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INTRODUCTION 

 

Two hundred years ago, on 7 February 1812, a little boy was born in Portsmouth. That 

child would turn into a fighter against injustice and tyranny, a showman and actor, a 

husband and father, and one of the greatest novelists of all time. 

 

His beginnings were not auspicious. He was born into the 

lower middle-class, son of John Dickens (a clerk in the Navy 

pay office) and his wife Elizabeth. Charles John Huffam 

Dickens was the second of their seven children. His parents 

were hopeless with money, a grandfather was forced to flee 

the country because of debt, and Dickens soon developed a 

strong desire to succeed and improve his social status. The 

family moved often – to London when Charles was two, then 

to Chatham in Kent when he was five. His nurse Mary 

Weller told him ghost stories, and he often accompanied his 

father to public houses where they told stories and sang 

songs, so he early learned the power of a good story and the 

attraction of performance. He adored reading the works of 

Smollett, Sterne, Fielding, and as an adult would look back 

on his childhood self “sitting on my bed, reading as if for life.” Eighteenth century fiction 

inspired the caricatures of his novels. 
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When Charles was ten, his family moved back to London. The beloved books had to be 

sold to pay debts and he was taken out of school. John Dickens was arrested and taken to 

the Marshalsea Prison for debt. A few weeks before, just after his twelfth birthday, young 

Dickens had started work at Warren’s Blacking Factory. He had to put labels on shoe-

blacking bottles - it was the most traumatic event of his life (“the secret agony of my soul”) 

and he felt shamed by it. The rest of the family moved into the prison with John Dickens 

(his knowledge of daily life in that prison would later be brilliantly used in Little Dorrit), 

until finally a relative helped with the debts and they were all able to leave. The experience 

left Dickens with a determination never to be left without money, and with a sympathy 

for ill-treated children and the poor which comes through in all his novels. For the rest of 

his life he was unable to even walk past the site of the blacking factory. 

 

Dickens continued his schooling, but at fifteen had to 

find employment. He was apprenticed to a law firm 

but hated it, thought of becoming an actor (Dickens 

kept a life-long interest in the stage and actors, which 

comes through in Nicholas Nickleby) and finally 

learned shorthand and turned to journalism. He 

became a freelance reporter in Doctor’s Commons 

(which granted marriage licenses to “love-sick couples 

and divorces from unfaithful ones”), and he educated 

himself in the reading room of the British Museum. 

He also got to know London, walking its streets, 

observing its population – a knowledge that inspired 

so many city scenes in his book.  

 

Maria Beadnell was a banker’s daughter. Dickens took one look at her and fell in love 

(“All was over in a moment. I had fulfilled my destiny.”) For four years she blew hot one 

day and cold the next, before she broke it off and married a Mr Winter instead. Dickens 

never forgot his passion for her, but was bitterly disappointed when he met her in later 

life. His portrait of Flora Finching in Little Dorrit is his literary revenge on her. 

 

His career was beginning to prosper. He had become a parliamentary reporter and was 

writing short sketches. His first short story was published in 1833 and he began a series 

of sketches under the pseudonym of ‘Boz’. Sketches by Boz was published in 1836 and got 

him noticed. He then began the twenty monthly instalments of The Pickwick Papers and 

by the time that novel was published, he was famous around Britain. Readers could soon 

buy Pickwick canes, Pickwick cigar boxes, songbooks, china figurines etc. His illustrator, 

Hablot Knight Browne (known as ‘Phiz’) created memorable drawings, which helped fix 

the ‘Dickensian’ image in the minds of readers. 

 

In 1836 Dickens married Catherine Hogarth, daughter of Scottish editor 

George Hogarth, and the couple settled into domestic life at Doughty 

Street in London (now a Dickens museum). They had ten children (one 

of whom died young). In the early years of their marriage, Catherine’s 

sister Mary lived with them. She died suddenly in 1837 and her death 

was a huge shock to Dickens. Mary was 17, and an idealised version of 

her and all 17 year old girls, would remain with him and inspire many 
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heroines in his novels. He was also left feeling that fraternal love was the greatest love of 

all. 

 

Over the next years Dickens became the greatest writer of his day. His creative energy 

was immense and novels poured out – Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity 

Shop, Barnaby Rudge, Martin Chuzzlewit, Dombey and Son, David Copperfield, Bleak 

House, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, Our Mutual 

Friend and (unfinished) The Mystery of Edwin Drood. There were also the Christmas 

stories, which helped shape the way we view Christmas – A Christmas Carol, The Chimes, 

The Cricket on the Hearth, The Battle of Life and The Haunted Man. There were travel 

books, plays and other short stories. He edited a weekly journal Household Words, started 

a newspaper, and gave immensely popular public readings from his books. One busy 

man! 

 

Dickens worked tirelessly for various charities. He had 

learned with Oliver Twist how fiction could bring about 

social change and, although asked to consider entering 

Parliament, remained convinced that he could do far 

more good through writing novels than as a politician.  

 

In 1856 he bought a new house in Kent. As a boy he had 

walked with his father past Gad’s Hill Place and 

admired the house. His father had told him that if he 

worked hard and gained success, perhaps he could one 

day own such a house. Dickens, who never forgot 

anything that happened to him, made that dream a 

reality by buying exactly that house. He lived there 

more and more in his later years. 

 

In 1858 Dickens separated from his wife. He had met and fallen in love with a young 

actress, Ellen Ternan, and was very disillusioned with his marriage. Dickens treated 

Catherine very unkindly – he wrote a letter which was published in his own Household 

Words, accusing her of being a bad wife and mother, and of unsound mind,  sent her from 

their home to live on a small allowance, and virtually cut off her access to all but one of 

their children. His relationship with Ellen was kept very secret – as the great exponent of 

‘home and hearth’ in his novels, he could not afford to alienate a public that would be 

shocked by knowledge of a mistress. However, there is some evidence that he and Ellen 

had a child who died soon after birth. 

 

Dickens went on two tours to America. These were very successful, though he was 

angered that no copyright agreement was in place which would give him royalties for 

American editions of his books. Huge queues formed at his public readings, in the USA 

and the UK (in New York more than 40,000 people came to hear him). Dickens put great 

energy into these performances – they damaged his health, but they brought him the 

public acclaim he loved and the money he needed to support his family.  
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Portraits and photographs show Dickens looking prematurely aged. He was a passenger 

on the train which crashed at Staplehurst in 1865. Ellen was with him, which made him 

keen to avoid appearing at the inquest, but he helped the wounded and used the event in 

a story, The Signal-Man. 

 

On 8 June, 1870, Dickens suffered a stroke. He died the 

next day, never having regained consciousness (the 

couch on which he died is now at his birthplace museum 

in Portsmouth). He was buried in Westminster Abbey 

(against his wishes – he had wished to be buried at 

Rochester) and in his will insisted that no memorial be 

erected in his honour. There is, however, a statue of 

Dickens (with his character Little Nell) in Philadelphia, 

and a statue of him in Sydney’s Centennial Park (which 

has only recently re-appeared there). 

  

He left an incredible legacy – characters who are known 

independently of the novels in which they appear (Scrooge, Mrs Gamp, Uriah Heep, Mr 

Pecksniff, Mr Gradgrind, The Artful Dodger, Mr Micawber, Wackford Squeers, Fagin, 

Miss Havisham, Little Nell, and so many more. Dickens was brilliant at episodic writing, 

leaving his readers longing for the next instalment of the novel (the American readers of 

The Old Curiosity Shop waited at the docks for the ship bringing the instalment which 

would tell them if Little Nell lived or died). He was a superb social commentator and 

reformer – when he depicted schools for poor boys in Yorkshire in Nicholas Nickleby his 

novel resulted in all those cruel institutions being closed down. But above all, he was a 

writer who for generations has delighted readers with his Dickensian world, his insights 

into human nature, and his mastery of the English language.  

 

Today Dickens societies around the world honour his life and works, he has appeared on 

bank notes and postage stamps, Dickens Festivals are held regularly, and his manuscripts 

are prized in libraries and museums. In 2012 there will be international celebrations of 

his birth and his legacy. 

 

 

“We have to go back to Shakespeare to find a writer who, through fiction, has so 

enriched the thought of the people. Admit all Dickens’s faults twice over, we still have 

one of the greatest writers of modern times.” 

       Jerome K. Jerome 

 

 

“If Columbus found a new world, Dickens created one – and peopled it with men and 

women.”      Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch 
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UNIT 1: DAVID COPPERFIELD” 
 

“Of all my books, I like this the best. It will be easily believed that I am a fond parent to 

every child of my fancy, and that no-one can ever love that family as I love them. But like 

many fond parents I have in my heart of hearts a favourite child. And his name is David 

Copperfield.” Perhaps it was because this 8th novel by Dickens was his most 

autobiographical that it remained his favourite. When writing it he felt as if he were 

“dismissing some portion of himself into the shadowy world”. 

 

Before writing David Copperfield 

Dickens’ past had been troubling him. 

His sister Fanny had died of TB, he was 

writing articles about abuses of orphan 

children which brought back memories 

of his own time at the Blacking Factory 

when he had felt orphaned (the novel is 

full of children who have lost one or 

both parents – David, Traddles, 

Steerforth, Agnes, Dora, Martha, Uriah, 

Little Em’ly), and he had started 

writing his autobiography (which was, 
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in the end, never more than a fragment). A visit to Yarmouth in early 1849 gave him local 

colour and the idea for the Peggotty’s boat, and soon he was writing – slowly at first, then 

rapidly as the story flowed from his pen. The first installment was published in May 1849, 

the last in November, 1850, and in book form it came out in 1850. The story was illustrated 

by Hablot Knight Brown (Phiz). The book had considerable competition – Jane Eyre and 

Pendennis had recently appeared, and the following year Tennyson’s In Memoriam and 

Wordsworth’s The Prelude were published – these are all works about childhood and the 

private world of individual experience, and all call into question the idea of literary 

heroism, a theme Dickens also tackles in his novel: “Whether I shall turn out to be the 

hero of my own life …” 

 

David is a hero in search of himself, seeking his true identity. He shows an uncertainty of 

role and of self and must undergo trials of cruelty and isolation, self-discovery, a 

disappointing marriage, and a ‘sea-change’ before he can be really happy. Look at how 

many names he has during the novel – Davy, Master Copperfield, Brooks, Trotwood, 

Trot, Daisy, Doady. Dickens put so much of himself into David and his experiences – 

childhood fears that cannot be shared, getting drunk for the first time, a first visit to the 

theatre, learning shorthand and work as a free-lance writer, and growing fame as an 

author. Through this hero, Dickens was confronting the shape and awareness of his own 

life. 

 

David is also a hero in search of a home. Blunderstone Rectory seems like a paradise when 

he is little, but Mr Murdstone arrives like a snake in this Garden of Eden and David loses 

his mother and his inheritance through his machinations. Mr Murdstone physically 

changes the house – moves David’s bed, brings in a dog, fathers a sibling for David. From 

that time David longs to regain a home: “When we passed through a village, I pictured to 

myself what the insides of the houses were like … and when boys came running after us, 

I wondered whether their fathers were alive, and whether they were happy at home.”  He 

loves Daniel Peggotty’s unusual boat home but is above it in station; he is welcomed into 

Aunt Betsy’s home, but soon moves on to the Wickfield home - but Uriah Heap supplants 

him there. He has a temporary home in London, where he is at the mercies of his 

landlady; lives in a cottage with Dora where domestic chaos reigns; travels Europe in 

more temporary homes; and finally finds peace with Agnes in their married house. 

During the novel David has to overcome his orphan status and lack of a home. 

 

The novel doesn’t have much in the way of plot, but what it lacks there, it more than 

makes up for by way of characters. The book contains some particularly memorable 

women. Aunt Betsey is cantankerous, but has a heart of gold. There is no doubt about her 

capacity to love. Jane Murdstone is one of the most ‘metallic’ women in fiction; Rosa 

Dartle is a fascinating study of jealousy and thwarted love; there is warm and caring 

Clara Peggotty; and Mrs Micawber who “never never will desert Mr Micawber” is 

wonderfully comic. Less successful are the ‘heroines’ – Dora is an infantile ninny and it 

is hard to see how any man could fall for her. Dickens put his own passion for Maria 

Beadnell into Dora, but also some of his own growing unhappiness with Catherine. He 

liked submissive women, yet at the same time found them hard to live with and generally 

his virtuous heroines are complete pains! Agnes is more mature than Dora and must cope 

with far more responsibility, but she is too good. She never complains, smiles sweetly 

when the man she loves marries another woman, and has every female virtue one can 

imagine - but how realistic is she? Heroines need a little more ‘spice’ in their makeup to 

be really charming. Little Em’ly is another of Dickens’ ‘perfect’ children – pretty, adored 
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by all, trusting (too trusting!) and loyal. She becomes a victim of male abuse – an 

embodiment of the ’fallen women’ who so interested Dickens. 

 

Few characters are more ‘Dickensian’ than two of the 

great male portrayals in the book – Uriah Heep and 

Wilkins Micawber. Uriah’s name has become 

synonymous with being a ‘Yes man’ – he is cloying, 

groveling, mean-spirited and false. He is grotesque: his 

“hair was cropped as close as the closest stubble; who 

had hardly any eyebrows, and no eyelashes, and eyes of 

a red-brown, so unsheltered and unshaded, that I 

remember wondering how he went to sleep. He was 

high-shouldered and bony; dressed in decent black, 

with a white wisp of a neckcloth; buttoned up to the 

throat; and had a long, lank, skeleton hand, which 

particularly attracted my attention, as he stood at the 

pony's head, rubbing his chin with it, and looking up at 

us in the chaise.” Yet Dickens shows convincingly why 

Uriah is like he is – he lost his father, has a servile 

mother and he longs to rise from poverty. Mr Micawber is a much more attractive 

character: "Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure nineteen pounds nineteen 

and six, result happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, annual expenditure twenty 

pounds ought and six, result misery." He was based on Dickens’ father who was always 

spending more than he had. Melodramatic and colourful, Mr Micawber has given rise to 

the English noun ‘Micawber’ (one who is poor, but lives in optimistic expectation of better 

fortune) and the adjective ‘Micawberish. 

 

David Copperfield is not Dickens’ bleakest novel, yet it still presents a grim and often 

tragic picture of life in Victorian England. This is a world where orphaned children have 

no protection, where headmasters violently beat young boys, where women die young 

from unexplained diseases, where the debtor’s prison is just around the corner for many, 

where girls can be seduced and abandoned, and where stealth and cunning are often 

needed to rise from a ‘umble’ background. As with so many of Dickens’ books, this 

contains a prison scene, where men are reduced to numbers in a soulless institution. But 

the dark side of the book is counterbalanced by its humour – those wonderful scenes with 

Mr Micawber, Tommy Traddles and his “dearest girl”, Mr Barkis (“Barkis is willin”), 

and Aunt Betsey with the donkeys. 

 

David Copperfield has proved popular over the years with film makers. The first movie 

was made in 1911 (silent), and there were more movies in 1913 (also silent), 1922 and 1935 

(with W.C. Fields as Micawber, Edna May Oliver as Aunt Betsey, Freddie Bartholomew 

as young David and Basil Rathbone as Mr Murdstone). The 1969 film was a veritable 

‘Who’s Who’ of English actors, and there were more movies in 1974, 1986, 1999 and 2000. 

There have also been TV adaptations – in 1956 starring Robert Hardy, in 1966 with Ian 

McKellen, in 1974, in 1986 (with Simon Callow), in 1999 with Daniel Radcliffe (as young 

David), and an American TV version in 2000 (with Sally Field, Hugh Dancy, Nigel 

Davenport, Paul Bettany and Anthony Andrews). There was an animated musical version 

in 1993 (where the cast were animals), There was a theatre version (approved by Dickens 

himself) and Copperfield, a 1981 musical. There is a rock group named ‘Uriah Heep’, and 
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scenes from the novel have featured on postage stamps. There is a superb audio recording 

of the novel read by Martin Jarvis which is sheer joy to listen to. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

1. David is an adult narrating his own story. How does this shape reader response 

to him as a character, and how does it shape reader reaction to David as the 

hero? 

 

2.  Much harm is done in this novel by people who are unpleasant or lacking in 

moral integrity – the Murdstones, Uriah Heep and Steerforth are some 

examples. Which character inflicts the most harm on others? Does that 

characters get the punishment he / she deserves? 

 

3. Is this a comic novel? If so, which parts did you find most amusing? 

 

4. Discuss the women in the novel – Clara Copperfield, Betsy Trotwood, Peggotty, 

Dora, and Agnes. Which appealed the most, and why? 

 

5. Dickens first wrote as a journalist, and he never lost the urge to point out to the 

public the failings of society. Is this a reform novel? If so, which areas needing 

change do you think Dickens most successfully draws to the attention of his 

readers? 

 

6. This was the author’s own favourite amongst his novels. Is it yours? What makes 

this book a great classic? 

 

 

UNIT 2: BLEAK HOUSE 
 

Bleak House (the 9th novel by 

Charles Dickens) was first 

published in 20 monthly 

instalments from March 1852 to 

September 1853, illustrated by 

Phiz. Dickens began writing it in 

November, 1851. During that 

year he had been touring with 

actors, helping his friend Angela 

Burdett-Coutts with slum-

clearance projects (which had 

made him interested in urban 

pollution) and homes for fallen 

women. Public issues were 

important to him at this time 

and Bleak House is a very public novel (unlike David Copperfield, which is a more private 

one). However, there are private matters which influenced the writing of the book – 

Dickens had sons to launch in careers (like Richard Carstone), he was restless and wanted 

a country retreat, and he was advocating all sorts of social reforms which his story shows 
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as being badly needed. The story is set in the early 1930s, before the railways came to 

England.  

 

Of all his novels, this is the most vast and complex, with the largest cast of characters. 

Throughout, Dickens handles at least 24 different households and he juggles all the 

strands of his plot to keep reader interest in each instalment – in this, he displays a 

breadth of conception surpassing his other works. It has a huge cast of characters - there 

are the aristocrats (Sir Leicester and Lady Dedlock), professional characters such as the 

lawyers, doctors and trades people, and the lower classes, barely scraping by (such as Jo, 

and Charley and her siblings). With incredible skill Dickens handles all these plot lines, 

drawing them all closer to each other by the end of the novel and showing how connected 

they are. 

 

Bleak House has mixed styles of narration, being told partly by Esther Summerson and 

partly by an omniscient narrator. Esther’s narration is very complex, including both her 

past narrative and her present-tense narration, and it is unusual for Dickens – we see a 

middle-aged man trying to get inside the consciousness of a young girl. Esther is an 

intriguing character and in many ways her ‘case’ is still ‘in chancery’. Her perception 

has many limitations and she is often very secretive with the reader (such as over her 

romance with Dr Woodcourt). Esther frequently tries to bury the past, as she buried her 

doll in childhood. Socially Esther is a ‘nobody’ (she is poor, illegitimate), and John 

Jarndyce and Bleak House give her a chance to build a new identity. This search for an 

identity is reflected in the many names she has – Old Woman, Dame Durden, Mrs 

Shipton, Mother Hubbard, Cobweb (her own name “soon became quite lost among 

them”). She wants to alienate herself from her real name which, as an illegitimate child, 

is one of stigma and disgrace. Through all those ‘old-maid’ names, Esther also tries to 

bury her sexual identity, because it was unsanctioned sex which created her in the first 

place. She assists the courtships of others and wills herself to be non-sexual. When she 

meets her real mother, she sees in her a woman who has been sexually driven, and “there 

arose before my mind innumerable pictures of myself”. When Esther falls ill, she suffers 

blindness (highly symbolic), then disorientation, then a scarred skin. She accepts the 

scarred face, because it distances her from her mother; she accepts Mr Jarndyce’s 

proposal, knowing she is not being true to herself. Esther tries hard to live vicariously 

through others, but in the end must find her own happiness and her own identity. With 

Allan Woodcourt, she retreats to a virtual reproduction of Bleak House, and even at the 

very end of the novel, she continues to be an enigma: “I did not know that. I am not 

certain that I know it now.” 

 

A major theme of the novel is the law. The 

plot revolves around a case in which a man 

left several wills. Dickens had been a legal 

clerk – he knew how the law could be 

stretched and how slowly its processes were 

unravelled; he had also been a litigant on 

the subject of copyright – he knew how the 

law could frustrate. Bleak House has 3 

lawyers – Mr Tulkinghorn, Mr Vholes, and 

‘Conversation Kenge’. Dickens shows the 

terrible slowness of legal process, a system 

which blights the lives of all it touches – 
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Miss Flite, John Jarndyce, Richard Carstone, etc. The fog so thickly hanging over London 

at the beginning of the book is symbolic of the fog that the law can so easily become. In 

the ‘Jarndyce and Jarndyce’ case, no-one can really remember what it is all about. When, 

finally, it is solved, all the money has gone in legal fees. Mr Vholes is described as giving 

“one gasp as if he had swallowed the last morsel of his client” – there is nothing 

complimentary about this portrait of the law. Being ‘in chancery’ takes many forms in 

Bleak House. Many lawyers complained that Dickens had seriously exaggerated, but the 

book helped to spur legal reform in Britain in the 1870s.  

 

Another theme in the novel is that of philanthropy. Dickens was keen on good causes and 

gave unstintingly of his time and money to help the poor and unfortunate in his society. 

However, he was well aware that charity could be mis-applied. Bleak House gives a 

wonderful portrait of Mrs Jellyby, so busy with foreign causes, that she fails to notice the 

neglect of her own family home (she is said to have been inspired by Caroline Chisholm); 

and of Mrs Pardiggle who forces her sons to assist her charities and fails to see that she 

is being of no use at all; Dickens shows the awful plight of the London poor, such as Jo, 

the crossing-sweeper, who is right under the noses of these do-gooders. Dickens shows so 

many Londoners only just managing to survive – poor clerks, crossing-sweepers, 

servants, ex-military men, stationers, and orphaned children – and who live in hovels 

barely fit for animals. He also insists that charity must begin at home, with constructive 

assistance allowing the poor to keep their self-respect and earn decent livings.  

 

Bleak House is also a crime novel, in which murder is committed – an early whodunnit. 

Dickens pandered to national taste by making the murderer a foreigner. His character 

Inspector Bucket, the detective, is a phenomenon – the first detective to ever play a 

prominent role in an English novel. Bucket was based on a real Scotland Yard officer 

named Charles Frederick Field. Dickens was fascinated by the police force, and 

sometimes accompanied London police on their rounds. He regularly visited prisons, he 

was addicted to visits to morgues, and he walked the London streets at night and saw 

criminals lurking in the shadows. In keeping with the criminal theme, this is a novel 

packed with secrets and Dickens creates great suspense as to who holds these secrets in 

their power and when they will come out. There are missing wills, unrecognized children, 

men suspected of hiding mistresses, and lawyers sniffing secrets out – it all makes Bleak 

House an exciting novel. 

 

Almost every character in the story is searching for love. This is a book full of single 

people and when there are families, they are not usually very happy ones. For many, this 

search is unsuccessful – John Jarndyce, Mr Guppy, Ada Clare, Lady Dedlock. Passion is 

portrayed as something both important yet also dangerous. Nor can love solve all 

problems – Ada adores Richard, but she cannot save him from his ‘death-by-chancery’.  

‘Mother love’ is another important theme – Esther (who has been raised by two women, 

neither of whom is her mother) tries to ‘mother’ other people, so does Charley before she 

is old enough for such responsibility, while children without parents are everywhere. 

Dickens once wrote that “the poor have no childhood” and that is certainly the case in 

this novel. Orphan Jo’s death shocked the nation when first published and Dickens was 

fond of including the piece in his public readings. He wanted Jo to stand for all abused 

and hungry children. 

 

Dickens loved the unusual and wanted his story to portray remarkable things. Krook 

spontaneously combusts and this was controversial. The 19th century was growing 
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increasingly scientific and some critics ridiculed this fate for a character, but Dickens 

defended himself, citing various documented cases. 

 

Bleak House is one of Dickens’ darker novels – the Dedlocks are glacial and uncaring, Mr 

Skimpole is a parasite, the Regency dandy Mr Turveydrop dupes his son and daughter-

in-law with his incredible selfishness. The themes, and the lives of most of the characters 

are, indeed, ‘bleak’. The book does have humour, in the marriage of the Snagsbys, the 

fabulous Mr Guppy and his proposal “without prejudice” to Esther, Guster and her fits, 

and the entertaining marriage of the Bagnets. But the comedy tends to be edged with 

darkness – the fog intrudes even in the lighter passages. 

 

Harold Bloom, in his Western Canon, considers Bleak House Dickens’ finest novel. Many 

critics regard it as his greatest book, although it has never been the most popular with 

the general public. It is a deeply moral book, which explores social conditions, greed, 

hopelessness (the scenes with little Miss Flite and her birds are some of the most moving 

Dickens ever wrote). It has a brilliant beginning, with the fog smothering the city; it moves 

on through suspense and intrigue, all told in a particularly complex way; it has humour 

and pathos, and some of Dickens’ most memorable characters. Rich, long but condensed, 

memorable and provoking, Bleak House is a book everyone should read! 

 

Silent films of Bleak House were made in 1920 and 

1922. There was a 1927 version starring Sybil 

Thorndike (who lived in Rochester) as Lady 

Dedlock. The BBC has made 3 versions for 

television – one in eleven 30 minute episodes in 

1959; another as an 8-part series in 1989 (with 

Diana Rigg as Lady Dedlock, and Denholm Elliott 

as Mr Jarndyce); and one in 15 episodes in 2005, 

with Gillian Anderson, Anna Maxwell Martin, and 

Charles Dance as Mr Tulkinghorn. The novel has 

also been adapted for radio and for the stage. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

1.  This novel is famed for its criticism of the legal system. Discuss the lawyers in the 

novel and the role played by Jarndyce and Jarndyce. Which character is most 

damaged by a connection with this case? 

 

2. The narration of this novel is very complex. Discuss the chapters narrated by 

Esther. Did you find her a reliable narrator, and what does including her as a 

narrator add to the novel. 

 

3. The novel contains a multitude of plot lines – the Dedlock story, Esther and her 

guardian, Krook and his family, Jo’s plight as a crossing sweeper, etc. At the end 

of the novel Dickens draws all his various strands together and shows how 

interconnected they are. Which plot line did you most enjoy? Did you find it 

confusing having so many different characters? 

 

4. Dickens loved to create heroines who were very angelic and loved. Did you like 

Esther as a heroine, or was she too good for you?  

Susannah Fullerton © 2016 https://susannahfullerton.com.au 11



 

5.  Harold Skimpole was based on Leigh Hunt, Dickens’s friend. Is he convincing as 

someone who was drawn from real life, or simply a caricature? 

 

6. Did you enjoy this novel? If so, did you enjoy it most as a novel trying to bring 

about reform of the legal system, or as a love story, or as a picture of life in 

Victorian London? 

  

 

UNIT 3: GREAT EXPECTATIONS 
 

Full of twists, memorable scenes, 

violence and pathos, Great 

Expectations has remained one of 

Dickens’ most popular novels. It 

explores a vital theme – how to 

know yourself – as well as the 

snobbery and materialism of 

Victorian society, crime and 

punishment, problems between the 

sexes and revenge.   

 

Dickens began thinking about the 

book in August 1860, at a time 

when his favourite daughter had just made an unsuitable marriage, his mother was 

suffering from senile decay, and he was trapped in his own unhappy marriage. He’d had 

an idea of a story about a boy and a convict and saw possibilities in extending it. In 

September he started to write and by December its serial publication started in Dickens’ 

own publication All the Year Round. The serial, which was not accompanied by any 

illustrations, ended in August 1861, and was then printed in book form in 1861. He was 

not well while writing it, suffering from facial neuralgia and colds, but he still managed 

to do his research, even going out on a Thames steamer to study the tides so he could 

write of Magwitch’s aborted escape. Some reviewers declared it was melodramatic and 

exaggerated, but the novel was a huge success with the general public. Within a few weeks 

it had to be reprinted four times. Dickens often chose it for his public readings (which 

began around that time). 

 

The hero of the novel is Philip Pirrip (Pip). David Copperfield is an industrious, energetic 

hero, but Pip is a guilty, self-deceived man, and never very successful. One critic has 

commented that Pip “has one of the guiltiest consciences in English literature”. Yet 

Dickens put much of himself into Pip – the ambition, the shame of home and status (“I 

knew I was common, and that I wished I was not common”), and the desire for money. 

Just like Dickens, Pip feels tainted by crime and prisons; like Dickens he knows all too 

well the terrors of childhood; and knows what it is to fall in love with a cold and heartless 

woman. With great psychological accuracy, Dickens portrays his hero’s journey through 

life as he begins and ends (like his names Pip and Pirrip) in one place. Many of Dickens’ 

heroes and heroines do not change, but Pip does. We see the corruption of a sensitive 

human being happen gradually, we see his desperation when the foundation of his life is 

shattered. This is a rags-to-riches story, gone wrong! 
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Pip, at the age of 7, might not know about hulks and convicts, but he does know what the 

word ‘gentleman’ means. Drummle is the most high born of the characters, and he is a 

thug. Mrs Pocket has absurd respect for ‘blue blood’; at a court trial the man dressed 

like a gentleman with a “white pocket-handkercher” gets a lighter sentence than the one 

in working clothes, and the novel puzzles over which trades are gentlemanly and which 

are not: “I don’t know why it should be a crack thing to be a brewer, but it is indispensible 

that while you cannot possibly be genteel and bake, you may be as genteel as never was 

and brew.” Ironically, it is lowly-born and uneducated Joe Gargery, who is the true 

gentleman of the novel – kindly, considerate, generous and thoughtful (admittedly, also 

rather infantile), he personifies gentlemanliness in a society that never recognizes him as 

a gentleman. Tied in with the theme of false ambition for status, is that of pride. Estella 

has her own sort of pride, shown to be based on nothing (she is the child of convicts), Joe 

has a good form of pride in his work as a blacksmith and countryman, and many other 

types of pride are examined in the novel. 

 

Dickens thought of the novel as a “grotesque tragic-comedy”. There is a wonderful vein 

of humour throughout, with Uncle Pumblechook, Wemmick and other minor characters. 

There is also tragedy in the way that Pip’s personality changes for the worse, in Miss 

Havisham’s use of Estella to wreak revenge on men, in Pip’s rejection of Joe and the 

brutal bashing of Mrs Joe, and in the fate of Magwitch.  

 

The novel examines the 19th C. penal system. 

Magwitch is an escapee from the hulks, 

dreadful rotting ships moored off the Kent 

coast. He is deported to Australia, but risks 

death to return and see Pip, the young man he 

has raised to be a ‘gentleman’. Magwitch is 

caught and condemned to death. When 

Dickens wrote his novel, transportation had 

been discontinued for 10 years, but the story is 

set earlier in the century. Magwitch, had he 

been real, would have arrived in Australia 

when Gov. Macquarie was in office. He is one of society’s victims – nothing can disguise 

that (“the better I dressed him, the more he looked like the slouching fugitive on the 

marshes”). Dickens tries to show that convicts are still human beings and sympathetically 

describes Magwitch’s childhood: “So far as I could find, there warn’t a soul that see 

young Abel Magwitch, with as little on him as in him, but wot caught fright at him, and 

either drove him off, or took him up”. The law has an important role in the novel, and 

Mr Jaggers is one of Dickens’ best drawn lawyers. 
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It is also a novel about women’s hatred for men. Miss Havisham could have been inspired 

by Eliza Donnithorne (1827 – 1886), whose sad story may have reached Dickens via his 

sons or friends. She lived in Camperdown, Sydney, was rejected by a man named 

Cuthbertson on the wedding day then remained pathetically in wedding dress and veil. 

Determined to gain revenge on all men, Miss Havisham trains an orphan girl, Estella, to 

break men’s hearts. Dickens loves to create ‘doubles’ in this novel (2 invalids – Mrs Joe 

and Miss Havisham, 2 convicts, etc) and Estella’s double is Biddy, who is a warm and 

generous woman who finds happiness with a good man. The stopped clocks symbolize 

Miss Havisham’s attempts to freeze time, but time cannot be stopped, and her life is 

shown to be as useless and awful as the 

rotting banquet. Mrs Joe is another who 

has a hatred for men – for Pip who she 

must “bring up by hand”, for Orlick, and 

even for her kind husband. Bentley 

Drummle is violent to women, Molly the 

convict has lived a life of violence, but in 

the end the violence and misery inflicted 

by men on women, is shown to be no 

greater than the violence inflicted by 

women on men. 

 

Great Expectations begins memorably on the Kent marshes, in the Chatham area Dickens 

loved and knew so well. The marshes become a kind of moral lithmus test – inner 

strengths and weaknesses are revealed there with humanity reduced to its most basic 

instincts (Compeyson shows his true cowardice, Magwitch his inner goodness when he 

shields Pip from the theft of food). The nearby village contains Satis House, rotting like 

the hulks with “a rank ruin of cabbage stalks” in its garden, where Miss Havisham lives 

under a life sentence of misery. Yet this house ironically becomes the focus of Pip’s desire 

to rise in the world. Uncle Pumblechook’s house, the churchyard and the forge, are all 

pictured by Dickens as types of prisons, from which people are longing to escape. Yet this 

is also very much a London novel, and again violent prison imagery is abundant, from 

Smithfield full of “filth and fat and blood and foam” to the window that almost 

decapitates Pip “like a guillotine” and Newgate where people are due to be hanged next 

day. Only Wemmick lives successfully in London because he compartmentalizes his life 

(“the office is one thing and private life is another”). 

 

The novel begins with Christmas. We have come to associate Dickens with happy 

Christmasses, plum puddings and geese. But this Christmas is memorably awful for Pip. 

The weather is bleak, theft is committed, men fight in the marshes, and a child lives in 

terror of his sister – hardly a jovial Christmas scene!  

The novel ends controversially. The original ending was 300 words and was not happy. 

Pip and Estella meet on a London street - she has remarried after her disastrous first 

marriage. They part and are unlikely to ever meet again. However, Dickens (always 

anxious about public taste and reader responses) gave it to his friend Bulwer Lytton to 

read. Lytton advised changing it, and Dickens took his advice, making the ending longer 

and sliding it away from tragedy to make it ambiguously happy. The last scene at Satis 

House still has uncertainty – mist and moonlight above the ruins when Pip sees “no 

shadow of another parting from her”, but it gave readers hope that he would happily 

marry Estella. Many readers have disapproved of the change, certain that Dickens 

damaged the artistic integrity of his book. George Bernard Shaw felt “the conventional 
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happy ending (was) an outrage upon it”, while Australian Norman Lindsay was so furious 

he left the entire final chapter out of his illustrated edition. Readers must decide for 

themselves about it – is Estella so damaged that she could never make Pip a good wife 

(should she, like the star she is named for, remain unobtainable); or is she the only 

treasure, however unexpected, that Pip does in the end get from Magwitch, thus 

symmetrically rounding off the story?  

 

Great Expectations has been made into many films. There was 

a 1917 silent film, another (made in Denmark) in 1922, a 

version in 1934, the famous David Lean version of 1946, a TV 

adaptation in 1954 (with Roddy McDowall as Pip), a BBC 

version in 1959, a 1967 adaptation (with Francesca Annis), a 

1974 movie with Michael York and Sarah Miles, a BBC serial 

in 1981 with Joan Hickson as an excellent Miss Havisham, an 

animated children’s version in 1983, a 1989 film with Anthony 

Hopkins as Magwitch, a modernized film in 1988 with Ethan 

Hawke and Gwyneth Paltrow, a film in 1999 with Ioan 

Gruffudd and Charlotte Rampling (as Miss Havisham), and a 

2011 TV version with Ray Winstone as Magwitch, David 

Suchet as Jaggers and Douglas Booth as Pip. There have been musical, radio and 

theatrical versions. There have been parodies in film and literature, re-imaginings (such 

as Peter Carey’s Jack Maggs), novels influenced by it (such as Lloyd Jones’ Mr Pip), a 

mash-up (Pip and the Zombies), songs, and postage stamps depicting its scenes and 

characters.   

 

Few novels display such mastery of atmosphere as that found in Great Expectations. The 

characters are complex and memorable, the action is fast and gripping, there is 

eccentricity and humour, but also tragedy and deep emotion. This is a novel which should 

be frequently re-read, it is a classic for all time. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

1.  Does Pip keep reader interest and sympathy? If so, how does Dickens manage this? 

Does Pip change and grow in the course of the novel. If so, what do you think he 

learns? 

 

2. The ending of the novel was very controversial. Some readers felt that Dickens 

had betrayed his integrity as a writer by giving Pip and Estella a happy ending. In 

your view, is the ending justified, or not? 

 

3. How important is Miss Havisham’s role in the novel. As a character, is she 

credible? 

 

4.  Do you think that Joe Gargery is simply childlike, or is he infantile? Give reasons 

for your opinion. 

 

5.  Dickens is famous for his eccentric characters. Discuss Wemmick, Mrs Gargery, 

Mr Pumblechook, the Aged Parent and Mr Jaggers. Which appealed most, or did 

you find them lacking as characters? 
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6.  Dickens began as a comic writer, but his books grew more somber in tone as he 

went on writing. Did you find any humour in Great Expectations? Did you enjoy 

the novel? 
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