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A GLIMPSE OF “BOZ”

    I
‘The writer’s only responsibility is to his art ... If a writer has to rob his mother, he will not hesitate; the Ode on a Grecian Urn is worth any number of old ladies.’

-William Faulkner

[1897 -- 1962]

Such is the importance of writers and their writings. And this writing, ever since the Sumerian cuneiforms and the Egyptian hieroglyphics 
, has been one of the greatest and probably one of the most innovative ideas that man has come up with. It not only gives him an opportunity, a medium to express himself but also differentiates Homo sapiens from the rest of the world. And by all these years, by all these centuries, man has indeed refined himself in this prized achievement of his. As a matter of face, writing is considered an art today - which it is, for literature is an art that initiates from language and writing completes language - and those who express themselves through this art are allotted the name writers. However, there are very few who write and leave a never-ending impression upon everybody. 

Charles Dickens was born Charles John Huffam Dickens 
on seventh February in the year of our Lord, one thousand eight hundred and twelve, as Dickens himself might have put it [see A Tale of Two Cities, I, I]. He saw the world for the first time at I Mile End Terrace as the second child and the eldest son of John Dickens, a Navy pay office clerk and Elizabeth Dickens (nee Barrow) [They had six in all]. Now well established as 393 Commercial Road and with a Dickens museum, the place lies at Landport of Portsmouth near Hampshire in England.
John Dickens was not a very competent and yet considered himself a very deserving young man. He preferred elite ways to the mediocre ones. After frequent changes in address, at the end of 1814, he was transferred to London, three years after which, he was again moved to Chatham of Kent. There, Charles attained his early education with his sister Fanny in a school at Rome Lane. But the instability continued. Following one more address change, the father was returned to London in the latter part of 1822. Unfortunately for Charles, there, his education was discontinued which he describes: “What would I have given.... to have been sent back to any other school ...” and, “I know my father to be as kind hearted and generous as a man as ever lived in the world. But in case of his temper,..., he appeared to have utterly lost at this time the idea of educating me at all..."

Meanwhile, the condition of the family kept going down. Elizabeth Dickens even strived to open a school but it failed absolutely. Then, on 9 February in 1824 (‘in an evil hour for me,’ as Dickens puts it), at the suggestion of a relative named Lamert, Charles intercepted work at a certain Warren’s Blacking warehouse in Strand at a wage of six shillings a week. His job was (in his words) ‘to cover the pots of paste-blacking ... with a piece of oil-paper ... a piece of blue paper; to tie them around with a string; and then clip the paper close and neat all around...'

Then after eleven days, his father was arrested for inability to clear debts and was sent to the Marshalsea prison. Circumstances forced the family to move in with him but Charles was left behind. Then after about three months, on 28 April, his mother died leaving behind a legacy of 450 pounds that enabled his father to be freed. Yet, the warehouse job still pursued Charles and only later did he leave it after a quarrel between his father and Lamert. This childhood episode remained with him and for years, he literally avoided the place. As he was to write, ‘I never afterwards forgot, I never shall forget, I never can forget ... It was a long time before I liked to go up Chandos Street.’

Then from 1824 to 1827, Charles attended the Wellington House Academy of William Jones. About one and a half-year after he left the school, when he had worked as clerks of solicitors, he began working as a freelance reporter in 1828. After that, he worked in Mirror of Parliament and the True Sun. These engagements earned him popularity as a journalist. He was well known, as James Grant said, ‘not merely for accuracy in reporting, but for marvelous quickness in transcript.’

In 1833, after break up with his first love Maria Beadnell, his first fictional work A Dinner at Poplar Walk appeared in the Monthly Magazine followed by unsigned contributions in 1834. In the second half of the same year (1834), Dickens adopted the nom de plume ‘Boz’ for the first time and continued to publish sketches to the Morning Chronicle and elsewhere. These sketch - apparently one of his first popular works - were later published as Sketches by Boz on 7 February 1836, his twenty - fourth birthday.
1836 was indeed a happpening year for Charles Dickens. It was on the 31st of March of this year that the serialization of his first novel, The Pickwick Papers
began, following a contract with Chapman and Hall. On 2 April, he wedded Catherine, daughter of George Hogarth who edited the Evening Chronicle. Dickens had met Hogarth the year before. She bore him ten children between 1837 and 1852. Then the month of June established The Pickwick Papers as a popular one, after its sales boomed with the introduction of its hero Sam Weller in the June edition. Again in December, the second part of Sketches by Boz hit the market. As another landmark in Dickens’s life, on Christmas day, he was introduced by Harrison Ainsworth to John Forster who would be his best of friends and the writer of his first biography Life of Charles Dickens. He was the only person to know the whereabouts of the workhouse where Dickens had worked and was an executioner of Dickens’s will.
After the birth of his first child in 1837, he edited Bentley’s Miscellany and then in monthly instalments published Oliver Twist (February 1837 - April 1839), one of his most popular novels. Almost a celebrated author by then, more of his novels followed, mostly in monthly or weekly instalments. Nicholas Nickleby came in parts of each month from April 1838 to Octoer 1839 succeeded by The Old Curiosity Shop in the weekly Master Humphrey’s Clock. Barnaby Rudge, the first of his historical novels, appeared from April 1840 to November 1841. The Dickens couple was then engaged in a half year tour of North America in which they stopped at the major cities of the United States and Canada (January - June 1842). After the visit, Dickens tried his hand at non-fiction for the first time with American Notes in October of 1842.
It was followed by Martin Chuzzlewit that was published between January 1843 and July 1844 and after that came the first and one of his famous Christmas books, The Christmas Carol, in December. Then once again the Dickens family this time including the five children and Mary Hogarth, Kate
’s sister, went for a holiday to Italy  where they stayed for more than a year for July 1844 to June 1845. The Chimes then appeared, as a successor to The Christmas Carol. 

Dickens was not only a novelist but also a playwright and an actor in plays. He had already written farces like Is She his Wife? and other plays and had acted in a few. In September 1845, from 1846 to 1848 and then from 1850 to 1852, Dickens was involved actively in various dramatic versions of his own novels and others. In the October of 1845, he commenced Daily News, planning, editing and contributing to it that lasted till March of 1846. Then in December of 1845 came his third Christmas book, The Cricket on the Hearth.

After that followed a line of his books: Pictures of Italy (May 1846), Dombey and Son (October 1846-April 1848), The Battle of Life (December 1846, the last of his Christmas books), The Haunted Man (December 1848) and then David Copperfield (May 1849-November 1850) which, some consider, is indeed autobiographical. Meanwhile, he lived in Switzerland from June to November 1846 from where he went to Paris where he lived till the February of 1847.

In the March of 1850, he started the highly acclaimed Household Words that would even provide sources for his books later. Then came Bleak House (March 1852-September 1853), Hard Times (1854) and Little Dorrit (December 1855-June 1857). The March of 1856 saw him buy Gad’s Hill Place in Kent that destiny had designated to be the last of his homes. Then in the January of 1857, he acted in The Frozen Deep, a play by Wilkie Collins (The Moonstone fame). He drew the idea of using characters of counterpart roles in A Tale of Two Cities (April-November 1859).
There he met Ellen Ternan and apparently fell in love with her. As a consequence of the intensifying rumours, he separated with Mrs. Dickens in the May of 1858, follwing his first public reading in April.

In 1859, another magazine All the Year Around began (May) and Household Words ended (June). Great Expectations appeared in December 1860 to August 1861 and so did Our Mutual Friend from May 1864 to November 1856. Dickens was in USA once again form November 1867 to April 1868 for a public reading tour.

The final of Dickens’s novels The Mystery of Edwin Drood appeared form April to September 1870, shortly after he was received by Queen Victoria in March. However it remained unfinished. Finally on 8 June 1870, Dickens had a stroke during dinner and he died the next day at ten past six in the evening. His grave was left open at Westminister Abbey for three days for the paying of tributes. Thus , the life of this novelist paints a tale of initial misery and later, success.

II


‘It seems more likely that Dickens is now read and will go on being read because he made, out of Victorian England, a complete world, with a life and vigour and idiom of its own, quite unlike any other world there has ever been.’

We may very well agree with this piece from Humphrey House’s The Dickens World but a contradiction can be placed against the last part of the quote that says quite unlike any other world. Contrarily, the world that Dickens’s works reflect is the world right in front of us. Every novel should, of course, to some little extent or so, constitute of the shades of the world that surrounds it. Dickens’s novels were especially proficient in doing so. It seems that social tragedies caused by human folly found special joy at being cherished by Dickens’s pen. Even a bird’s eye view is enough for the realization of a striking likeness. This likeness is shown in expression, attitude and through specific references. Let us see an instance.

A court case conducted on 8 January 1850 was published in Household Narrative, the supplement of Dickens’s Household Words, that involved a boy named George, a sweeper and a lawyer called Alderman Humphrey. Excerpts:

‘Humphrey: Do you know what you are about? Do you know what an oath is? George: No. Can you read? No... Do you know what God is? No. Do you know what the devil is? I’ve heard of him but I don’t know him. What do you know? I know how to sweep a crossing... I sweep a crossing.’

As a remonstrance against such cross-examination of innocent ignorant people, he reflected the above as Jo in Bleak House, a sweeper:


‘Here he is, very muddy, very hoarse, very ragged...This boy must be put through a few preliminary paces.


‘Name, Jo... spell it? No. He can’t spell it. No father, no mother, no friends... knows a broom’s a broom and knows it’s wicked to tell a lie...Can’t exactly say what’ll be done to his arter [after] he is dead if tells a lie to the gentlemen her, but believes it will be something wery [very] bad to punish him, and serve him right...


‘“This won’t do gentlemen!”, says the Coroner, with a melancholy shake of his head.’

Thus, we see how beautifully he absorbs the real case into his fictional one. It was his technique of taking us from our world to his and then using allusions to return us. Likewise, he shows the misery of the poor and the exploitation of the proletariat to increase luxuries of the aristocrat. In Oliver Twist, he shows, through the life of a young boy, the pain and suffering under which the poor are grinded and the cruelty of the circumstances that leads them to the realm of crime. Similarly, A Tale of Two Cities paints the condition of pre-revolution France of the eighteenth century when the poor became poorer and poorer while the rich became richer and richer. [However, the main tale revolves around a love story]. On the other hand, Nicholas Nickleby, though in a minor way, presents the condition of boarding schools in medieval England.

Ergo, his novels looked outside themselves and often it was Dickens’s won life that they found.  Most of his characters are said to have been based on individual ‘prototypes’ who were often intimate to him or sometimes himself. In David Copperfield, David is said to have been a representative of Dickens himself while Mr. Micawber has shades of his father. On the other hand, Estella of Great Expectations with whom Pip falls in love is said to be a representative of Maria Beadnell, with whom Dickens himself was infatuated in the early 1830s. Moreover, his friend Forster is also caricatured as Podsnap in Our Mutual Friend.

With all these allusions and absorption of the society, Dickens was indeed, a social reformer. However, one may often muse and find that he made no measurable difference. As A O J Cockshut in his The Imagination of Charles Dickens, points out ‘It is a strangely neglected fact that most of the social abuses castigated by Dickens had already ceased to exist when he wrote about them.’ But whether he reformed society or not, he certainly did contribute to the English literature as one of the greatest writers of the Victorian Era.

Leaving the purpose of Dickens’s writing alone, let us enter the world of his language. There is no arguing that his language is unique. He uses indirect references to get his message across to the reader and in the course, his expression becomes remarkably unique. An example can be observed. While describing the wastage of the national wealth by the French elite in A Tale of Two Cities, he uses the allusion of an aristocrat having a meal:

‘Monseigneur was about to take his chocolate...[he] could swallow a great many things with ease and was  ... supposed to be ... swallowing France; but his ... chocolate could not... get into the throat of Monseigneur, without the aid of four strong men besides the cook...Yes. It took four men, all four all-blaze with gorgeous decoration, and the Chief of them unable to exist with fewer than two gold watches in his pocket...It was impossible for Monseigneur to dispense with one of these attendants... and hold his high place under the admiring Heavens. Deep would have deep the blot upon [him]...if his chocolate had been ignobly waited by only three men; he must have died of two.’

Similarly, later in the same novel, he describes the face of the Marquis and here he displays a very remarkable arrangement of words:


‘..., the thin straight lines of the setting of the eyes, and the thin straight lips, and the markings on the nose, curved with a sarcasm that looked handsomely diabolic.’

In Dickens, we also find a powerful style that can indeed have a psychological impact. For instance, the first chapter of David Copperfield is name I’m born but it ends with a vivid picture of a grave. Likewise, in the same novel, the inadequateness in the matriarch Copperfield family is symbolised by and empty kennel. Critics have also noticed the emotional vocabulary that he uses in it such as repetitions of words like little, great, old, etc., rather as epithets than literally.

Dickens also manages to get away with a tinge of humour her and there, then of course, satire usually carries humour and Dickens was also a satirist. In one of his sketches, he described a child with a face like ‘a capital O in red letter.’ He makes most of the children in his sketches humorously. In fact, he typically refers to them as ‘infantile scavengers’, ‘a diminutive specimen of mortality’ and ‘ a damp earthly child.’ Besides, he describes the sovereignty of France and England: [in A Tale of Two Cities]


‘There were a king with a large jaw and a queen with a plain face, on the throne of England; there were a king with a large jaw and a queen with a fair face, on the throne of France. In both countries, it was clearer than crystal to the lords to the state preserves of loaves and fishes, that things in general were settled for ever.’

But people do argue that in his endeavour to improve his language, Dickens sometimes misuses it. When he translated French idioms work by word into English
 and used them, reviews were not always kind:


‘Mr. Dickens ... makes them [the characters] talk a language which, for a few sentences, is amusing enough, but which becomes intolerably tiresome... when it is spread over scores of pages. He translates every French word by its exact English equivalent... it shows a perfect ignorance of the nature and principles of language...’


J F Stephen (December 1859)

Dickens has also been accused of other literary tragedies. K J Fielding claims to have found in Barnaby Rudge, ‘faint traces of Scott all through the book,' referring to Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832), one of Dickens’s successful predecessors. Similarly, Nicholas Nickleby is said to have ‘a main plot ... [that] is a bore’ by Michael Slater. As far as this essayist himself is concerned, he thinks that the main fault that persists in him is the complexity of language even in the speech of the simplest. It is true the he makes every character speak his(er) own dialect. Yet, the speech of even the minutiae character is highly complex, especially regarding the arrangement of words.

Still Charles Dickens remains one of my most favourite authors because no on can match his outstanding ability to satire at social ills and then with his language, touch our hearts.

Thus ends our rendezvous with Dickens. But we can be sure that there will be no second Charles John Huffam Dickens. We can also be almost sure that no one will get to know what it feels like to be at ‘the top of the tree.’ However Dickens, in his grave, knows because he has been there.
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� Early evidences of writing


� John form his father


   Huffam from his godfather Christopher Huffam


� Catherine


� Charles Darnay and Sydney Carton. Those in Collins’s drama are Aldersley and Wardour, played  by Dickens


� All questions by Humphrey, answers by George


� Chapter 11


� book II, 7


� book II, 9


� book II, 1


� See Bleak House, A Tale of Two Cities and Little Dorrit
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