogre in the story-book desired
to render to his unbidden visitor, and grinds their bones to
make his bread (MED, 51).

This passage, with its unholy application of fairy tale barbarism to
the sanctified remains of Christian clergy, alludes to the cannibalization,
both literal and metaphoric, of the past by the present. The cannibal-
ization extends beyond food into the realm of architecture and from there
passes into the human mind. We are told that fragments of old wall,
saint's chapel, chapter house, convent and monastery have got
"incongruously or otatructively built into many of [Cloisterham’s] houses
and gardens, much as kindred jumbled notions have become incorporated
into many of its citizens' minds” (MED, 52). This is a statement of the
effects of environment on the human mind, and attributes a simuitaneous
confusion ard obsolescence to the mental processes of the citizens of
Cloisterham. In Cloisterham, where ail things are of the past and reek of
death, “the most abundant and agreeable evidence of progressing life” can
be found, not among human beings, but among the vegetable life of the
city's many gardens--which are themselves the fruit and offspring of
death.

The reference to gardens introduces the notion of sex into the grey
atmosphere 0f a city suffering from an all-pervasive form of Tombatism--
a word cuined by the stonemason Durdles to describe rheumatism caught
from graves. Sex in its varying forms is the leaven of the plot. It is

depicted as the ungovernable force, bursting ocut from the proscriptions
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and confinements of religion to dominate the world of nature in an uneasy
alliance with death. In Cloisterham, the former Nuns' House has become a
Seminary for Young Ladies, but the only change is that the former
atmosphere of church-sanctioned repression has given way to the
restrictions of social decorum. The result in both cases is a doomed
attempt to banish sexuality, which amounts, in effect, to banishing life.
The narrator makes the equation abundantly clear when he speculates on
the fate of nuns who were walled up alive for “having some ineradicable
leaven of busy mother Nature in them which has kept the fermenting worid
alive ever since” (MED, 52), a metaphor which harks back to the earlier
image of the bones of nuns and friars being ground to make bread.

The *'oung Ladies Seminary, while not taking quite such drastic steps
against "the ineradicable leaven” of mother Nature nevertheless is just as
concerned to suppress the irrepressible. Miss Twinklcvton, the head of the
school, censors love passages in her students' reading, avoids suggestive
words like “bosoms,” and praises female celibacy. Her charges are no
longer walled up, and they may string beads for necklaces rather than
telling them as rosaries, but they are no less subject to the wish to
control and restrain the imperatives of life.

And those imperatives stand behind a novel in which sex is allied to
death~-as in the allusion to fermentation above-~to such an extent that
sexual jealousy becomes a motive for murder. Standing against this
association, dressed incongruously and ironically in the mantie of celibacy
is heredity. The Mystery of Edwin Drood presents three relationships of
close kinship, and so marks a return on Dickens's part to some of the
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hereditary themes present in his earlier fiction. He returns most
especiatly to the ambiguously platonic relationships of brothers and
sisters, parents and children which had once stirred the more sentimental
reaches of his imagination.

One reason for this revived interest lies in Dickens’'s conception of

Edwin Drood as a family drama. As with Qur Mutual Friend, the plot is set

in motion through a will. That will is based on the agreement of two
friends that their children should marry when they came of age. Both
friends being dead when the action of Edwin_Drood begins, the will
represents a short-sighted and seif-centered effort on the fathers' part to
extend their friendship into the future by imposing its affections, ties and
loyalties on the next generation. In fact, the will seeks to take the
fathers’ intimacy even further by cementing it into a legal union through
the agency of their children. Or, in the odd phrasing of Rosa Bud, the
intended bride, speaking of the man to whom she is betrothed--"That we
might be to one another even much more than they [the fathers] had been to
one another” (MED, 114). This way of putting it draws an analogy between
the friendship of two men and the marriage of a man and woman as if the
two relationships were comparable,

That the future union of Rosa Bud and Edwin Drood should have been
based on the friendship of their fathers suggests the extent to which the
theme of heredity is tied to celibacy in this novel. The betrothal falls
apart, because neither of the young people feels any sexual stirrings for

the other. The wish for union had been their fathers’, not theirs. Rosa and
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Edwin part amicably, agreeing to “change to brother and sister from this
day forth” (MED, 164). The amicability which the fathers felt for one
another will henceforth be repeated by their children, but that is all. The
failed union of Rosa and Edwin is only the most central example of how, in
this novel, heredity links up to notions of platonic friendship and
asexuality rather than to fertility.

To take another example: Rosa Bud is said to resemble her mother
who was “a pretty little creature like herself.” The extent of the
resemblance causes Mr. Grewgious, who is now Rosa's guardian, to be
constantly mistaking the daughter for the mother. This is another in-
stance of the past living on in the present, a relationship which is always
impl:cit in the hereditary resemblance between parents and children. Mr
Grewgious had loved Rosa's dead mother, and he maintains his fidelity to
the mother by protecting the daughter, but this love is, of necessity,
platonic. This is so not merely because Grewgious stands in loco parentis
to the girl, but also because he defines himself as being prematurely aged.
This aging is a quality he ascribes to heredity: * .. .Young ways were never
my ways. | was the only offspring of parents far advanced in life, and |
half believe | was born advanced in life myself” (MED, 114). Being born
advanced in life obviously cuts down on the likelihood of generation.
Defining this aged quality as being inherited from one's parents further
underscores the extent to which heredity in this novel exists within the
sphere of celibacy and infertility.

The same point is made when the hereditary relationship is that
between brother and sister. The siblings tn The Mystery of Edwin Drood
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are the Landless twins, whose resemblance to one another is physical,
emotional and psychic. Dickens stresses the twins' similarity in a
comment by Mr Crisparklie's to Helena Landless: "Miss Helena, you and your
brother were twin children. You came into this world with the same
dispositions, and you passed your younger days together surrounded by the
same circumstances” (MED, 130). The statement neatly confounds
environmental conditions with hereditary ones. Granting that Dickens may
not have known that male and female twins are always fraternal rather
than identical--therefore do not necessarily inherit the same
dispositions--the fact remains that he hedges his bets by equating the
influence of environment with that of heredity. That Helena and Neville so
resemble each other in looks suggests again masculine and feminine
versions of the same character type, although in this instance--as with
the Brasses in The O1d Curiosity Shop--it is again the sister who assumes
masculine characteristics rather than the other way around, presumably
because maleness would have been considered by the Victorians as the
basic human model.36 According to Neville, not only is Helena the flercer
and more resilient of the two, but she has actually passed herself off as a
boy:

.. .Nothing in our misery ever subdued her, though it often
cowed me. When we ran away from [home] (we ran away
four times in six years, to be soon brought back and cruelly
punished), the flight was always of her planning and leading.

36 An example of just how pervasive this kind of thinking wes can be found in The Origin of
Species. Darwin, spesking of liereditery rules writes: " I1 is a fact of some importance to us that
peculiarities appesring in the males of our domestic breeds are often transmitted, either
exclusively or in a much greater degree o the males alone.” Darwin, 10. Presumably the same
is true for females, but Derwin never mentions females, being content ta let his specification of
the male stend as the rule for both sexes.
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Each time she dressed as a boy and showed the daring of a
man. (MED, 90)37

Helena and her brother are alike in certain intuitive ways as well.
They seem to read each other’s minds, and Canon Crisparkle is aware that
in teaching Neville, he is simultaneously teaching Helena, even though she
is not physically present at the lessons. Helena, in particular, seems to be
gifted with psychic powers. For instance, she senses Rosa's fear of Jasper
as well as the fact that Jasper loves Rosa38 These psychic powers are
related to the fact that the twins, who are so devoted to one another, hail
from the East, and appear to be of foreign blood,, as if some element of the
supernatural adhered by inherent right to those with Oriental ancestry.
Brother and sister look very much alike, “both very dark, and very rich in
colour; she of almost the gipsy type; something untamed about them both;
a certain air upon them of hunter and huntress; yet withal a certain air of
being objects of the chase, rather than the followers” (MED, 85). These
allusions to the primal in their make-up--Neville describes himself as
having something tigerish in his blood--the suggestion of being
simuitaneously hunter and hunted, of being untamed and yet civilized,
demonstrate again how the sexual element in this novel is just barely held
in check. Brother and sister with their dark colouring and untamed air

represent the primitive and emotional, at the same time as their

37 This evidence for Helena’s inclination and ebility 1o pess herself off es male hes led
some would-be solvers of the mystery of Edwin Drood {o speculate thet it is she who is
masquerading as Datchery in the last chapters of the novel.

38 This hes led to the suggestion that in the denouement Dickens intended to have Helena

hypnotize Jasper in order to revesl his role in the murder of Edwin Drood. See Philip Collins,
303, 307.
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relationship stands as an example of the most chaste and altruistic
devotion.

Because Dickens never lived to finish The Mystery of Edwin Drood, it

is difficult to ascertain what role precisely he intended to assign to this
brother-sister pair who bear the suggestive family name of Landiess.
What is clear is that on the thematic level, the twins play a mirroring
role, expanding the metaphoric possibilities of doubling, especially as
these relate to the doubie life of Jasper. Dickens liked mirroring effects
and often achieved these by multiplying the representatives of certain key
themes in his novels. The most obvious example of this occurs in David
Copperfield, where many of the characters are, like David himself, orphans
with a single surviving parent. The four pairs of fathers and daughters in

Our Mutual friend are another example of the same tendency. A similar

attempt at mirroring appears to lie behind the presence of the twins in
Edwin Drood. Not only do we get the Landiess twins, but Mrs. Crisparkle,
the mother of the Minor Canon, also seems to be a twin since Dickens
describes her sister as "matching her so neatly that they would have made
a delightful pair of ornaments for the two ends of any capacious old-
fashioned chimney piece, and by right should never have been set apart. .
."(MED, 82).

This twinning motif finds an echo in a related theme, which | have

2is0 alluded to earlier--that of the nurturing daughter. In Edwin Drood

the daughter has become a son, and the father she cares for is now a
mother. Nevertheless, the fynamics of this relationship are just as

ambtguous and just as fraught with incestuous overtones as any of its
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earlier manifestations.

The Reverend Septimus Crisparkle derives his given name from being
the seventh of seven brothers and the only one to survive--an echo of Pip's
five dead baby brothers in Great Expectations. Crisparkle himself appears
to be a throwback to such benevolent characters as Mr Jarndyce in Bleak

House, or the Cheeryble brothers in Nicholas Nickleby. He is not only good-

natured, but *his radiant features teemed with innocence,” an innocence
which is further enhanced by the fact that he lives with his mother. we
are informed of Crisparkle's living arrangement through a little authorial
slight of hand: Mrs. Crisparkle is first introduced by title and name, and
only secondly as "mother not wife, of the Reverend Septimus” (MED, 78).
This in turn draws attention to the conflation of the two roles, since both
mother and wife-~if there were a wife--would be designated "Mrs.
Crisparkle.”

The Reverend Septimus, a Minor Canon, is "within five years of forty.”
This means that he is thirty-five years old, yet Dickens's round-ahout
manner of stipulating his age puts the emphasis on "forty,” making
Crisparkle appear five years older than he is. At the same time as
premature age is suggested, it is also contradicted. The reverend is
portrayed as the epitome of healthy masculinity, 2 man in the prime of
life. He goes swimming in the frozen weir, then shadowboxes in front of
the mirror to restore his circulation. These activities are clearily meant
to balance what might otherwise be a suspicion of namby~pambiness in his
relationship to his mother, As in the following:
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.. .The Reverend Septimus left off at this very moment to
take the pretty old lady’s entering face between his boxing-
gloves and kiss it. Having done so with tenderness, the
Reverend Septimus turned to again, countering with his left,
and putting in his right, in a tremendous manner (MED, 78).

The juxtaposition here between the ultra-masculine activity of
boxing and the tenderness of kissing his mother’'s face makes for odd

resonances, which are only enhanced in the following passage:

What is prettier than an old lady--except a young lady--
when her eyes are bright, when her figure is trim and
compact, when her face is cheerful and calm, when her dress
is as the dress of a china shepherdess: so dainty in its
colours, so individually assorted to herself, so neatly
moulded on her? Nothing is prettier, thought the good Minor
Canon frequently, when taking his seat at table opposite his
long-widowed mother. Her thoughts at such times may be
condensed into two words that oftenest did duty together in
all her conver«<stions: ‘My Septl’ (MED, 79).

it is difficult to know the extent to which Dickens is here conforming
to victorian sentimentality on the subject of mothers and sons, and the
extent to which he is aware of the undercurrents in the relationship which
he is describing. What is beyond doubt is that we are meant to understand
the Minor Canon as a good man, and that this picture of his celibacy
combined with his athletic pursuits and love for his mother are intanded
to enhance a portrait of virtue unspotted by the slightest hint of sexual
taint.

The portrayal of the relationship between the Reverend Septimus and
his mother also has a bearing on another underlying motif in the novel,
which has to do with the twisting of time out of its proper sequence. |

have suggested that the Darwinian conception of time--slow-moving and
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progressive, encompassing small changes over long periods, never cyclical
and never reverting to what has gone before--is a problem for Dickens,
who tends to find comfort in conceptions of recurrent time, such as those
embodied in notions of regeneration, resurrection, and preformation. In
Great Expectations, Dickens--under the recent influence of Darwin--seems
to adopt historical time and to define it as a positive. But in Qur Mutual
Eriend with its insistence on regeneration, and its theme of life living off
of death, the definition of time seems once again to be sliding back
towards a cyclical formulation.

There are echoes of progressive time in Dickens’'s description of the
history of Cloisterham, which was once known by another name to the
Druids, and still other names to the Romans, the Saxons, and the Normans.
But this progression, which contains the author’s admission that
Cloisterham is his own invented name for the city (the original is
Rochester), evokes historical time in order to cancel it. The implication is
that every succeeding era has called Cloisterham by another name, but
Cloisterham in its essence has always remained the same. Or, as the
narrator puts it, “. . .A name more or less in the course of many centuries
can be of littie moment to its dusty chronicles® (MED, 51).

This is just one of several instances 0 which the novel distorts or
undermines the chronological development of time. in fact, the narrative
begins with such a distortion, when the "ancient English Cathedral town”
dissolves into a scene of Eastern exoticism. This confusion of West and

East occurs within the "scattered consciousness” of an opium addict, and
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serves as an apt introduction to a novel in which time is regularly
scattered by being deprived of its accustomed chronology.

In the case of the Reverend Crisparkie and his mother, the
relationship depicted is one in which time has stood still. The reverend
and his mother both act as if he were still a boy. For instance, he is
regularly dosed with medicine from her "herbaceous penitentiary” for the
good of his health. He submits to this treatment out or a wish to humour
and induige his mother, but the way to achieve these goals appears to be
for an adult man to adopt the submissiveness of a child.

Conversely, in order to feed his mother's vanity in other matters, the
reverend must pretend to be older and frailer than she. For instance, Mrs.
Crisparkie is very proud of the fact that, despite her age, her "bright eyes”
are still so clear that she can read without glasses. in order that she
might more fully enjoy this invincibility to the ravages of time, her son
affects short-sightedness and consequently puts on spectacles whenever
he needs to read. He thereby reverses the customary sequential
relationship between parent and child by making himself appear the elder
and the one more in need of artificial aid. But this pretense is dishonest.
So wary is Dickens of attributing the least suggestion of weakness to the
reverend, that not only are we assured that the Minor Canon can, in reality,
read without glasses, but that the reverend Mr Crisparkle “had the eyes of
microscope and telescope combined, when they were unassisted” (MED,
80). To which is added the further irony that with spectacies, this
paragon of vision has trouble seeing. We have then compressed in this

small episode several modes of distortion, including the distortion of
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There are other examples of time being twisted out of its expected
order. For instance, John Jasper is only six years older than his nephew
Edwin. This means that the implicit generational difference between an
uncle and his nephew does not exist here. Jasper and Drood are near-
contemporaries, both young, and both potential rivals for the affection of
Rosa Bud, to whom Edwin is engaged. Dickens deliberately draws attention
to the similarity of their ages when he has Jasper say: "Uncles as a rule,
Ned, are so much older than their nephews,” to which Edwin replies: . .
And some uncles, in large families, are even younger than their nephews”
(MED, 45). Balancing this erasure of time where we might expect to find
it, is the fact that Jasper, who at twenty-six is a young man, 100ks much
older than his years, a circumstance which the narrator attributes to his
dark colouring.

Other confusions of chronology occur throughout the novel. For
instance, Mrs. Crisparkie's prettiness places her aesthetically on a par
with the two young heroines, Rosa Bud and Helena Landiess, whose beauty
is the beauty of youth. While the description of Mrs. Crisparkie's
attractions is intended to represent the thoughts of her devoted and
induigent son, and so is not objective, the narrator concurs with the
reverend's estimation. Old Mrs. Crisparkle is several times referred to as
“the china shepherdess,” thereby evoking the immutabie prettiness of
porcelain. This dwelling on the comeliness of Mrs. Crisparkie is a first for

Dickens, who nowhere else emphasizes the attractiveness of elderly
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women. The fact that he does so in this final novel suggests the extent to
which bending time out of its sequential shape is a crucial element in his
thematic design.

The effects of this bending are everywhere, from the round-about
designation of the Reverend Crisparkie's age to the damaging effects of
the prearranged betrothal ¢n Rosa Bud and Edwin Drood. Their courtship
has gone flat, we are told, because its outcome is known beforehand (MED,
50). Edwin is contemptuous and patronizing of Rosa since he need not
exert himself to win her, while she is petulant and coy “vith him. That
they have been required to love each other beforehand, by parental fiat, has
ensured that they cannot love each other in the fullness of time, and their
engagement is doomed from the start.

Other oddities of time are concentrated in the language. Rosa
remembers her mother, who was drowned when her daughter was six years
old, as "a pretty little creature like herself {not much oider than herself,
it seemed to her), who had been brought home in her father's arms,
drowned.” (ED, 105). It is unclear whether the parenthetical remark
alludes to Rosa’s age at present or to her age when her mother drowned.
Either way, the view of time here is regressive, shrinking the mother back
to a youthfulness which would seem to preclude the existence of the
daughter.,

Time is not the only quality which is distorted in this novel, so to a
lesser extent is space, ard the relative properties of what belongs where,
This distortion goes beyond the dreamy confusions of the opening

hatlucination to include the actual topography of London, which Rosa
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introduced to magic gardens that grow in the air (MED, 247). London
appears to Rosa to be always waiting for something which never comes, a
statement of time as an endless continuum of expectations destined to be
frustrated.

Against the perceived irregularities of time and space which affiict
the living is placed the permanence of inanimate objects. These are
represented first and foremost by the engagement ring given Edwin Droond
by Mr Grewgious. According to Forster, Dickens intended this ring to
unmask Jasper as Edwin's murderer, since it would be the only thing not to
dissolve in the quickiime pit into which Jasper planned to throw Edwin's
body after the murder. The ring is an heirloom, a token of the past, with
far greater powers of survival than its owners. it was taken from the
finger of Rosa's drowned mother and given into the safe-keeping of Mr
Grewglous as Rosa's guardian, who tn turn gives it to Edwin as Rosa's
intended. The ring thus passes from one generation to the next and one
hand to the next, outliving the dead and demonstrating the transitory

quality of human life, a point brought home by Mr Grewgious:

See how bright these stones shinel. . .And yet the eyes that
were so much brighter, and that so often looked upon them
with a light and a proud heart, have been ashes among ashes,
and dust among dust, some years! If | had any imagination . .
I might imagine that the lasting beauty of these stones was
almost cruel (MED, 144).

That the permanence of stone outlasts the evanescence of life is one
. point made by the jewels in the ring. "In their very beauty they were. .

.almost a cruel satire on the loves, hopes, plans, of humanity, which are
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able to forecast nothing, and are so much brittle dust.” (MED, 168). To
highlight the ephemeral nature of human striving is thus one purpose of
the ring, but this is a novel in which, ironically, stone is neither
immutable nor inanimate, but is always in the process of being turned into
something else, just as the walls of ancient Cloisterham find their way
into the newer houses and gardens of today. Even jewelry is subject to the
circularity of time.

[Edwin] would restore {the stones] to [Rosa’s] guardian when

he came down; he in his turn would restore them to the

cabinet from which he had unwillingly taken them; and

there, like old letters or old vows, or other records of old

aspirations come to nothing, they would be disregarded,

until, being valuable, they were sold into circulation again,
to repeat their former round (MED, 168-9).

The impermanent quality of stone is further demonstrated by the
young detinquent called Deputy, whose game is to throw stones at
whatever he sees, including among his targets the stone-mason Durdles
and a pent-up sheep. Lacking a living victim, Deputy is gquite &s pleased to
throw stones at the dead through the railings of the churchyard. It's all
the same to him--stoning the living or stoning the dead, especially since
"the tail headstones are sufficiently like themselves, on their beat in the
daik, to justify the delicious fancy that they are hurt when hit” (MED,
276). Stone here stands for the living because it is a sign of the dead.
Similarly the ring is an heirloom from a drowning victim to her daughter.
it will aiso serve to identify the body of a murder victim. There is even a
- kind of life in stone, as when Durdles draws from the cold hard wall a

spark “of that mysterious fire which lurks in everything™ (MED, 156).



Durdles, the stone-mason, is one of the the novel's two dubious
artists (the other is the villain Jasper. who cannot sing a false note).
Durdles is an artist of death, so closely identified with his creations that
he is the same colour as the tombstones. He plays the part in this novel

that Mr Venus does in Our Mutual Friend, and is portrayed with the same

irony although with less affection. When he is in the graveyard, Durdles is
"“surrounded by his works, like a poplar [sic] Author” (MED, 73). Durdles is
responsible for all the headstones in Cloisterham, and it is he who
demonstrates that there is 1ife within stone when he makes the round of
the cathedral crypt sounding and tapping the walls to discover where the
"old ‘uns” are buried. Durdles's claim that he suffers from Tombatism, a
disease brought on by a lifetime's exposure to tombs, is a joke with
universal imptlications. In this novel of death, everything which lives will

sooner or later suffer from this affliction.

tf the ring symbolizes both death and the circularity of time, it also
has another metaphoric dimension. Dickens links it to the idea of fate as
embodied in a single link of a chain, an image which he had used eariier in

Great Expectations. Here the imagery is universalized:  Among the mighty

store of wonderful chains that are forever forging, day and night in the
iron-works of time and circumstance, there was one chain forged in the
moment of that small conclusion, riveted to the foundation of heaven and
earth, and gifted with invisible force to hold and drag” (MED, 169). The
overt reference is to Edwin's decision to hold onto the ring which

Grewgious had entrusted to him, even after the dissolution of his betrothai
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to Rosa. But the further implications of these portentous lines and their
ramifications for the working out of the plot can only be guessed at,
because Dickens never lived to supply an ending. And so the meaning of
this link which he expected eventually to elucidate hangs forever in the
air, subject to endless speculation in a novel whose lack of closure turns
all interpretation into conjecture.

So to add to all of Edwin Drood's many distortions of time there is
one other. Because it is unfinished The Mystery ¢f Edwin Drood must exist
forever within the frame of cyclical time. It permanently exists in the
form of process rather than completion. Most of what has been written
about this novel has been an attempt to resolve the mysteries of its plot,
mysteries that doubtless would have been far less intriguing had Dickens
lived to explicate them. But he did not live long enough to do that, with
the result that what he has bequeathed to all future generations of readers
is a novel constantly in the process of unraveling itself and never
succeeding. There can be no finer tribute to the noticn of time as cyclical

and incomplete.
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Postscript

The foregoing has been an attempt to approach the vast edifice of
Dickens's work from one particular point of view, rather like using a
flashlight to iliuminate a palace. It is my hope that my concentrativn on
the oddly central and oddly marginal topic of heredity has cast some light
on a hitherto 1ittle-explored corner of the Dickensian mansion.

| began this project with the wish to determine what Dickens
understood by heredity and why he was so insistent on drawing attention
to hereditary relationsnips in his novels. Once begun, however, the subject
assumed & complexity | had not anticipated. Certain issues | had wondered
about fell into place--for instance, why Dickens is so insistent on an
absclute resemblance between parents and children. Others--such as the
link between hanging, dissection, and artistry--which | would never have
thotight to yoke together before, suddenly acquired a vital connection once
filtered through the thematics of heredity. In fact, the closer I looked, the
more complex and intriguing the subject of heredity became, and the
broader its potential scope, both literary and philosophical.

What is more, because heredity sits on the thin edge between
science and popular belief, it permitted an approach to literature from a
point of view outside the purely literary. The fact that | was investi-
gating nineteenth-century attitudes towards this subject made heredity's
equivocal position vis-a-vis science and culture all the more rewarding,

because | was looking at a time when the actual mechanics of genetic
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transmission were unknown. This meant that there was no firm division
between what was known and what was conjectured; all propositions were
equally viable--and all were grist for Dickens's mill.

My general thesis has been that Dickens's attitude towards heredity
changed as he matured and his career evolved, that he forsook the simple
determinism of his early novels, in which he defined identity as a thing
inborn, wholly subject to bloodline and impervious to external conditions.
| have tried to show that this rather simple view of human nhature--or
more specifically, of the nature of the protagonist--gave way to a more
complex formulation in the novels from Dickenc’s middle period, such as

Dombey_and Son and David Copperfield, until under the impetus of the

Darwinian revolutica Dickens forsook heredity altogether as a factor in
the formation of the self.

| have also tried to show that Dickens's straightforward equation of
heredity with goodness is compticated by his attitude towards evil and
towards the more negative aspects of hereditary transmission embodied in
the notion of physical or moral taint. These he was unwilling to describe
as transmissible. Dickens felt strongly that the sins of the fathers should
not be visited on the child, and this negative attitude towards the
hereditability of morai, physical, or mental flaws celours his presentation
of such debilities in the novels.

The great Dickensian motif of the middle novels, that of connection,
of hidden threads of relationship running through all strands of society,
represents a broadening of the metaphoric potential of heredity. The
hidden consanguinity of Hugh the Bastard and John Chester the nobleman in



Barnaby Rudge, expands metaphorically in Bleak House to the image of the

corrupted blood of the poor waiting to infect the rich. Later still, when,
under the influence of Darwin, Dickens lost interest in heredity, his novels
forsake this theme of hidden connection and inter-relation. In Great
Expectations, this results in a demonstration that what binds one human

being to another is a share in the same elemental nature. In Qur Mutual

Friend and The Mystery of Edwin Drood, the notion of integrity usually
associated with heredity is replaced by images of dissolutfon and
disintegration.

This, in broad outlines, is what i have tried to argue in the preceding
chapters. What remains unexpressed under all attempts at cool analytic
prose is the debt that any one reader can owe to any one writer. That
essentially is what | feel for Dickens--a gratitude for having constructed
such a huge pleasure palace for the likes of me to wander in, and, what is
more, for having done it with the most vibrzat, imaginative and sparkling
prose in the language, so that each rereading of each heavy tome is always
more of a delight than a burden.
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