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summary 

A brief' introduction seelts to justif'y the ch01t;e of 

subject matter f'or the paper. The remainder of' the paper consists 

of' f'our ahapters. As so little is known generally about the essays, 

the f'irst chapter deals with their early history and Dickens's ma-

gazine,. All the Year Round,. in which they f'irst appeared. ---
The other chapters deal with tho topics of' the essays, 

their f'orm or structure,- and the elements of' Dickens' s style, ·to-

gether with the overall tone of' the essays. They study the wide 

range of' subject matter, the skilf'ul variations of' f'orm, the modu­

lations of' tone, and the pleasing style thatstems f'rom the clever 

use of' a f'ormidable assortment of' stylistic elements, and try to 

assess the literary merit of' the essays. 
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I:rr.l'RODUCTION 

The Uncommercial Traveller doea not appear on a large 

number of the lista that reputedly contain al~ the major worka ot 

Charles Dickens. None omits Sketches ~ ~, which firat brought 

the author to the attention of the public aa a writer of coasider­

able promiae. It deaervea the popularity that it enjoya, but the 

relative ob.acurity of. the Uncommercial Traveller seems inexpliea­

ble, sinee it was writlten by a 'more mature Dickens and containa 

Many easaya that are,. at leaat, as good as the best in Sketches 

.èl~. Admirers of Dickens,. as yet unacquainted With this work., 

will,. on acquaintance, almost certainly be puzzled by the scant 

attention given to it in recent times. 

Although Forster devotes little space to the Uncom­

mercial Trave11er,. his comments on it are favourable and he 

writes with enthusiasm of two essays in particular. In referring 

to "Tramps" and "Shy Neighbourhoods,n he writes, "For Jielight­

fuI observation both of country and town, for the wit that finds 

analogies between remote anci familiar things, and for humorous' 

personal sketches and experience, these are perfect of their 

kind. nl 

Mary Pendered, who thinks highly of the literary mer­

ita o~ the book, persuasively suggests a reason for students of 

IJohn Forster, 1i!! gi Dickens (London, 1966), II, 232. 
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Dickens to read: the book: 

l am of the opinion that the mere c-asual. reader of Dickens i·s 
si.ply entertained by his story and the actors in it. Ke does not 
recognise, behind their superb c.onc.eption,. the masterly art and 
magic: c.olouring of their background. 

Thus, when·. we ge~ away from his characters,. and the 
drama in w~ch they are involved, we are, perhaps, able to give 
more attention to bis other great qualities as a writer and ap­
preciate more c-Iearly where his necromantic' powers lay.2 

Forster pOints out that Dickens relied considerably 

on experiences from his own life for the material ot the book. 
1 

As. a·. result the reader otten gets intimate glimpses of Dickens 

that cano be of assistance wh en he raturas to the novels. Liter-

ary c.onsiderations apart,. the Uneommerc1al Traveller still of~ers 

frui tful reading. Throughout his career Dickens directed much of 

his attention to existing social evils and the Means of correct-

ing them. Many of the essays c.entre on these concerns,; and though 

the literary quality of some of the wo~k suffers as a result, the 

reader can hardly avoid experiencing the impact that derives from , , 

viewing the less tor,tunate segment of Victorian society through 

the eyes of a sympathetic." acutely observant, and talented writer. 

Very few cri tics deal wita the UneomBSrcial Travel-

!!!:, and those who do usually restric:t themselves to a few faVOTAr­

able comments. It is beeause of this neglec.t of what is ess.entially 

2nThe Firm .of Human Interest Brothers," Dickensian, XXXIII 
(Summer, 1937), 245. Earlier issues of the Dickensian carried the 
season of publication whereas more recent ones carry the month. 
The footnotes will follow the same pattern. 
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a fine series of ess'ays that l feel justified in regarding them 

as eminently suitable for consideration in this paper. 
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l 

In view of the widaspread ignorance surrounding the 

very existence of the Un.comm.ercial Traveller, i t seems necessary 

to giv.e an aceount of the background of the work,. as a prelude to 

the discussion of it in critical terme. 

The origin. of the book. 1s elosely involved with the 

weekJ.y magazine ,; ~ the I!!t. Round,. because the articles contaln­

ed in the boo~were first written as contributions to the magazine. 

The magazine owed its creation to a rift between Dickens and his 

publishers, Bradbury and Evans. The rift stemmed from the bitter­

ness Dickens faIt about the exclusion from Punch magazine of a 

statement that he had made eoncerning his separation from his 

wife •. The two men: were the pUblishers of Punch, and so Dickens re­

garded the omission as an act of betrayal by men who had been 

friends as weIl as business partners. He decided, therefore, that 

he would discontinue all associations with the pair. 

Bradbury and Evans had been co-producers with Dickens 

of' the weekly publication, Household Words, and as proof of his 

intentions Diekens asked, through John Forster, that the two men 

seLt their quarter share of' the venture to him. Binee the magazine 

was highly suec.essful they refused and made considerable efforts 

to placate Dickens. Diekens maintained his position and in an ef­

fort to make the position of Bradbury and Evans untenable he an­

noune.ed his intention to establish a ri val magazine of similar 
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format. Most of the staff of Householà Words,.including William 

Wills, the general manager,. indicated their intention to go a­

longwith Dickens. Bradbury and Evans were aware that if Dickens 

carried through his plan Household Words would flop financially 

and so the y took legal action in an attempt to restrain him. In 

March of 1859 judgment was handed don to the effect that the 

property should be sold by public. auction and appropriate division 

made of the proceeds. By seeretly arranging for Forster and an-

other friand of his to bid separately on his behalf, Dicken,s dis­

guised his efforts to ac.quire the property" and so managed to ac­

quire it for a very reasonable price. l 

Dickens attached considerable importance to the choice 

of titles for his writings and he made no exception with regard 

to the proposed new magazine. Several possible titles were consi-

dered and rejected by Dickens b.efore he thought of one that seem-

ed satisfactory. Forster pointed out, however, that the title 

would strike the public. as being lUdicrously inappropriate in view 

of his recent, well-publicised separation from his wife. Rather re-

luctantly Dickens conceded that Household garmony would not be 

suitable under the circumstances. 

Forster, who mentions the incident in his biography 

of Dickens, relates the circumstances surrounding the eventual 

IMentioned by Edgar Johnson in Charles Dickens ~ Tragedy ~ 
Triumph (Boston, 1952), II, 945. 



6 

choice of a title by Dickens: 

Still the great want was the li ne fram Shakespeare, which at last 
exultingly he sent on 28 January. 'I am dining early, belore read­
ing,: and literally with my mouth full~ But l have just bit upon a 
name that l tbink really an admirable one-espeeially w1 th the quo­
tation belore it, in the place where our present H.W. stands. 
"The story of our lives, from year to year. '-Shakespeare. 

AlI the Year Round. 
A weekly jo~rnaï CondUCt'ë'a by C.».,,2 

The tirst issue of the magazine appeared on April 30, 

1859. It contained, as personal contributions by Dickens, the in­

itial instalaaat of ~ 2! !!2o Cities and a short piece, "The 

poor Man and His Beer." After the last installment of the novel 

appeared in November of -the same year, a serialised version of 

Woman. a' ,,;;,Whi=o =:,t.;;.;e;;.. by Wilkie Collins started i ts rune AlI contributions 

to the magazine's predecessor had been published anonymously, but 

here the feature writers were acknowledged. Subsequently, two 

other works of tIoll1ns, !2. !!!m! and Moonstone, made their initial 

appearance in the magazine,. and other prom:lnent writers of the 

time~ such as Lord Lytton and Charles Lever, contributed serial-

ised works. Dickens also offered the public its first look at 

Great Expectat10ns through the magazine. He had planned to bring it 

out in book. form, but a sag in the circulation of th,e magazine 

forced him to recons1der. 

Apart from the two novels" Dickens's contr1but1o~s to 

the magazine consisted of miscellaneous shorter pieces, as weIl 

2~ 2! Dickens, II, 228. 



as annual Christmas stories, a reature that had been extremely 

popular in the earlier magazine. Among the more popular or the 

shorter items was the series or essays that he wrote under the 

guise of the Unaommercial Traveller. 

7 

Despite the pseudonym that Dickens adopted, he was un-

doubtedly appreciative of the financial benefits that accrued 

from the popularity of the series. He eontinued the series rar 

longer th~ he had originally planned because of his realisation 

that it helped to boost the sales of the magazine. His title is 

justified, however,. by virtue of his genuine concern for the un­

derprivileged members of society whose plight and needs he ch~ 

ions in.many of the essays. Dickens's c.ombination of business acu­

men and philanthropie inclinations were probably fully appreciated 

by the man who Dickens reputedly admired enough to use as the model 

for the title that he adopted. 

A c.ontemporary or Dickens, George Moore pursued a suc­

cessful eareer as a commercial traveller, ana when Dickens first 

became acquainted with himhe was an executive of the "Guild of 

Commercial Travellers." Men engaged in his occupation ·were general­

ly regarded as being primariIy concerned with their own material 

interests,. but Moore, along with his associates in the gUild, had 

done so much to assist the needy that Dickens was moved tQ express 

his admiration in glowing terms. In. a speech deli vered at a ban­

quet of the "Guild of Commercial Travellers," Dickens referred to 
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}lloo.re as lia synonym. for integri ty, enterprise, public spi ri t and 
l 

benevo1ence. n3 The particular basis for the compliment by Diekens 

was the prominent ro1e played by Moore in estab~ishing and ruDDing 

the Royal Commercial Schools. The idea for such a s~ool,. which 

wou1d care for and edueate the needy ch1ldren of co~rcial trave1-
1 

lers who had died or who were unable to work,. originated wi th an-

other c.ollUllSrc:l.al travel1er" John CUff1sy, but Meore was the dri v­

ing force behind the scheme. 

The first school opened at Wanstead in Essex:. but the 

demands for entrance increased rapidly,. nec:essi tating a move to 

more spacious quarters at Pinner in Middlesex. during 1855. Even: 

these new ac:cnmodations were soon taxed to the limit, andregular 

alterations and additions had to be made. Eventually the school had 

a maximum capacity of four hundred. Dickens admired the humane man-

ner in which the children were treated, and after a visit to Pin­

ner he remarked that the youngsters were as nhealthy, cheerful, 

easy, and rational, under a system of moral restraint far better 

than al~ the physical force that ever crushed a timid nature, and 

never bent a stubborn one.,,4 He also showed his appreciation by tak-

ing time out from his busy schedule to preside at several annual 

banquets of the guilde 

3Quoted by W.H.Drayton, "The Uncommercial Traveller and the Roy­
al Commercial Travellers' SChools," Dickensian,LVIII (May, 1961), 
118-120. 

4Ibid., p.118. 
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An anonymous correspondent of the Pictorial World wrote: 

"That hater and staunch opponent of all shams-Charles Dickens-

took an active interest in these schools, and several times pre­

sided at the anniversary dinners; indeed he adopted his title The 

Uncommercial Traveller from the faet of his connection with the 

fri.ends of' this institution. ,,5 Forster, however, states speci'fical­

ly that Moore. provided the inspiration for the title. The latter 

opinion receives support from a passage in a letter that Dickens 

wrote to Moore. Dickens was replying ta an invitation to chair the 

1859 festival banquet of the guild, and said in part, nI am sa much 

occupied that l believe nothing less than your note would have in­

duced me ta undertake the chairmanship. ,,6 

Regardless of the correct view it can be safely assumed 

that Dickens saw a sufficiently close analogy between what Moore 

and the other commercial travellers were doing and his own aims in 

writing the articles ta justif'y his choiee of a title. In one of his 

speeches ta a gathering of commercial travellers, he said: 

Gentlemen, we should remember tonight that we are all travellers, 
and that every round we t~e converges nearer to our home; that all 
our little journeys bring us together to one certain end; and that 
the good that we do, and the virtues that we show, and particular­
ly the children that we rear, survive us through the long and ttm­
known perspective of time.7 

5The let ter appeared in the issue of November 2, 1878, and is c1t_ 
ed in the article by Drayton. 

6Drayton, p. 118. 
7Ibid.,p. 118. 
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Diekens used the metaphor of lite as a journey to iden­

tity bimsel! with bis audienc.e of commercial travellers. Despite 

the tact that their oecupation was usually asso,~ated with materi-

al self-interest, these men had shown an unCOMmOn con cern for their 

lesa fortunate fellow-travellers. Diekens expected to benefit fln­

aneially trom wri ting the series ot articles, but he was also 

proapted by the same altruism, that had induced the commerc~al 

travellers ta engage in charitable activities. Many ot the arti­

cles reveal the considerable pains ~ckens took to acquaint hilll;­

selt with the problems ot the needy and the powertul advoeacy he 

exercised on their behalf. The means were different but Dickens 

shows in the Uncommercial Traveller that" like Moore and his asso­

ciates, he did enough for nis less tavoured fellow-men to warrant 

having the emphasis plac.ed on the uncommercial aspect of his 

travels. 

The tirst article by Dickens under his title ot the 

Uncommercial Traveller appeared in !!! ~ ~. Round on April 21, 

1860. Dickens had apparently indicated to the magazine's subscrib~ ,. 

ers that the series would c.ommence in April, and a letter to Wills, 
! 

dated March 28, 1860, reveals how anxious he was ta honour the com-

mitment. In part, he says; "There is not a hope of my doing the 

"Uncommercial" in time tor Saturday 1 s Ameriean MailS. • • . The 

s" An American firm paid Dickens and his partner, Wills, 1000 an-
nual1y for the rights to publish an American issue of !!! ~ ~ 
Round. 
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"Unc:ommercial" being announced,. l am very unwi1ling to postp~ne it 

as to England. Can we make up the No. without it, for America, and 

afterwards re-make it up, wi.th it, for this country?,,9 

During 1860 a total of seventeen papers in the series 

appeared in J!!. !h! ~. Round. The response to the series was en­

couraging enough for Dickens to pUblish them in book form in Decem-

ber of the same year, with the fo11owing preface, "The se papers 

have heen received with very great favour by the PUblic, and are 

here rep~inted in a convenient forme The series is, for the time, 

complete; but it is the Uncommercial Traveller's intention to take 

to the road again before winter sets in."lO 
1 

The author kept his promise "to talte to the road a-

gain," for f'urther papers by the Uncommercial Traveller appeared in 

!!! ~ ~ Round, and in 1866 a second edition of the book was 

pUblished, containing e1even articles that had not been in the pre­

vious edition. Between 1866 and 1869 Dickens comp1eted the last 

nine papers, and also made changes in some of' the earlier ones. 

The nIllustrated Library Edition" appeared posthumous1y in 1875 

and carried the entire series, except "A Fly-Leaf in a Life," which 

was one of the 1ast papers he had written. The distinction of' car­

rying the complete series of thirty seven papers goes to the ~'Gàds-

hi11 Edition" of 1890. 

9From one of Dickens's letters to Wills, included by R.C.Lehmann 
in Charles Dickens as Editor (London, 1912), p. 276. 

lOCharles Dickens-;-"Preface to the Ist. Edition of the Uncommer­
cial Traveller. 
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We have the author's own words to a~test to the popu-

1arity of the papers in bis own. time, and the tact that tour edi­

tions ot the colle~ted papers appeared between 1860 and 1890 sub-

stantiates bis statement. Much. of the appeal may have stemmed from 
1 

the topical nature of soma of the issues with which they are eOllll­

eerned,. but many of the articles are on tppics that have enduring 

app6.ù, and besides, even in dealing with the problems pecu1iar 

to bis time,. Dickens never entirely subordinated bis literary 

talents to bis interest in social il1s. 
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II 

WhenDickens wrote the series of essays aomposing the 

Uneommercial Traveller he was approaching fifty and already had be­

h1nd him a broad range of exper1ences in var10us countr1es, and at 

different social levels. As a result he had far more than the nor~­

al range of poss1b1l1ties available to him 1n the cho1c:e of topies 

for his essays. The cho1ces he made were, no doubt, 1nfluenced to 

a large extent by the readership to wh1ch he addressed himself. Re­

gardless of the extent of this influence, however" his ehoice of 

subject matter and his treatment of it must have reflected his own 

concerns and attitudes. It follows that an examination of the es­

says from this point of view can aff.ord valuable insights into the 

kind of person he was. 

The contents of the essays provide further opportuni­

ties for expanding this knowledge. In the case of the novels. the 

charac.ters fon a butter between Dickens and his readers, and it 

1s very difficul t to determine to what extent any of the charae:ters 

represent his own attitudes. In the essays he speaks direc.tly to 

his readers. Although the degree of intimaoy varies with the na­

ture of the topic he is discussing, all of them are personal to 

some degree and he invites the readers to share his experiences, 

his moods, and his MOSt private thoughts. He also advances opini­

ons that reveal a range of feelings from admiration to rankdis­

gust. In such c1rcumstances readers can hardly help gaining a 
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greater knowledge and understanding of the author. 

Irhe essays off.er more than this inereased understand­

ing of the author. They pro vide shre~d glimpses of facets of life 

in an important historical period,. by a writer whose perspective 

is sharply focused •. The result of this focus is a sympathetic re­

cognition of the people involved as participants in the life of 

an age that relates more meaningfully to our own times. 

At this point certain limitations of the usefulness 

of the essay in the respects that have been mentioned need to be 

noted. The essay, because of its restricted length, cannot treat 

any topic with the same exhaustiveness as some other literary gen­

res. No one essay can offer a comprehensive knowledge of the au­

thor's position on a major issue. This drawback is somewhat;miti­

gated in the Uncommercial Traveller by the fact that Dickens deals 

with some of his chief concerns in a number of essays. 

The term 'essay' implies an attempt or trial, and 

very often the views expressed by the essayist constitute initial 

impressions that could conceivably undergo later revision. Since, 

however, the essays of this series are the products of Dickens in 

his Most mature period, the views they express are likely to have 

been far less susceptible to modification than had they been writ­

ten at an earlier stage. In any case, even as records of the au­

thor's views at a certain point in time, the y would still be valu­

able. 
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In one of the essays ~J:l the UncoDlJl8rcial Traveller" 

"OD. an Amateur Beat," Dickens refers to the often predetermined 

routes that he followed on his walks about London as his beats. 

The comprehensive territory covered by these beats provides the 

background material. tor the majority of the essays in. the series. 

Although Dickens was primarily interested in the human activities 

around him" his sharp eyes missed very little even beyond the hu­

man, with the result that the essays also include delighttul ob­

servations on places and animals. Mary Dickins,. no doubt prompt-

ed by the detailed picture of a portion of life in Victorian L01I1-

don that the essays offer, says: 

4 • • • Dickens, who had escaped the squalor of life ia the poor­
er part of London, found that he could write with most ease wheR 
he could steep himself· againin the atmosphere of those early 
days; the world of his imagination and London were one and the 
same thing" and in that sense Dickens loved his London and im­
mortalised it. l 

The London that Dickens immortalises in the essaya 

was not familiar to the aristocracy or the weal thy, but Dickens 

had become acquainted with it early in life beca~se of poverty. 

It is the London of struggling lawyers in dusty chambers; of a 

pair of young doctors sacrificing their lives in the service of 

sick chi1dren; of pimps and prostitutes using every ruse to sepa­

rate sailors from their earnings; and of poverty so acute that 

l"Dickens Selr-Revealed, fi Dickeusian, XLII (tTune, 1946), 132.. 
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a woman can say, "The rent is hard upon us. It.f s rose upon us too, 

now,-sixpence a week,.-on account of these new changes in the law, 

about the rates. We are a week behind; the landlord's been shak-

ing and rattling at that door frightfully; he says hetll turn us 

out. l don't know whatts; to come of it. n2 The London that Di~kens 

writes;about in the essays i8 a world in which people are differ-

entiated by age, oceupations, idiosyncrasies of appearance and 

personality"and a variety of other means, but they are all link­

ed by the common bond of po vert y or near-poverty. 

Much of the fascination of the essays on London stems 

not only from the apparent imaginative powers of Dickens, but al­

sa from the fact that many of the characters he describes are es-

sentially fascinating. Mary Dickins remarks that the Engl1sh of, 

Dickens's time were a people "whose history was scarcely lesa as­

tonishing than that of the Elizabethans.,,3 The people whose lives 

Dickens describes and interprets are a part of that history, and 

in the Uncommercial Traveller the y emerge as very real beings 

responding to life in a multiplicity of ways, all. understandably 

human. 

London probably exercised a greater influence on the 

imagination of Dickens than any other place, but a g1ance through 

2Uncommercial Travel1er" p. 379 •. This and subsequent references 
to the text are derived from the Centenary Edition (London, 1911). 

3"Dickens Self-Revea1ed," p. 132. 
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the essaya indicates that various other plac:es attrac.ted his at­

tention and stimulated his imagination. Six of the essays are on 

topies that can be identified. with. locations in parts of Britain 

outside of London. "Trampsl1 suggests Dickens's wide-ranging know­

ledge of the country" ainee it deals with an. assortment of itiner­

ant 'Workers and beggars that he encounters in di:tterent parts of 

the country. The article is somewhat remin1scent of the Eliza­

bethan rogue literature that Barman, Greene, Deklter, and many 

less well-known writers produced. 

The first essay of the series, "Shipwreck," gives a 

brief description. of a smal1 town on the Welsh coast that provides 

an appropriate setting for the sombre detai1s that follow. Diekens 

spent seven years of his childhood at Chatham and the ton, si tu­

ated on the estuary of the Medway, figures prominently in t'Wo of 

the essays. In "Chatham Dockyard" he c.1ear1y identifies the ton,. 

but in the other he uses the name Du1lborough,: also the title of 

the essa~to disguise its identity. The name is used with similar 

intentions in Sketches !l~. A seaside resort town is simi1arly 

disguised as Name1esston,.. Most 1ikely because of the extreme1y un­

f1attering description of one of its restaurants. 

Nostalgia for the stage-coaches, which were rapidly 

being driven out of existence by the rai1roads, probably impe1led 

Dickens to visit a decaying town that had f10urished in. the hey­

day of the stage-coaches. The trip prompted "An Old Stage-Coaching 
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House," in which he uses a number of incidents to convey the im-

pression of a town rapid1y deteriorating. 

W.J. ~ar1ton marsha11s ample evidence to support his 

opinion that Newbury is the town described in the essay.4 In a 

1etter pub1ished in the fo11owing issue of the Dickensian~ Pansy 

.Pakenham challenges the theory on the grounds that Dickens more 

1ike1y created a composite from his impressions of severa1 towns 

that had been affected by the dec1ine of the stage-coaching busi-

ness. Her view does not seem convincing, particu1ar1y as avai1able 

evidence suggests that the essays de scribe specifie: experiences of 

the author, and that Dickens took 1iberties with facts on1y to the 

exteDt necessary for disguising identities, or protecting persons 

that he mentioned from possible repercussions. 5 In any case Miss 

Pakenham shows a 1ack of confidence in her theory by proposing 

Beaconsfie1d as a more 1~e1y choice, if Dickens did have a spec1-

fic place in mind. 

Dickens trave11ed extensive1y in Europe, and some of 

the essays reflect the facto "Travelling Abroad" describes a jour-

ney by coach ..and by mule through France and the Swiss Alps. At the 

end the reader discovers that the trip i8 a fancifu1 daydream 

conjured up by Dickens while he cosi1y relaxes in one of the 1ux-

4"Dickens's 'Old Stage-Coaching House'," Dickensian, LIV 
(J~uary, 1958), 13-20. 

One such instance, 1nvo1v1ng "A Sma11 star in the East," is 
cited 1ater in this chapter. 
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urious coaches that he has gone to inspect on behalf of a friend. 

still, the intimate knowledge of the geographical features and the 

people, which the article reveals, could only have stemmed from 

tirst-hand acquaintance, and the essay is as engaging as any on 

the subject of travel. 

"In the French-Flemish Country" 1s another essay that 

draws its material from the author's European travels. In a few 

deft sentences Dickens catches the atmosphere of the fIat country­

side and then turna his attention to the simple modes of enter­

tainment enjoyed by the people. He relates also, two highly comi­

cal incidents involving a troupe of itinerant entertainers whom 

he encountera during his visite "The Italian Prisoner" highlights 

the gratitude of a former political prisoner towards his English 

benefactor. In the process of dealing with his chief issue Dick­

ens touches briefly on Italian politics and also provides an in~ 
; 

teresting account of the problems a traveller can encounter in , 

journeying through Europe, especially when he is accompanied by a 

suspiciously huge wine cask. Both " The Calais Night Mail" and 

"Medicine Men of Civilisation" also malte incident al use of Dick ... 

- ens' s expériences. 

Although Dickens went on a number of lecture tours 

in ~orth America, those travels did not pro vide a major topie for 

any of the essays. A few essays, however, contain references that 

indicate his familiarity with America. In "Wapping Workhouse," 
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he mentions a cheerful widow in her nineties, who seems strikingly 

out o~ place in the company of the other occupants of a ward for 

elderly wom.en, and he reflects that, "At Boston, in the Sta~e of 

Massachsetts, this poor creature would have been tended in her own 

room, and would have had her life assimilated to a eomfortable 

life out of doors" (p. 30). "Aboard Ship" deals mainly wi th a 

voyage between New York and Livepool, but it starts with the ran­

dom musings of Dickens as he stands on the shipts deck watching the 

preparations for departure. In the course of his reverie he thinks 

back. to the wetness of the past New England spring and wonders at 

the North American passion for flowers. 

The only title that suggests prime concern with a fea­

ture of American life turns out to be very misleading. The essay, 

titled "The Boiled Beet O,f New England," has nothing to do with 

the c.uisine of New Englanders. The article deals with the tradi­

tional tendency of the upper el.asses in England to treat the work­

ing elass with condescending paternalism, and gives an account of 

the author's visit to a well-run cantaan, one of a chain that 

workers had been allowed to operate on their own. He sees these 

places as symbols of change in the paternalistic attitude, hence 

the New England of the title. (The only things American mentioned 

in the article are the stoves used in the canteen). 
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L~e Most landlubbere,. Dickens appears to have found 

sea voyages an extremely unsettling experienee ,. l'et he ereates 

out of his mieery two powerfUl essays in the series, "Aboard Ship" 

and "The C'alaie.Night Mail." Ports afforded a more comfortable 

vantage point from which the author could indulge the associations 

that the sea had fnr him. Ronald Rigg refere to one of' these as-

sociati.ons, "Throughout bis lite Dickens wae f'ascinated by what 

ports and roadeteads revealed to him of the results of' manls hero­

ic: contest with the sea.,,6 The statement has support in. "Poar Mer-

cantile Jack· ... " where Dickens refers ta thp. bardehips and dangers 

that sailors face, and i t is his admiration for the inv:aluable 

functions that they serve under sucb eirc.umstanaes that prompts 
1 

the investigation into the ways in which the y are exploited ashare, 

whi~ he relates in the article. 

The sea represented a link wi th the exotic', f'ar-away 

places of hie early reading, and sa in "Bound for the Great Salt 

Lake .. " he says, "Possibly the parrots donlt know,. possibJ.y they do, 

that Down by the Docks is the road to the Pacifie Ocean, with 1ts 

lovely islands, where the savage girls plai t flowers,. and the sa-

vage boys ~arve cocoa-nut shells, and the grim blind idols muse in. 

their shady graves to exactly the same purpose as the priests and 

chiefs" (p. 259). But Dickens also sa\f the sea in more practical 

6"The Fascination of the Sea," Dickensian, XL (Ktarch, 1944), 91. 
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terms as an encircling barrier which the British Davy effectively 

used to protect the country, and "Chatham Dockyard" reve8.1s his 

interest in the pro~esses involved in building the ships that 

.ere to becDme part of that gallant navy. 

Most of the essays conta:1n materia1 that directl,. re­

lates to particular places, but there are four in which the lo­

cation has hardly an,. relevanc:e. "Nurse's Stories" recalls the 

horrifying storiea related b,. a, childhood nurse, and. the endur­

ing effect that the y had. It evokes the feelings of a young listen­

er with eonvincing realism, as any of its readers who has ever 

been a captive audience for similar tales can attest. "Mr. Bar­

low" also draws on the author "S cMldhood memories, c:alling to mind 

the intense dislike Dickens developed for Barlow, the priggish, 

omnis~ent tutor in a series of bOYs' novels. The writer of these 

books apparently intended the precepts expounded through Barlow to 

be guides to young readers, but Dickens expla:1ns how Barlow's hu­

morless moralising repelled Mm and caused him, even às an adult, 

to dislike anyone whose manner appeared similar. 

The past also informs "Birthday C'elebrations" as Dick­

ens sele~ts unpleasant experienees fram itto demonstrate the bas­

is for his apprehensions about birthday celebrations. The last of 

this set of essays,: "A Fly-Lea! in a Life," refers to an illness 

of the author, and cites instances of the unsolicited and irrita­

ting advice inflicted on him during that periode 
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As implied earlier, the essays cannat be expected ta 

provide a definitive aec:ount of Dic:kens's position on any issues 

that may ree:ei v.e attention,. but they do malte a worthwhile contri­

bution towards indicating bis inclinations. A subjec:t that coneern­

ed b.iJq illlJlleltsely was the care of thase who for various reasons 

eould not support themselves. Consequently, soma of the e88'1-S 

deal with conditions in workhouses, alms-houses,. and' hospitals. 

"Wapping Workhouse" describes one of these institu­

tions, and reveals some o.f Dickens'cs v.l.ews on the state of the 

buildings and the occupants" and the serviee provided for these 

pO.Çlr people. Reeognising the need for eheerful surroundings,. he 

commeats disapprovingly on· the dilapidated condition of soma 

buildings,: both iD.$ide and outside .. He also hemoans the fact that 

pri vate rooms are not availabl.e tor the inmates, so that the more 

depre,ssed will not hav.e a banefttl. effect on others. He ia prae:ti­

eal enough. to realise that wan.t of money c:ontributed to these 

shortC:Omings. Workhouses generall.y relied: on the in\:.ome iro. the 

Poor Rates for their upkeep, and DiCkens states that the inequi­

table assessment of 'the rates in d1tterent parishes overburdens 

some and bears too lightly on many of the wealthier ones. He illus­

trates what he has in. mind by painting out that "One poor parish 

in this very Union is rated to the amount of Five and Sixpence in 

the pound, at the very same time when. the rieh parish of st. Geor­

ge's is rated at about Sevenpence in the pound,. Paddington at 
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about Tenpence" (pp. 30-31). 
1 

Dickens notes a number of eases in whieh the pocr seem 

to take for granted the benefits they receive and react with seem­

ing ungratetulness to the efforts being made on their behalf. Qne 

instance occ.urs in. fiA Small star in· the East,,": where he makea this 

comment, "Wh en the hospital.. was first openecl" in January of the 

present year,. the peopl.e coulci not possibly cone,eive b~t that some­

body paid tor the services rendered there; and. were disposed to 

elaim: them as rights" and to find tault if out of temper" (p. 383). 

A. simi1ar attitude exists among the people he describes in "Tit-

bu11t:s llm.s-H'ouses." They live in a collection of two-room houses 

and appear reasonably weIl cared for; yet they spend most of their 

time complaining of the rights al1egedly denied them by the author-

ities, to whom they always refer as "the gentlemen who administer 

the place." 

AlI the instances that Dickens cites occur where go~­

. ernmental institutions are, either !ully or in part, responsible 

for the se~vices. Dickens recognises an important element in these 

arrangements. The benfits are passed on in an impersonal manner 

that precludes any warmth of response, and fai1s to take into ac­

count the strong need of these people to be treated as individuals. 

This possibly exp1ains why Dickens tends to show far more enthusi­

asm for the charitable aC.tivities of philanthropie groups or indi­

viduals that involve close personal relationships wi th those be-
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ing assisted. The unstinted admiration that he had for the.efforts 

of the Guild of ëommercial Travellers has already beèn mentioned 

in this paper, and in "A Small star in the East" he exhibits as 

much enthusiasm for the work being done by a dedicated young couple. 

Dickens starts b! telling that, on a walk. through the 

Ratcliff district of eastern London, he impulsively visits the 

homes of some extremely poor residents. Afterwards, as he continues 

his walk, he notices a sign indieating the East London Childrens' 

Hospital and decides to pay a vi si t. He discovers that the ho spi tal 

has been established solely through the efforts of a young doctor 

and his wife, who has also had some medica! training. The members 

of the hospita!'s staff could earn much better salaries elsewhere, 

but the y are impelled to stay because of the satisfying nature of .. 
their work~ and the inspiring example of the doctor and his wife. 

1 

Although Dickens admires the tinancial sacrifices that 

the couple makes, he is even more impressed by the almost total de-

votion of their time to the welfare of the youngsters. Apart from 

the usual professional services, they spend their time decorating 

the wards and doing almost everything else possible to make the 

children feel wanted and loved. Even after the young patients are 

sent holQl' the c.ouple maintain interest in them, frequently invit-

ing them.in for visits. It 1a tbis kind of warm persona! relation-

ship that Dickens finds sadly lacking inmany of the institutions 

that he visits. 
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George Young provides background information on "A 

Small star in the Eastn that shows the kind of situation in which 

Dickens took liberties with. the tac..ts that oce.asion the ess.ays.7 

Ac:e.ording to Young. Dickens did. D.ot malte the trip to Ratcliff im-

pulsively, as he suggests in. the essaye DiCkens was iavited by Dr. 

N"athaniel Reckford to see for Mmeelf the abominable c:ondi tions 

that existed in that district of London. Hee.kford~ who was twenty 

six years old at the time and is the doctor mentioned in Dickens's 

artiele~ felt that if Dickens were to write an article on condi-

tions in: the area something would. be· done to ameliorate them.. Diek­

ens wrote the article~ but to ensure that Hecktord would not be cri­

ticised for having arranged the visit he made it appear that he had 

visited the area by chance. 

The poor whom Dickens admires most are those who, des-

pite the handicaps they face., struggle along bravely, honestly, 

and cheerfully. After describing the abject po vert y in which one 

family lives, he c.omments on the "cheery l;telpfulness of the wite" 

(p. 377), and later in the same article notes that none of the 

very needy families that he visits aaks bim for money. He shows si­

milar appreciation for the discharged Boldiers in. "The Great Tas-· 

mania' s Cargo" who,. despite being b.adly treated and impoverished, 

remain eheerful and uncomplaining. 

Those who shirk work, those who wbine about their 

7ffA Small star in the East ("In Three Twinkles fl ), Di ckensi an , 
)L~ (Autumn, 1934), 287-291. 
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lot, .and those who violate the laws come in for far less favour­

able treatment. The tone of "Tramps" reveals a marked degree of 

testiness as Dickens describes the able-bodied types who eschew 

any form of work,. depending solely on what they can get by beg-

ging or, in some instances, stealing. This is how he describes 

one type of tramps: 

He has no occupation whatever, this order of tramp, and has no 
object whatever in going anywhere. He will sometimes calI him­
selt a brickmaker, or a sawyer" but only when he takes an' ima­
ginative flight. He generally represents himself,. in a vague way~ 
as looking out for a job of work; but he never did work,. he never 
does, and he never will,. (p. 123). 

The same disapproving tone characterises the treatment 

of the lawless types in "The Ruffian." In fact the air of indig-
1 

nation is so pronouneed and the condemnation so unqualified that 

Dickens seems unwilling to seek beneath the surface that irritates 

hi. for the circumstances that have helped to creo.te this. probt-

lem. For onee he sounds like a c~ntemporary extremist exponent of 

• law and order ,.' as he says: 

But we are all of us powerless against the Ruffian, because to the 
law, and i t ,is bis only trade." by superior force and by violence, 
to defy it. Moreover,: we are :constantly admonished from high 
places (like so many Sunday-school children out for a holiday of 
buns and mi~and-water) that we are not to take the law into our 
own hands,. but are to hand our defence over to it. It is clear 
that the common enemy to be punished and exterminated tirst of all 
is the Ruf'~an (p. 359). 

It is the difterence in Dickens's attitude towards 

those who unquestioningly accept their condition, and those who 

do not, that partially provides the grounds On which James Fisher 
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challenges his reputation as a social reformer. Referring to the 

social injustices that existed in' England during Diekens's time, 

he says: 

But the terrible thing about it all was that men had come to re­
gard these evils as part and parcel of their lot and therefore un­
changeable, and things are in a perilous state when this is the 
attitude to the evils of life. /md'in this connection, the crux 
of the question is: Did Dickens's attitude to social questions 
tend to alter this hopeless outlook7,,8 

Fisher proceeds to answer the question negatively, but 

the evidence from the Unco~rcial Traveller suggests that an un­

qualified 'no' is unfair to Dickens. It is true that the book 

provides no indication that Dickens questions the rightness of the 

existing social structure. While, for example~, he advocates better 

educational facilities for poor children it is clear that he does 

not envisage for them an education beyond the needs of their so-

cial class. He bemoans the health hazards attached ta working in 

the lead-mills, but sees it as an unfortunate necessity for some 

workers. One is left with the impression that Dickens wished to 

see the conditions under which the poor struggled improved with­

in the existing social framework., and i t can be argued that Many 

of the injustices that he cites were concomitants of such a social 

structure. Under the circumstances Many of Dickens's suggestions 

for improving conditions could be no more than, palliatives. 

Yet, while this has to be regarded as a big question 

8"Reform as a Dickens Background," Dickensian, XXXIII 
(Summer, 1937), 
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mark aga.:!,n~t the replltation of Dickens as a social reformer, it 

does not cancel out bis contributions, even within the context 

of the terms laid down by Fisher. Regardless of the validity of 

the grounds on which Dickens built his optimism, the fact remains 

that he did not accept the evils that beset the lower strata of 

society as unalterable, nor their outlook as eternally hopeless. 

Admittedly Dickens's prime con4ern was for the economic betterment . 
of the poor. Even his advocacy of better education and greater 

responsibility for the working-class tied in with this concerne 

His voice was an influential one, however, and to the, a~tent that 

he may have helped to effect progress in those twc are as he con­

tributed, perhaps unrlttingly, to social reform, because educa­

tion and increased responsibility have been, in modern times, the 

supports on which the masses have based the~r drive towards great-

er mobi~ity in society. 

Although Dickens shows DO signs, in the essays, of 

wishing to have a more demQcratic educational system, he has 

sound ideas concerning the subject of education. On several oe­

casions he condemns the 'Gradgrind âttitude'that permeates the ed-

ucational system. Far too much impo~ance, he feels, is attached 

to the utilitarian value of learning, and he attribut~s this 

failing to "a shyness in. admitting that human nature when at leis-

ure has any desire to be relieved and diverted; and a furtive 

sliding in of any poor make-weight piece of amusement, shamefaced-
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ly and edgewise" (p. 143). 

He doea not share this shyness and in "The Short­

Timers" speaks glowingly of a school. where efforts are made to 

ensure that the pupils enjoy their studies. He comment!s, too, on 

the concessions made to the limited conceatration span. of young­

sters. The length of each c1ass p~r1od i8 shorter than in most 

other schools,: and subjects requiring great mental effort are al­

ternated with others that are less demanding in this respect. He 

finds particular satisfaction in the fact thœt" despite the very 

congenial and relaxed atmosphere of the school, the children have 

been reputedly learning at a faster rate than those in other 

schools wi th the samesocial background and in the same age group. 

In an age whan educ:a.tionists did not generally believe in 'sparing 

the rod,.' it is refreshing to note Dickens's insistence that a 

system of __ oral restraint was far more effective than any amount 

of physical force. Al though Dickens apparently did Dot have any 

~omprehensive theory for effecting changes in the society" in­

sights suCb as tbj.s must have helped to make his essays contri­

bute in.a meaningful way to its betterment. 

The essaya indicate that Dickens had a high opinion 

of the precepts of Christianity~ but regarded much of the ritual 

of the church as irrelevant and" often,. distractions from the real 

intent of Christ's teachings. The clergyman of "The Shipwreek" 

draws praise from Dickens because his disregard for denomina-
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tional distinctions while performing acts of merey, reveals the 

k:l.ndliness of the true Christian. Possibly because of the value 

that DiCkens attaches to example, rather than rhetori~, he prefers 

preachers to have an unaffeated and reverential delivery. 

He describes a risit to a religious service in "Two 

Views of a Cheap Theatre,:" and expresses opinions on the role he 

thinks religion shoul.d play iJl the livea of working-class people. 

He feels that these people are starved for entertainment and sug­

gests the churah should help fil1 this need by making the services 

as enjoyable as possible. The ehurch then stands a better chance 

of attracting these people for whose spiritual welfare it prof.ess­

es concerne Dickens argues that the ministers can do a great deal 

to increase the appeal of services b) merely reading the many si.p­

ly told, yet interesting and appealing,stories from the bible, 1n­

stead of using brie! passages as launching pads for long moralis­

ing and rhetorical flights that only b.efuddle and bore listeners. 

"City of London. Churches" af.'fords glimpses of the sparse attend­

ac.e at services, which has resulted trom the failure of the chur eh 

to cater to the people's need. for entertainment. Dickens paints 

a bleak picture of decaying churches that pro vide an appropriate 

setting for funereal rituals that evoke images of oppressive des­

pair, in$tead of the' reassuring hope sC!) nec.essary for people whose 

daily existence offers little of it. 

Dickens ·was an admirer of the theatre, who wrote a 
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number of plays and frequently acted 1n amateur product10ns,. so 

1 t 1s not surpr1s1ng that severaI of' the essays contain references 

to theatric.al performances. In uTwo V1ews of a Cbeap Theatre," 

Di~kens. writes of a visit to th~ Brit~a~ a huge theatre cater-

1n! pr1marily to .... ,,'lt'ld.ag .. e1ass audiences. On Sundays,. religious 

services" such as one he describes in the same essay, were held 

there. Dicken's does not vis1t the Britannia to satisfy his own dra­

matie taste. He goes with the intention of seeing the type of pro­

gramme put on for the lower-class audience and of observing their 

response to it. The offering for the night consists of a pantomime" 

featuring such characters as the Spirit of Liberty and the Four 

Quarters of the World, and a Melodrame. in which Vice and Virtue 

are embodied in strongly contrasting terms. It is all cliche-rid­

den and unsophisticated stuff, but apparently well-suited to the 

taste of the audience, which strongly identifies with the 19ood1 

characters and applauds heartily when the 'evil l ones meet their in­

evitable discomfiture. For Dickens the important thing is that the 

audience of working-class people should gain a brief respite from. 

its everyday eares, and if the dramatic fare served it satisfies 

the need then the quality of the fare is incidental. 

Dickens repeatedly expresses dislike for the tendency 

of many people in Victorian England to moralise on practically 

every issue, and he reveals particular aversion to the prevalence 

of this tendency in the theatre. A comedy that he attends in Lon-
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don, occasions this comment: 

As the characters were lifelike (and consequently not improving), 
and as they went upon~ their several ways and designs without per­
sonally addressing themselves to me, l felt rather confident of 
coming through it without being regarded as Tommy, the more SO, as 
we were clearly getting close to the end. But l deceived myself. 
AlI of a sudden, àpropos of nothing~ everybody conëerned came to a 
check and halt, advanced to the toot-lights in a general rally to 
take dead aim at me, and brought me down with a moral homily • • • 
(p. 400). 

The crude, bumbling efforts ot some amateur groups 

and third-rate professional troupes pro vide Dickens with materi-

al for humorous passages in some of the essays. The passage in 

which he descrihes a performance by a group of pertormers touring 

the French-Flemish reglon achieves a particularly comic effect. 

Yet, despite the fun Dickens pokes at such crude performances, he 

seems to pre fer their unpretentious attempts at entertainment to 

the moralising posture of far more competently produced ones. 

It would be a grave omission, if for no other reason 

than the amount of attention the subject recei vas in the essays,. 

to end the chaptal" without reterring to Dickens's concern with 

the po or eating facilities available to the British public. The 

atmosphere, service, and quality of food, in- a wide range of eat-

ing places come in for generally uncomplimentary treatment. The 

patriotic Dickens finds it especially galling that these places 

suffer badly by comparison with their European counterparts. Some 

of his more sarcastic sallies are directed at these places, and 

his irritation stems in part from the conviction that a measure 
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of concern. for the publi~ on the part of the owners COUld cause 

them to easily rect1fy many of the distasteful features. 

This chapter has not exhausted the range of topics 

that the essays cover. Enough has been de~lt with, however y to 

c:onvey an 1dea of the scwpe of Dickens' s interests and concerns 

that they reflec.t ,. and to indicate that 1 t 1s sufficiently wide 

to engage the interest of a variety of readers. 
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Criti~s of the essay, sueh as F.H~ Pritchard, W.H. Rud-
i 

son.,. and B'.R. M'Ullik,. find i t far easier ta explain' what the es­

say is not than to daf1ne 1t 1n terms that can aecomodate all the 

writings that lay c~aim to the title. Most cr1tics cireumvent tbe 

problera-, by conc:entrating the1r attent10n on. what 1s termed the per-

sonal essaye This type of essay 1s diatinguished from others by 

i ts extremely intimate tone and 1 ts bland urban! ty. The cri tic's 

who restrict their attent10n to the persona! essay do not deny the 

existence of other types of essaya; they simply pre fer to deal al­

Most exclusively with a part1cular type that they have been able 

to contain wi thin c.ertain. l1m1 ts, and which they regard as the 

Most satisfying from,a purely literary standpoint. 

Owing to the absence of ~ormal rules governing the 

structure of the essay, the essayist has e.onsiderable latitude in 

deciding how he will introduc,e, develop, and conc~ude bis work. 

This dues nôt mean,. howeve~, that he 1s free of all. restraints. 

The essayist recognise~ that the kind of topie on' which he wr1tes, 

his intentions in writing about 1t" and the type of effect he hopes 

to achieve, will have some influence on the form- that he gi vas to 

his essaya. He also appree1ates that by varying the structural 

mould in which he casts his material he eonsiderably reducea the 

risk of his essays be1ng monotonous. This last point is of parti-

c~ar pertinence 1n.a series such as the Uncommereial Traveller" 
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which is the work of a single essayist. The series offers proof 

that Dickens fully appreciated the significance of structure in 

writing the essays. He shapes the essays in a variety of ways, 

and even in those sharing a simi'lar basic: structure some degree 

of differentiation is often apparent. 

Dickens tends far more towards a descriptive style, 

rather than the argumentative style of an essayist like Swift. 

The dissimilarities in the structural forms favoured by these 

two writers can be partially attributed to this fàct. Many ot' 

Swift's essays have a radial structure. In an essay of this type 

there is a central thesis or theme that is developed. Various ar­

guments or illustrative incidents are aIl linked to the central 

theme to assist its development. In nA Modest Proppsal," for in­

stance, the central th~s1s is Swift's seemingly outrageous propo­

sal that the majority of the children of the poor people of Ire­

land should be slaughtered at the age of one, and the carcasses 

be sold to the wealthy. In the development of his thesis Swift 

employs supporting arguments that permit him at the same time to 

attack the ruthless exploitation of Ireland by the English set­

tIers. 

The neat linking of the clever supporting arguments 

to the central thesis underlines the highly logical approach of 

Swift. Dickens shows a preference for torms that permit him to 



37 

pursue a more leisurely and less intellectually dictated course, 

although he is no less certain of his direction. In a few instances 

he displays the ability ta develop effective arguments but general­

ly he relies on illustrative examples ta make his points. 

Since so much of the material in the essays is of a de .. · 

scriptive nature, it is not surprising that Many of them follow a 

linear development. A chronological sequence can be traced through 

those es~s, even though the sequence may be temporarily inter­

rupted for some reason. One way in which Dickens modulates the bas­

ic chronological progression 1s by means of flashbacks. In "Dull­

borough" he alternates between the des~ription of a return visit 

to his childhood home and the recall of events from bis earlier 

life there, induced by people and landmarks that he recognises 

from the past. In t'The Shipwreck," Dickens uses the same technique, 

but with an apt variation. There, he wishes to deal with one event 

of the recent past and so uses a single extended flashback--actu­

ally a reconstruction of the shipwreck on the basis of informa­

tion from various sources--to establish the link between that 

event and bis later visite 

The digressions that frequently halt the chronologi­

c.al progression of many of the essays sometimes appear, at first 

glanee, to be irrelevant. On closer examination, however, one re­

alises that they are not random insertions put in as padding. 

They are the literary demonstration of Dickens's awareness that 
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even when one is preoc'cupied with a particular concern his mind 

tends ta conjure up various associationa1 images. By occasiona1-

ly insertingexamples of these errant activities of bis mind, 

Dickens conveys an impression of a1most total informa1ity and 

casualness. The impression can be misleading, since he must have 

devoted considerable thought to detarmining when it would be most 

appropriate to introduce such digressions, and also to dec1de 

which, among the many digressive associations his mind made, 

should be selected for inclusion. 

Sometimes the associational basis for the digression 

is fair1y obvious. As Dickens stro11s by the Debtors' Door of New-

gate prison on one of his night walks he reflects on past occu-

pants of that infamous prison: 

In the days of the uttering of forged one-pound notes by people 
tempted up from the country, how Many hundreds of wretched creat­
ures of both sexes-Many qui te innocent-swung out o:f a pi tiless 
and inconsistent world, with the tower of yonder Christian chur ch 
of Saint Sepulchre monstrously before their eyes! Is there any 
haunting of the Bank Parlour, by the remorseful souls of old di­
rectora, in the nights of theae later days, I wonder, or is it as 
quiet as this degenerate Aceldama of an Old B'ailey?" (pp. 152-153). 

The same apparent basis for the digression Can be 

seen in "Some Recollections of Mortality" where Dickens tells of 

one of his visits to the Morgue in Pants. Not surprising1y, the 

sight of the corpses leads him to think of ear1ier occasions on 

which he had viewed the dead, and he ends up recall1ng the good 

turn he had do ne for the young mother accused of murdering her 
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infant, whose lifeless body he had been compelled to view. 

The link that Dickens establishes between 'the City' 

(the business centre of London), and cemeteries in "The City of the 

Absent," is not ,as readily apparent. It té'lkes some time for the 

reader to realize that the connection depends on Dickens's fanci­

ful analogy between 'the City' as the domain of' those w~o de part for 

homes elsewhere at the end of the working day, and. the cemeteries as 

the do main of people who have also departed, even though on a rather 

different basis. 

Dickens develops nine of the es~ays by stating theses 

that he sets out to justify. Dickens attaches this deductive tech­

nique to a descriptive style and relies more on il~ustrative inci­

dents than on arguments to support his theses. These essays cannot 

be regarded as having radial structures since the V&l'iOU6 illustra­

tions tend to be linked sequentially rather than being each direct­

ly attached to the the sis. As a result the reader is not regularly 

reminded of the theses being developed, but the apt choice of il­

lustrations ensures that they are amply justified. 

In. "Chambers" Dickens sets out to prove his statement 

that Gray's Inn is "one of the most depressing institutions in brick 

and mortar, known to the children of men" (p. 162). He does so by 

first of all describing the grimy conditions that exist in some 

Chambers that he has recently visited. The purpose of this illus-
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tration is to establish the physical aspect of the depressing atmo­

sphere of Gray's Inn. He then relates four anecdotes pertaining 

to men who had sp~nt parts of their lives in .hambers of the insti­

tution. These anecdotes" by focusing on the arid, lonely lives led 

by the oc.c.upants, uJlderl1ne the other aspect of the depression to 

which Dickens refers. 

It ls the faultless choice of':_illustrative material to 

support bis theses that enables Dickens to be effective without re­

lying heavily on carefully developed arguments. Many of the illus­

trations have 'the additional value of being fascinating enough to 

be reaœable even outside the context of their illustrative function. 

One of the anecdotes from "Chambers" demonstrates these qualities: 

•• ~ • there was a certain elderly gentleman who l1ved in a court 
of the Temple, and was a great judge and lover of port wine. Every 
day he dined at his club and drank his bottle or two of port wine, 
and every night came home to the Temple and went to bed in his lone­
ly chambers. This had gone on for many years without variation, 
when one night he had a fit on coming homem and fell and cut his 
head deep, but partly recovered and groped about in the dark to 
find the door. When he was afterwards discovered, dead, it was 
clearly estal;dished by the marks of his hands about the room that 
he must have do ne so. Now, this chanced on the night of Christmas 
Eve, and over him lived a young fellow who had sisters and young 
country friends, and who gave them a little party that night, in 
the course of which they played at Blindman's Buff. They played 
that game, for their greater sport, by thelight of the fire only; 
and once, when they were all quietly rustling and stealing about, 
and the blindman was trying to pick out the prettiest sister (for 
which l am far from blaming him), somebody cried, HarkI The man 
below must be playing Blindman's Buff by himself tonight! They 
listened, and they heard sounds of some one falling about and stumb­
ling against furniture, and they all laughed at the conceit, and went 
on with their play, more light-hearted and merry than ever. Thus, 
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those two so different games of life and death were played out to­
gether, blindfolded, in the two sets of chambers (pp. 167-168). 

Dickens starts "A Plea for Total Abstinence" with an in-

ci dent that provides the base on whi~h he develops his the sis. The 

essay is the only one of the series in which Dickens uses this in-

ductive approach. He has good reason for using it in this instance 

since he wishes to make his ingenious development of the the sis the 

central interest of the essaye Dickens commences with an account of 

a parade of teetotalers and leisurely lea4s up ta the feature of the 

parade that he intends to exploit for his thesis. Having mentioned 

that :som$ of the riders in the parade impose excessive burdens on 

their mounts, Dickens turns ~o the development of his argument: 

Now l have a1ways held that there May be, and that there unquestion­
ably is, such a thing as use without abuse, and that therefore the 
total abolitionists are irrational and wrong-headed. But the pro­
cession completely converted me. For sa large a number of the 
people using draught-horses in it were so clearly unable to use 
them without abusing them, that l perceived total abstinence from 
horseflesh to be the only remedy of which the case admitted. As it 
is all one to teetotalers whether you take h,alf a pint of beer or 
half a gallon, so it was all one here whether the beast of burden 
were a pony or a cart-horse. Indeed, my case had the special 
strength that the half-pint quadruped underwent as much suffering as 
the half-gallon quadruped • • • • This procession comprised Many per­
sans • • • who were merci fuI to the dumb beasts that drew them, and 
did not overcharge their strength. What is to be done with those 
unoffending persons? ••• Manifestly, in strict accordance with 
teetotal doctrines, THEY must come in tao, and take the total ab­
stinence trom horseflesh pledge • • • • Teetotal mathematics demon-
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strate that the less ine'ludes the greater; that the gu11ty in­
c:J.ude,the innocent,. the bl1nd;the see1ng, the deaf the hear1ng, 
the dumbthe :speaking, the drunken the$ober. If any of the moder­
ate users ordraught-cattle in quest10n sh9Uld dee~ that there is 
any gentle violence done to their reason by these elements of IOgic, 
they are 1nvited to come out of the procession next Wh1tsunt1de, 
and look at it from my window (pp. 420-421). 

D~ckens uses a system of classification 1n three of 

the essays as a V/ay of organ1zing their subj'ect matter and uni­

fying them. The nature of the top1es d1scussed 1n those essays 

makes them wel~-suited to sucb an approaeh. "Refreshments for 

Travellers" explores the kinds of eat1ng faeilities available to 

the travelling public. Sinee the places eater to a wide social 

range they are easily eategorised in terms of the sort of publ1c 

they serve. In "Arcadian London" Dickens takes a look at the people 

who remain in London while the more affluent go off for the autumn 

holidays. Dickens creates prototypes out of some of these people 

and extracts humour from the ways in whieh they react to their tem-

porary freedom from the 1nhib1tory presence of their employers. In 

one passage Dickens writes: 

In secluded corners of the place of my seelusion, there are lit­
tl~ shops withdra~ from pUbl1c eurios1ty, and nevertwo together, 
where servants' pepquis1tes are bought. The cook May dispose of 
grease at these modest and convenient marts; the butler, of bot­
tles; the valet and lady's maid, of clothes; Most servants, indeed, 
of Most things they May happen to lay hold of., l have be,en told 
that in sterner times loving correspondenc:e l' otherwise interdicted, 
may be maintained by letter through the ageney of some of these 
use fuI establishments. In' the Arcadian autumn, no such device 1s 
necessary. Everybody loves, and openly and blamelessly loves. My 
landlord's young man loves the whole of one side of the way of Old 
Bond-street,. and is beloved several doors up New Bond-street be­
sides. l never look out of window but l see kissing of hands going 
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oa al~ .around me. It is the morniDg ~stom to glide from shop to 
shop and exehange tender sentiments; it is the evening custom for 
couples to stand hand in, hand at house doors, or roam" link:ed 
in that flowery manner, throy1h the unpeopled streets. There is 
nothing else to do but love; and what there is to do, is done 
(pp. 196-197). 

"Tramps" is reminisc,ent of some of the artic'les pro-

duced by the writers of Elizabethan "rogue" literature. This type 

of literature had wide popular appeal during the latter part of 

the sixteenth century and the earlier part of the seventeenth cen­

tury. The articles appeared in, pamphlets that sold for as little 

as a penpy each" and it is a measure of the popularity of this 

literature that the distribntors of the pamphlets could afford to 

pay enough for articles to attract writers of the stature of Greene 

and Dekker. The model that Most of the writers aped extensively 

was "A C'aveat for Common IJursitors," written by Karman. Rarman 

was a country magistrate for many years and in that capaci ty he 

had ample opportunities for learning about the varions types of 

vagabonds, who presented a particularly serious problem in England 

during his time. Dickens' article, like that by Karman, eoneen-

trates on the vagabonds found in rural areas, and there is mark-

ed similarity in the tone of both articles. A major difference be­

tween the two articles is that Harman's eono.Dtrate.: exo1ù8ive17 on 

the unemployed, and Di-ekens' s broadens i ts scope to include i tiner-

ant workers. 

It has not been possible to establish whether or not 
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Dickens was acquainted either with Harman's article or with the 

body of Elizabethan rogue literature. His knowledgeable allusion 

to crim1nals Ç>f an earlier period, in flNight Walks, fi suggests fa­

miliarity with some rogu, literature. It is not unlikely that this 

tamiliarity could have embraced the rogue literature of the Eliza-

bethan periode 

Two of the essays rely for their form on the use made 

of contrast. The first essay of the series oommences, rtAllow me to 

introduce myself-first negativelyfl (p. 1). Dickens then proeeeds 

to list the activities, common1y associated with commercial travel­

lers, with which his readers should not identify him. The second 

part of the essay, in direct contrastto the first, clearly indi­

cates his antic1pated activ1ties as the Uncommercial Traveller. 

Pendered, commenting on the essay, suggests that DiCkens sets it up 

in that manner merely as a means of padding his lim1ted material.1 

The criticism seems an unfair one. By setting up the essay as he 

does Dickens manages to make a more striking distinction between 

his proposed activ1ties and those of commercial travellers in their 

professiona1 role. It seems fitting that the initial essay of the 

series should develop the contrast implicit in his title. 

IflThe Firm of Human. Interest Brothers," pp. 245-251. 
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Dickens also maltes USé of c.ontrast in shaping tfShip­

wreck." In the first part of the essay he emphasises the tranqui-

lit Y of the scene of the shipwreck at the time of his visite lfe 

starts by sa.y1ng, "Never had l seen a year going out, or going on, 

under quieter circumstances. Eighteen hundred and fifty-Dine had 
1 

but another day to live, and truly its end was peaee on that sea­

shore that morning (P. 3). He goes on: to sketeh a more detailed 

picture of the idyllic sqene that he outlines in the op~ning para­

graph~ and then with dramati~ abruptness he starts to Sketch a 

sombre picture of the same setting. He mentions, in the vein of 

the initial section of the essay, a slight obstruction in the wa-

ter quite close to him and then he continues: 

o reader, haply turning this page by the fireside atHome, and 
hearing the night wind rumble in the chimney" that slight obstruct­
ion was the uppermost fragment of theWreek of the Royal Charter, 
Australian trader and passenger ship, Homeward bound, that struck 
here on the terrible morning cf the twenty-sixth o! this October, 
broke into~three parts, went down with her treasure of at least 
five hundred human lives, and has never stirred since! (p. 4) 

Although this passage and the remainder of the essay paint a grim 

enough picture,. the impact is even more staggering because of the 

initial contrast that Dickens sets up. 

In "Aboard Ship" Dickens manages to adapt a radial 

structure to an essay that is essentially descriptive. His chie! 

concern in the essay is to malte the reader aware of the extent to 

which bis consciousness is dominated by the sound of the ship's 

screws during an Atlantic. cro.ssing. AlI the incidents that Dickens 
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relates converge on tliis pOint,: so that he actually ereates a 

structural parallel to bis experience. The advantage of the radial 

arrangement i~ this instance is that it enaples Dic~ens to keep 

directing the reader's attention to bis main purpose wbile offer­

ing a comprehensive view of the activities aboard the vessel. 

Although "The Italian Prisoner" is one of the most in­

teresting pieces in the series, it actually hardly qualifies as an 

essaye It narrates the unselfish efforts of an English gentleman 

to ob.tain the release of a political prisoner, Dickens's meeting 

with the former prisoner, and bis subsequent problems in carrying 

home the huge cask of wine that the grateful Italian sends for bis 

benefactor. Dickens develops this nucleus into a fascinating whole, 

but it would be more aptly d~scribed as a tale than as an essaye In 

writing tbis piece Dickens appears to have had no intentions beyond 

converting an interesting experience into a weIl told story. 

Dickens did not allow form to encase the essays in a 

rigid mould. It is obvious that his main interests were to enter­

tain and to influence his readers, and so form has a subordinate 

role. The unexpected, or the different, can stimulate and maintain 

interest and thereby increase the chances for influence to be ex­

ercised. This is,. perhaps, the main advantage of the flexibility 

that Dickens achieves in shaping and developing the essays. 
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IV 

George Gissing remarks that Sketches ~ ~oz. while pro­

viding ample ev:ldence of the promise that Dickens later fulfilled, 
i 

revealsits author's immaturity. He refers particularly to the 

somewhat unambitious.range of topics in the series and also to 

Dickens's prose style. He elaborates bis comment on style by noting 

qualities to be found in the later writings of Dickens that are 

either lacking or poorly handled in Sketches Bl~, mentioning 

specifically picturesque suggestiveness, the peculiarly Diokensian 

strain of fanc.y, melodramatic effects, and playful. tenderness. The 

last two qualities, he adds, lend considerable power to much of 

Dickens's work although at times the y become handicaps.l 

While the observations cited above seem to be valid 

as regards Sketches ~ ~, they would be invalid if made concern­

ing the Uncommercial Traveller •. By the time Dickens started the 

series of essays that it contains he had acquired the experience 

and the imaginative vision that enabled him to handle an ambi tious 

range of topics with assurance. In addition, he had achieved the 

mastery of style that allowed him to use a considerable number of 

stylistie techniques effectively. Most of the qualities that char-

acteriza the style of Dickens's novels can be found in the series 

although it is often moditied to suit the essay forme 

lThe Immortal Dickens (London, ·1925). 
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In the Uncommercial Traveller Dickens displays great 

skill in investing a wealth of trivial detaile with interest. Mary 

Pendered comments OD this talent: 

But the faculty of noticing is a necessity to the artist in any 
genre and without it no really creativ.e work can be done. 

, l need not say' that Dickens possessed this faeulty in 
the highest degree. NOthing ever escaped his ever-watehful eyes and 
ears-and,,: l may say nose" if a watchful nose be possible. It was 
through this notic1ng taC"",l ty that Dicken's was able to store his 
mind with a thousand images of things seen. and things related to 
each other. Every image called up another and that is what maltes 
his writing so fertile in description, and so rich in the art ot in­
voking visions in other minds. 2 

The o~y part of this commendation that appears debat-

able is the reference to Dickens's nose. In one of the essays Dick-

ens indicates that, "My sense of smell, without being particularly 

delic:ate,: has been so offended in. some of the eommoner places of 

public resort" that l have often been obliged to leave them when l 

have made an uncommereial journey expressly to look on" (p. 35). 

The evidence from the essays tends to support Dickensts admission 

that his sense of smell was not particularly delicate. Many of the 

areas of London that Dickens writes about must have been redolent 

wi th smells, yet only in "Ci ty o:f' London Churche sn doe s Dickens 

fully utilise his nose to complement his eyes and ears in c'aptur-

ing the atmosphere of the places that he describes. In this in-

stance Dickens crowds together a collection of impressions that e-

vons tbe dominating smells of 'qarious churches: 

2"The Firm of Human Interest Brothers," p. 245. 
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But, in other cases,. rot and mildew and dead ci tizens formed the 
uppermost seent, while,. infused into it in a dreamy way not at all. 
displeasing, was the staple character of the neighbourhood. In the 
churches about Mark Lane, for example,. there was a dry whiff of 
wheat; and l accidentally .struck an airy samp1e of barley out of an 
aged hassock~in one of them. From Rood Lane to Tower street, and 
thereabouts, there was often a subtle flavour of wine: sometimes of 
tea. One chur ch near Mincing Lane smelt like a druggist's drawer. 
Behind the Monument the service had a flavour of damaged oranges,. 
which a little further down towards the river, tempered into her­
rings and gradually toned into the cosmopolitan blast of fish. In 
one church,. the exac:t counterpart of the chureh in the Raite' s Pro­
gress where the haro is being married to the horrible old lady,: 
there was no specialty of atmosphere, until the organ shook a per­
fume of hides all over us trom the adjacent warehouse (p. 107). 

Dickens' s usual preference for visual details is ap-

parent when he writes about eating plae.es. He draws on a wide range 

of images to describe the generally po or food served in such places 

but rarely makes re~erence to the smells. This is how he describes 

the food in one restaurant: 

Count up your inj~ies, in its side-dishes of ailing sweetbreads in 
white pou1tices, of apothecaries' powders in rice for curry, of 
pale stewed bits of calf ineffectually relying for an adventitious 
interest on. foreemeat balls. You: have had experience' of the old­
established Bull's Head stringy fowls, with lower extremities like 
wooden legs,. sticking up out of the dish; of its c'annibalie boiled 
mutton,. gush1ng horribly among its capers when carved; of its Iit­
tle dishes of pastry--roofs of spermaceti ointment, erected over 
half an apple or four gooseberries (pe 69)e 

The essays also indicate Dickens' s ke;en ear for sounds,. 

whether of daily life in noisy London, of a visit to the tranquil 

countryside, or of sailing the open seas. "Aboard Shiplt relies for 

much of its effect on the imaginative ways in which Dickens evokes 

the all-pervasive sound of the ship's screws, even in "the dead 

water-gurgling waste of the night" (p. 363). In "Chatham Dockyard" 
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one notes the appreciatively discrim1nating ear of Dickens as he 

reters to the sounds he hears as he lies by the river; "the plash 

and flop ot the tide, the ripple at my teet, the clinking windlass 

afar of t,. or the humming steam-ship paddles farther away yet 

(p. 303). 

While Dickens can crowd details together to achieve 

his effect, he is also capable of using a single, tiny detail to 

convey an impression in convincing tashion. A good example ot this 

talent occurs in "Travelling Abroad," where he describes a corpse 

that he views at the Morgue in Paris. The description is limited 

to a very briet passage, but Dickens's sharp eye for signiticant 

detail enaùles him to create a lasting impression ot "an old gray 

man lying all alone on his cold bed, with a tap of water turned on 

over his gray hair, and running drip, drip, drip, down his wretched 

face until it got to the corner of his mouth, where it took: a turn, 

and made him look slytl (p. 76). 

Dickens seizes on a single detail, hardly humorous in 

itse1t, and by re~erring to it repeatedly manages to invest it with 

a comical quality. In writ1ng about a troupe of performers Dickens 

uses the tact that almost all the members of the group are extreme­

ly fat as the basis for his comie treatment. He refers to 'one col­

lecting money from the audience as "a stout gentleman impertectly 

repressed by a belt" (p. 317), and proceeds to de scribe other male 

members of the troupe in identical tashion. Having extracted maxi-



51 

mum effect from the repetition of the phrase, Dickens introduces a 

variation by referring to a particularly fat membe"r as "a stout 

lady irrepressible by any means" (p. 318). 

Probably the best instance of the clever use Dickens 

maltes of repeti tion oceurs in "Nurse' s stories.:: There he relates 

in detail one of the stories told to him by a childhood nurse. The 

story is about a young shipwright named Chips, who bartered bis 

soul to the1)evil for "an iron pot and a bushel of tenpenny nails 

and half a ton of eopper and a rat that coulet speak" (p. 180). At 

regular intervals the flow of the narrative is interrupted by t~e 

refrain: 

A Lemon has pipa, " 
And a Yard has ships, 
And l'Il have Chips (p. 181). 

The words are supposed to have been uttered to Chips bY. the Devil 

or, on occasion, by the rat that had been a part of the bargain. 

The c"atchy jingle, which rhymes in a way likely to appeal readily 

to a cbild, seems inconsequential but taken in the context of the 

story it serves an important function. With each repetition it ac:-

quires a more ominous quality as the development of the story sug-

gests more and more clearly the inevitability of the fate it pre-

dicts for Chips. One can appreciate how the rhythmic pattern that 

it establishes could have a spellbound child anticipating its re-

currenee with a mixture of eagerness and apprehension. 

Diekens displays exceptional talent for recapturing 
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the moods of childhood. It is this talent that imbues Many of the 

essays with a nostalgic' quality. Dickens offers a clue to the basis 

of bis regard for the memories of bis youth when he says" in' C01l­

cluding "Dulllborough Town,." "Al~ my early readin'gs and early imagi­

nations dated from this place, and l took them aws:y so full of in­

nocent construction and guileless belief, and l brought them back 

so worn and torn, so much the user and so much the worse" CP. 148). 

Despite Dickens's eoneern for the loss of the guile­

lessness and innocence of bis youth" there is one aspec:t of his 

style that at first glanee suggests an almost child-like way of 

viewing reality. Very often in sketching pic.tures children display 

a tendency to exaggerate the features that interest them Most. Some­

thing of tbis inel1nation shows in the way Dickens focuses Olt a 

particular feature or quality so that it becomes disproportioately 

magnified. Whereas, however, the caricatures produced by children 

are unconsc10us reflec.t10ns of their naive view of reality" those of 

Dickens are deliberate distortions designed to achieve calculated 

effects. The restricted length of the essays permits Dickens few op­

potunities for full-scale descriptions, but by exaggerating those 

f.eatures that have relevanc:e to his immediate intentions Dickens 

manages to create striking impressions with a minimum of words. 

In "Arcadian London" he deals, among other things, with 

the vacation time phenomenon of earetakers who move into the tem~ 
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porarily deserted homes at nights. Bince his interest is more in 

the custom than in the people, Dickens describes the daughter of 

two caretakers as, "their daughter, .••• who has also a bed, and 

smell.s of it, and carnes it about the earth at dusk and hides it 

in deserted houses" (p. 190). When, in "City of London Churches," 

Diekens deseribes the beadle of a ehurch that he visits, it is 

with an eye to fitting h1m into the depressingly darlt and mouldy 

setting. The result is that he clearly exaggerates, as he writes, 

"A rope comes through the beamed roof, and a man in the corner pulls 

it and clashes the bell-a whity-brown man,- whose clothes were once 

black-a man with flue on him, and cOb,web" (pp., 99-l00). 

Dickens makes considerable use of exaggeration as a de-

vice for creating humorous eff.ects. In one instance he refers to "a 

dog in a baCk street in the neighbourh~od of Walworth, who has 

greatly distinguished himself in the minor drama, and who takes his 

portrait with him when he makes an engagement, for the illustration 
r 

of the play-bill" (p. 114). Dickens uses the device to achieve par-

ticularly funny results in "On an Amateur Beat ... lfesets the stage 

for the humorous sequel by creating a caricature of an old womam he 

encounters on one of his walks. She emerges as such a ludicrous- fi-

gure that the subsequent ac~ount of a wandering mongrel's reaction 

to her is both believable and funny: 

He stops, pricks bis ears higher, makes a slight point, stares, ut­
ters a short, low growl, and glistens at the nose,-as l conceive 
with terror. The bundle continuing to approach, he barks, turns tail, 
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and is about to fly, when, arguing with himself that flight is not 
becoming in a dog, he turns, and once more faces the advancing heap 
of clothes. After much hesitation, it oc:curs to him that there May 
be a face in it somewhere. Desperately resolving to undertake tbe 
adventure, and pursue the inqu1:ry,. he goes slowly up to the bundle, 
goes slowly round it, and coming at length upon the human counten­
ance down there where never human countenance should be, gives a 
yelp of horror, and flies for the East India Docks (pp. 407-408). 

Véry often Dickens employs metaphors ta suggest the 

sensations or impressions that he experiences. Inmany instances 

the metaphors are used to convey an idea of the ways in which Dick-

ensts hyper-active imagination exaggerates situations. Thus, when 

describing a crossing of the English Channel, Dickens refers to him­

self as na whirling shuttlecock between a fiery battledoor of a 

lighthouse on· the French coast and a fiery battledoor of a light­

house on the English eoast" (p. 214), he more strongly reveals his 
\ 

apprehens10ns about being af10at by using metaphor rather than si-

mile. Sometimeshe manages a me10dramatic effect by making a seem-

ing1y incred1b1e statement that a subsequent remark clarifies. Xn 

the same essay from which the previous quotation comes, he writes 

of" nA stout wooden wedge driven in at my right temple and out at 

my 1eft, a f10ating deposit of 1ukewarm oi1 in my throat, and a com-

pression of the bridge of my nose in a b1unt pair of pincers,-­

these are the personal sensations by which l know we are off, and by 

which l shall. continue to know it until l am on the soil of France" 

(p. 213). 

Dickens reveals the fertile range of his imagination 

through the variety and abundance of associative images that he 
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draws on to illustrate the .. essaya •. Dickens uses few similes in the 

essays, but those that he uses usually function ef~ectively. Dickens 

generally basss his comparisons o~ things that are familiar enough 

to pro vide concrete images, but at the same time the similarities 

that he establishes are sufficiently unexpected and striking to en­

gage the attention. Examples such as "a fIat and c.ushiony nose,. 

like the last new strawberry" (p. 112), and "an oval, resembling a 

tart from the pastrycook's" (p. 238), come to mind readily. Occasion­

ally a simile seems to express a whimsical analogy as when the chim­

neys at Chatham Dockyard are compared to giants smoking tobacc:o. 

In his brie! critique of the Uncommercial Traveller, K.J. 

Fielding says, "The dark Bide of Dickens' s later 1s sometimes exag­

gerated, but here it was almost unrelieved.,,3 Although Fielding mag­

nifies the extent of the book's sombre atmosphere, it is true that 

Many of the essays retleet the darkness of which he speaks. The se­

lection of topies and the macabre and morbid im~gea account for it. 

Some sim1les exploit the morb1d images. Thus, one reads of "a large 

dark man whose disfigurement by water was in a frightful manner com­

ie, and whose expression was that of a prize-fighter who had closed 

his eyelids under a heavy blow, but was going to open them, shake 

his head, and 'come up smiling'" (p. 76). Another equally :morbid 

image constitutes the vehicle of a simle that starts," •. the river 

3Charles Dickens (London, 1958), p. 169. 
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had an awful look, the buildings on the b~were muffled in black 

shrouds, and the reflected li~nts seemed to originate deep in the 

water,o as if the spectres of suicides were holding them to show 

where they went down" (p. 151). 

Dickens was fully aware of the streak that impelled him 

to seek out morbid and macabre experiences and to employ the images 

that they suggested to him in his writings. In "City of London 

Churches" he spealts of the "attraction of repulsion" that causes 

suah experiences to fascinate him. In an earlier essay of the series 

he says,: ttWhenever l am at Paris, l am dragged by invisible force 

into the Morgue. l never want to go there, but am always pulled 

there. One Christmas Day, when l would rather have been anywhere 

else, l was attracted in :. ." (p. 76). 

Metaphors oceur far more frequently in t~e essays than do 

similes. This may he due in part to the advantage they have over si­

miles, particularly as regards extended comparisons, in economising 

on words. Dickens shows considerable liking for personifications 

and he even invests auch things as doors and windows with human at­

tributes. In one passage he refers to the doors and windows of a 

chur ch as being exhausted, his intention being to create a striking 

parallel between the building and the lethargic priest and his 

equally lethargic congregation. "Night Walka" includes a sustained 

metaphor that likens London to a person bedding down. It starts: 

"The roestlessness of a great city, and the way in which i t tumbles 
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and tosses before it can get to sleep, formed one of the first en­

tertainments offered to the contemplation of us houseless people" 

(p •. 149) .. The metaphor is extended through severa1 paragraphs 111: 

which Dickens goes on ta de scribe the ei ty falling asleep and oc­

aassionally stirring. 

One qf the Most amusing essays in the series, IfShy 

Neighbourhoods" If deri ves much of i ts humour from i ts humanized ani­

mals and in a number of instances reverses the normal relationship 

between peop~e and animals. The following passage from the essay 

protides apt illustration.: 

We talk of men keeping dogs,. but might often talk more expressively 
of dogs keeping men. l know a bu11-dog in a shy corner of Kammer­
smith who keeps a man. He keeps him up a yard, and maltes him go to 
publie-houses andilay wagers on him~ and obliges him to lean against 
posts and look athim, and forces him to neg1ect work for him, and 
keeps him under rigid eoercion (p. ll6). 

Dickens is not above exploi ting puns to amuse his audi-

ence. To this end he quotes trom the dialogue between a resident of 

an alms-house and himse1f: 

IfMaybe you're one of 'em?" said the old man, suspicious1y. 

"The trusti'es?" 

"I wou1dn't trust 'em. myself,1f said the virulent old man CP. 341). 

Sometimes Dickens p1ays on words with more serious-minded intent-

ions. He uses it with telling effect in an attack on British poli-

ticians in whic-h he first alludes to councils of savages sitting in 

circles to smoke and occasional1y interrupt the silence with. grunts. 
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He then proceeds to the purpose for which he introduced the allusion 

by saying; nIt is better that an Assembly should do its utmost to 

envelop itself in smoke, than that it should direct its endeavours 

to enveloping'- the public in smoke" (p. 337). Occasionally, however, 

one has the impression that Dickens inserts a pun for no other 

reason than that he thinks it too clever to.be wasted. This seems 

so when, referring to the fact that the ship he is about to visit 

bears the name Amazon, he writes that, "Her figurehead is not dis­

figured as those beauteous founders of the race of strong-minded wo­

men are fabled to have been, for the convenience of drawing the 

bow" (p. 259). 

There are a few passages in the essays where Dickens 

tends to be verbose or to adopt a rather pretentious style, as when. 

he writes, "Chilling fast, in the deadly tornadoes to which my up­

per and lower extremities are exposed, and subdued by the moral 

disadvantage at whic~ l stand, l turn my disconsolate eyes on the 

refreshments that are to restore me" (p. 63). Usually, however, he 

avoids such pitfalls and employs a style that achieves graceful­

ness and strength through its simplicity and the felicitous choice 

of words. His diction and rhythm combined with his bis talent for 

selecting the essentially interesting features of whatever he is 

describing, have created many passages of compelling beauty. 

The picturesque suggestiveness that Gissing commends 

in some of Dickens's writings comes across strongly in passages 
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such as this one from "Travelling Abroad": 

Alàsl concurrent streams of time and water carried me down fast, and 
l came, on an exquisitely clear day, to the Lausanne shore of the 
Lake of Genevs, where l stood lo~ng at the bright blue water, the 
flushed white mountains opposite, and the boats at my feet with their 
furled Medi terranean sails" showing like enormous magnifications of 
this goose-quil~ pen that is now in my hand (p. 85). 

The language is simple, but the subtle use of "streams" both literal­

ly and figuratively,- the selective description of the scene in which 

the aptly chosen adjectives are supplemented by the illuminating si­

mile at the end, all contribute to making the passage most impress-

ive. 

Dickens is very adept at manipulating sentences sk1lful­

ly to achieve special effects. He varies the length of his senten-

ces to a considerable degree, and one has the impression that this 

stems from a carefully calculated design rather than chance. At 

times he inserts a very brief sentence between a number of much long-

er o~es so as ta focus greater attention on a point he wishes ta em­

phasice. The technique has a sound psychologtcal basis since the 

lone short sentence is more likely to catch the eye of the reader. 

When, in àescribing a typical ruffian, Dickens interrupts a sequence 

of long sentences to say briefly, "His hands are in his pockets" 

(p. 353), his aim is to ,underline the f.aet of the ruffian's natural 

inclination to idleness. The emphasis would not have been as effect­

ively laid had he made the remark in one of the Many long sentenc.es 

in the. p~~gr~pk .• 

Sometimes the short sentence signaIs a ehange of tempo. 
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In "Aboard Ship" Dickens~ after using a series of long sentences to 

describe the overpowering effects of the ship's screws on the pass-

engers, shitts to an account of the occasional moments ot respite 

the passengers enjoy. Although the sentences in the second part ot 
! 

the passage are equally long, the transition trom the tirst part is 

made by means of the short sentence, "Sometimes it Uhe screwl.woüld 

appear subdued" (p. 366), that brietly slows the paee of the narrat-

ion. Except in circumstances such as those cited, and in the dia-

logues, Dickens seldom uses very short sentences in the Uncommercial 

Traveller. 

Dickens allows one sentence in "Tramps" to run on for 

more than twenty lines. Normally such a sentence would seem-. unnec.ess-

arily long, but it functions effectively in the context in which it 

oceurs. Dickens, by using connectives where periods are normally 

called for" successtully mimics the breathless style ot a glib beg­

gar addressing himselt to a potential benefactor. In n[,he Calais 

Night Mail" Dickens similarly links a series of sentences together 

by leaving out the usual periods. In this instance the intention is 

to use the device to suggest the rapid movement ot the author'.'s 

mind from one idea to another as he sufters through a mild bout of 

sea-sickness. In more orthodox grammatical fashion D~ckens otten 

builds complex sentences that retain clarlty and avoid ambiguit,w 

through the generous use of colons, send-colons, dashes, brackets, 

and commas. Sometimes the purpose appears to be to impress a picture 
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on the reader's mind by means of a cluster of details, but at'other 

times it appears that Dickens expands the sentence so as to avoid 

even the slight break in tension that a period would cause. This 

seems to account for the following passage: 

And as they stood in the leaden morning, stricken with pit y, lean­
ing hard against the wind, their breath and vision often failing as 
the sleet and spray rushed at them from the ever forming and dis­
solv.ing Mountains of:sea, and as the wool which was a part of the 
vessel's cargo blew in with the salit foam and remained upon the 
land when the foam melted, they saw the ship's life-boat put off 
from one of the heaps of' wreck; andfirst" there were three men in 
her,: and in a moment she capsized, and there were but two; and 
again, she was struck by a vast mass of water, and there was but 
one; and again, she was thrown bottom upward, and that one, with bis 
arm stru.ck through the broken planks and waving as if fo,r the help 
that could never reach him, went down into the deep (pp.:-'-6). 

The novels of Dickens w1l~ have acquainted readers with 

the Dickensian propensity for att,aching expressive names to char-

acters. This propensity is evident in the Uncommercial Traveller, 

and some of the names that Dickens confers on his parade of char-

acters add touches of humour to the essays. This, howevever, is not 

the main function of the names. In the essays Diekens does not have 

sufficient space to de scribe those people who do not belong among 

his prime concerns. By naming individuals who are of no more than 

peripheral interest according to some trait that has relevance to 

his main interests, Dickens provides limited but useful information 

in the most concise possible manner. 

When Dickens goes on a night tour of the places fre~ 

quented by off-dut Y sailors in Liverpool his main interest is to see 
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how the men fare in those places. He goes in the company of a Super­

intendent of police and three constables. The names of the consta-

bles, Sharpeye, Quickear, and Trampfoot, have a slightly comical 

ring, but Diekens's choice of names for them hinges on the fact 

that they suggest the chief qualifications necessary on the water­

front beat. The names also allows Dickens to distinguish between the 

men in subsequent references with an economy of words not possi~le 

otherwise. 

On occasion Dickens indulges his penchant for eoining 

names unnecessarily. When he first refers to himself as Houseless-

ness in "Night Walks," it seems a picturesque way of alluding to his 

tendency to wander about while Most people are asleep. It cloys with 

constant repetition, however, and one begins to question the con-

tinued use when 'l' seems adequate for identification. 

The discussion of Dickens's style would be incomplete-

without reference to a feature that he himself styles his "creat­

ive speculation.,,4 The term designates Dickens's talent for making 

conjectures of a fanciful nature that he weaves into the fabric of 

some ess~ys. The Uncommercial Traveller contains Many examples of 

this distinctive feature,of Dickens's style. In one of the essays 

Dickens interrupts his account of a night walk through London to re-

late the fanciful thoughts that pass through his mind as he passes 

4In five of the essays in Sketches lr Boz Dickens uses the term 
and provides examples. 
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a hospital for the insane: 

Are not the sane and insane equal at night as the sane lie a-dream­
ing?' Are not all of us outside this hospital, who dream, more or 
less in th~ condition of those inside it,every nightof our lives? 
Are we not nightly persuaded, as they daily are, that we associ_te 
preposterously wi th kings and queens" emperors and empresses, and 
notabi1ities of all sorts? Do we not nightly jumble events and per­
sonages and times and places, as these do daily? Are we not some­
times trouhled by our own slee.ping inconsistencies, and do we not 
vexedly try to account for them or excuse them, just as these do 
sometimes in respect of their waking delusions? (pp! 154-15S). 

The speculation ean be born of curiosity as he wonders 

aloud as to the l:-ikely background of an old man and the little girl 

wi~h him, whom he encounters in bis visits to an old church. Some-

times the fancies take a morbid turn as when he thinks of Westmin-

ster as, "fine gloomy society for another quarter of an hour; sug-

gesting a wonderful procession of its dead among the dark arches 

and pillars, each century more amazed by the century following it 

than by all the centuries before" (pe 155). Whatever turn the fan-

cies of Dickens take, however, they invariably interest not only 
J, 

because the y reflect his most intimate thoughts but also because 

as products of his lively imagination the y retain their vitality on 

paper, thanks to his gifted pen. 

In writing of the Uncommercial Traveller, Fielding says, 

"Few of his lÏ>ickens i ~ articles were ever mere journalisme If he 

were not so we~~-known as a novelist, he might have been recognized 

long ago as a great English essayist.,,5 Mary Dickins shares this 

5Charles Dickens (London, 1958), p. 169. 
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high regard for Dickens as an esàayist, because she r~tes the ~­

commercial Traveller on a level with the "Essays of Elia.,,6 

It is possible that the association of Dickens's es-

says with journalism might have prejudiced cri tics other than ~na 

Pope-Hennessy,. who refers to the essays of the Uncommercial Travel­

!!!: as "stop-gaps 'for the magazine."? It should be borne in mind, 

however, that o.utstanding essayists like Steele and Addison wrote 

for periodicals, and Dickens~,s ~ of Two Cities and Great ~ct­

ions were origina11:y written in seriaIi~ed form. for his magazine, 

.m lli. ~ Round. 

There is a more serious hindrance to the aC'c:eptance 

of Dickens as a major essayist, however. Pritchard reflects a wide-

ly held opinion when he says, in the introduction of an anthology 

of essays, "The man whm is violently discontented with things as 

he finds them may preach stirring sermons,. write exquisite sonnets, 

deli v.er inflammatory harangues,. or turn pamph1eteer; he will as­

suredly not write good essays.nB His definition of 'good essays' 

arbitrari1y excludes many fine essays in. the Uncommercial Trave1-

1er that derive much of their powerfu1 effect. from the impression 

they convey of strong emotions subjected to the discip1ined con­

trol of Dickens's Iiterary ski1ls. One thinkB, for examp1e, of 

6"Dickens Se1f-Revealed," p. 130. 
7Charles Dickens (New York, 1946), p. 412. 
8Essays 2! Today (London, 1925), p. xi. 
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"Medicine Hen of Oi vil:l.zatioD," in. which Dickens, de spi te strong 

views on the matter, uses a restrained approach in undercutting 

some honoured customs of Western society. The critic who considers 

strong feelings inh1bitory ta good essay writing can point, for 

support, to the occasioal essay like "The Ruftian," in which Dick-
1 

ens undoubtedly allows his talent to be betrayed by his feelings. 

Even if one accepts blandness and url1anity as essen ... 

tials of good essays, several in the Uncommercial Traveller qualify. 

In essays like "Night Walks," "City of London Churehes, ft "Shy Neigh­

bourhoods," and "City of the Absent," to name only a part of the 

list, Dickens writes humorously, whimsically, playfully, and com-

passionately about people, animals, places, and things that attract­

ed his ever alert attention. 

Dickens has obvious faults in the essays. He some-

times moralizes heavily, even while condemning the tendency; he 

sometimes allcws an evident pr-ide in his power over words to lead 

him i.nt.o verbosity, and he occasionally loses his sense of propor-

tion because of apparent biases. There are others, too, but all 

the faults cannot outweigh his virtues as an essayist. Readers who 

go through œthoughtful reading of the Uncommercial Traveller can 

hardly do so without acquiring greater respect for Dickens as an 

essayist, and without wondering at his relative obscurity in that 

role. 
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