
FOLLY AND WISDOM: 

THE DICKENSIAN HOLY INNOCENT 

Robert Michael McCarron 

B.A. Hons. Simon Fraser  Universi ty,  1 9 7 4  

A THESIS SUBMITTED I N  PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF 

THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

i n  the  Department 

of 

English 

@ ROBERT MICHAEL McCARRON 197 7 

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

Apri l ,  19 77 

A l l  r i g h t s  reserved. This work may not 
be reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  pa r t  by 
photocopy o r  o the r  means, without 
permission of the  author. 



APPROVAL 

Name: Robert Michael McCarron 

Degree: Master of Arts (English) 

T i t l e  of Thesis: Folly and Wisdom: The Dickensian Holy Innocent 

Examining Commit tee  : 

Chairman : Robert H .  Dunham 

. c, 
I '  

Michael S te ig  
Senior Supervisor 

- - r - 

Mason Harris 

- - - . -  ,- , . 
/ r 

Ann Messenger 

7 - 
I 

U 

Masrgr e t B 1 om 
External Examiner 

Assistant Professor 
University of Brit ish Columbia 

Date Approved : 5 A P r I r )  997 



PARTIAL COPYRIGHT LICENSE 

I hereby  g r a n t  t o  Simon F r a s e r  U n i v e r s i t y  t h e  r i g h t  t o  lend 

my t h e s i s  o r  d i s s e r t a t i o n  ( t h e  t i t l e  o f  which i s  shown below) t o  u s e r e  

of t h e  Simon F r a s e r  U n i v e r s i t y  L i b r a r y ,  and t o  make p a r t i a l  o r  s i n g l e  

c o p i e s  o n l y  f o r - s u c h  u s e r s  o r  i n  r e sponse  t o  a r e q u e s t  from t h e  l i b r a r y  

of  any  o t h e r  u n i v e r s i t y ,  o r  o t h e r  e d u c a t i o n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  on i t s  'own 

b e h a l f  o r  f o r  one of i t s  u s e r s .  I f u r t h e r  a g r e e  t h a t  pe rmiss ion  f o r  

m u l t i p l e  copying of t h i s  t h e s i s  f o r  s c h o l a r l y  purposes  may be g r a n t e d  

b y  me or t h e  Dean of Graduate  S t u d i e s .  It i s  unders tood  t h a t  copying 

o r  p u b l i c a t i o n  of t h i s  t h e s i s  f o r  f i n a n c i a l  g a i n  s h a l l  n o t  be a l lowed 

w i t h o u t  my w r i t t e n  pe rmiss ion .  

T i t l e  of  ~ h e s i s / ~ l s s e r t a t i o n :  

Folly and Wisdom: The Dickensian Holy Innocent 

Author : 

( s i g n a t u r e  ) 

Robert Michael McCarron 

(name ) 

27 April 1977 

( d a t e )  



iii 

ABSTRACT 

Although va r ious  c r i t i c s  have recognized t h a t  t h e  f o o l  i s  a r e c u r r e n t  

f i g u r e  i n  Dickens's works, few o f f e r  more than  a cursory ana lys i s .  Y e t  t h i s  

complex, ub iqui tous  c h a r a c t e r ,  l a r g e l y  der ived  from t h e  fo lk- fool  t r a d i t i o n  

and Shakespearean drama, is  c e n t r a l  t o  Dickens's a r t i s t i c  and moral v i s ion .  

I n  h i s  most f requent  man i f e s t a t ion  as Holy Innocent ( the  simple-hearted o r  

simple-souled i n d i v i d u a l ) ,  t h e  f o o l  a c t s  a s  a moral touchstone,  se rvant -  

mentor, comic buffoon and e n t e r t a i n e r ,  s a t i r i s t  and t r u t h - t e l l e r ,  p r e sen t ing  

h i s  paradoxica l  blend of f o l l y  and wisdom. 

The t h e s i s  begins wi th  a genera l  survey of Dickens's d i v e r s e  fool- types 

and t h e  sources  which con t r ibu ted  t o  h i s  concept ion of t h e s e  f i g u r e s ,  w h i l e  

t h e  procedure i n  t h e  main s tudy  involves  a d e t a i l e d  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of t h e  p r i -  

mary mot i f s  w i th in  t h e  Dickensian Holy Innocent convention. Each i n d i v i d u a l  

fool-type (Pickwick and h i s  l i t e r a r y  descendants ,  t h e  foo l - luna t i c ,  and t h e  

ch i ld- fool )  i s  seen t o  perform p a r t i c u l a r  func t ions ,  though a l l  a r e  s i g n i f i -  

c a n t l y  i n t e r - r e l a t e d ,  p r i n c i p a l l y  concerned wi th  the  f o o l  a s  a symbolic 

counterbalance t o  s o c i a l  cor rupt ion .  The Pickwickian f o o l ,  f o r  example, is  

o f t e n  an e x p l i c i t  an t agon i s t  of s o c i a l  and i n d i v i d u a l  e v i l ,  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a 

community of innocence t o  counterac t  t h e  p e r v e r s i t i e s  of t h e  l a r g e r  s o c i e t y .  

The fo lk- fool  o r  foo l - luna t i c  d i s p l a y s  a more complex in te rmingl ing  of d i v i n e  

and demonic madness, s u b t l y  embodying Dickens's own ambivalent response t o  

s o c i a l  v io l ence  and t h e  power of the  f o o l  t o  r e s i s t  cor rupt ion .  The Holy 

Innocent 's  personal-thematic r e l a t i o n s h i p s  wi th  the  c h i l d  and t h e  woman, 

f i n a l l y ,  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  f o o l ' s  o f t e n  t roubled  i n n e r  l i f e  whi le  s imultaneously 

p re sen t ing  Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  s t r eng then  t h e  Holy Innocent ' s  thematic  impor- 

tance  through a union of psychologica l  r e a l i s m  and symbolic values.  



Throughout t h i s  s tudy,  i t  is discovered t h a t  the  Holy Innocent is  a t  

once a more complex and s i g n i f i c a n t  f igure  i n  ~ i c k e n s ' s  moral and s o c i a l  

v i s ion  than many c r i t i c s  have acknowledged. Dickens's uses of the  foo l  

a r e  found t o  be never s u p e r f i c i a l l y  rosea te ,  bu t  always d isplaying a f u l l  

recogni t ion  of the  i n t r i n s i c  d i f f i c u l t i e s  involved i n  making t h i s  character-  

type a major veh ic le  f o r  his moral philosophy. A l a r g e  p a r t  of Dickens's 

concern, i n  f a c t ,  i s  t o  explore these  problems, acknowledging the  f o o l ' s  

mental and s o c i a l  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  and y e t  g iv ing form and substance t o  t h e  Holy 

Innocent 's paramount moral values by grant ing  him a c red ib le  psychological- 

symbolic bas i s .  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction:  Dickens and the  Fool Tradi t ion  

The major c r i t i c a l  s t u d i e s  of t h e  foo l  t r a d i t i o n ,  arguing t h a t  the  

foo l  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a product of the  medieval and renaissance world-views, 
1 

seldom examine any l i t e r a r y  work l a t e r  than the  Elizabethan period. There 

is, of course, eome b a s i s  f o r  t h i s  l i m i t a t i o n ;  h i s t o r i c a l l y  the  f igure  of 

the  cour t  jester declined rap id ly  i n  England a f t e r  the  s ix teen th  century, 

while i n  l i t e r a t u r e  the  f o o l s  of Jonsonian comedy and of the  Restorat ion 

t h e a t r e  a r e  less thematical ly and a r t i s t i c a l l y  complex than the  protean 

charac ters  created by Erasmus, Shakespeare, and Cervantes. The foo l ,  how- 

ever,  i s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a r e s i l i e n t  and mutable f igure ,  and a s  the  novel gained 

populari ty and soph i s t i ca t ion ,  the  fool  re-emerged i n  t h i s  new genre a s  a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  character-type. The innocent simpletons, devoted se rvan t s ,  and 

caus t i c  commentators i n  the  works of Fie ld ing,  Goldsmith, Sterne,  and 

Smollett  a r e  d i r e c t  descendants of e a r l i e r  fool-f igures.  Victorian novel- 

ists, l ikewise ,  continued t o  employ t h i s  v e r s a t i l e  performer (Thackeray's 

Captain Dobbin and Hardy's Chr is t ian  Cantle a r e  two obvious cases) .  The most 

p r o l i f i c  and innovative devotee of the  fool  t r a d i t i o n  i n  post-Elizabethan 

times, however, is Charles Dickens, whose holy foo l s  (although inexplicably 

ignored by the  p r inc ipa l  s t u d i e s  of t h a t  t r a d i t i o n )  d i sp lay  the  same r i c h  and 

var ied  a t t r i b u t e s  a s  those i n  renaissance l i t e r a t u r e .  The Dickensian foo l ,  

i n  f a c t ,  l a r g e l y  derived from the  folk-fool  t r a d i t i o n  and Shakespearean drama, 

is c e n t r a l  t o  Dickens's moral and a r t i s t i c  v i s ion .  In h i s  most frequent  

and s i g n i f i c a n t  manifestat ion,  t h a t  of the  Holy Innocent ( the  simple-hearted 

o r  simple-souled ind iv idua l ) ,  t h e  foo l  a c t s  a s  moral touchetone, servant-  



mentor, comic buffoon and e n t e r t a i n e r ,  s a t i r i s t  and t r u t h - t e l l e r ,  p r e sen t ing  

h i s  paradoxica l  blend of f o l l y  and wisdom. 

Every d i scuss ion  of t h e  f o o l  t r a d i t i o n  encounters  an  immediate o b s t a c l e  

-- t h e  problem of  d e f i n i t i o n .  Enid Welsford sugges ts  t h a t  t h e  f o o l  "is a 

man who f a l l s  below t h e  average human s t anda rd ,  bu t  whose d e f e c t s  have been 

transformed i n t o  a source  of d e l i g h t ,  a mainspring of comedy . . . . 112 
Attempting a more p r e c i s e  formulat ion,  William Wil leford proposes a series 

of a l t e r n a t i v e s :  "The f o o l  is ,  i n  s h o r t ,  a s i l l y  o r  i d i o t i c  o r  mad person, 

o r  one who i s  made by circumstance (o r  t h e  a c t i o n s  of o t h e r s )  t o  appear a 

f o o l  i n  t h a t  sense ,  o r  a person who i m i t a t e s  f o r  non-fools t h e  foo l i shness  of 

be ing  i n n a t e l y  s i l l y ,  o r  made t o  look so .  "3 These d e f i n i t i o n s  , however, 

a l though informat ive ,  do n o t  r e so lve  a l l  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  What i s  t h e  

"average human standard"? And does no t  t he  f o o l  o f t e n  r i s e  above some s t an -  

dards a s  w e l l  a s  f a l l  below them ( a s  i n  t he  cases  of Don Quixote o r  

S t u l t i t i a ' s  C h r i s t ) ?  S imi l a r ly ,  a l though t h e  f o o l  is " s i l l y  o r  i d i o t i c  o r  

mad," h e  is a l s o  wise,  i n s p i r e d ,  and sane  ( e s p e c i a l l y  when con t r a s t ed  wi th  

t h e  worldly-wise non-fool). The s u b t l e  i r o n i e s  of t h e  Erasmian-Shakespearean 

oxymoron " w i s e  foo l"  do n o t  permit a f a c i l e  d e f i n i t i o n .  As S t u l t i t i a  h e r s e l f  

exclaims nea r  t h e  beginning of h e r  encomium, " l e t  none of ye expec t  from me, 

t h a t  a f t e r  t h e  manner of Rhetor ic ians  I should go about t o  Define what I a m ,  114 

f o r  t h e  pro tean  and e l u s i v e  n a t u r e  of t h e  f o o l  is an  e s s e n t i a l  a spec t  of h i s  

thematic  importance. 

I m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  Erasmian-Shakespearean concept ,  nonethe less ,  from which 

Dickens der ived  h i s  major i n s p i r a t i o n ,  is t h e  image of  t h e  f o o l  a s  a moral 

being,  and those  few c r i t i c s  who have recognized t h a t  t h i s  f i g u r e  is a re- 

c u r r e n t  charac te r - type  i n  Dickens's novels  c o r r e c t l y  emphasize h i s  b a s i c  

moral func t ions .  Angus Wilson argues  t h a t  "the d i v i n e  i d i o t  i s  a s  powerful 



a p a r t  of Dickens's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Chr i s t ' s  beat i tudes  a s  i t  i s  of 

Dostoevsky's; and the  exis tence  of d iv ine  simpletons i n  Dickens's works is  

perhaps one of t h e  chief reasons why Dostoevsky admired them s o  much. 115 

C. B. Cox s i m i l a r l y  s t a t e s  t h a t  "in l i t e r a t u r e ,  the  g rea t  and vi r tuous  man 

is  of ten  a fool ,"  and goes on t o  p ra i se  Pickwick's "love of l i f e  and . . . 
kindness," noting t h a t  "a touch of t h i s  mixture of wisdom and f o l l y  is  seen 

i n  the  optimism of Micawber, i n  the  devotion t o  the  s t age  of Crummles, and 

i n  the  f a n t a s t i c  imagination of M r .  Dick. Dick's b ra ins  may be a l i t t l e  

touched, but ,  a s  he f l i e s  h i s  k i t e  on peaceful summer days, he  evinces a 

116 god-like se ren i ty .  I n  a more suggest ive ana lys i s ,  J .  C. Reid suggests  t h a t  

t h e  foo l  "incarnates Dickens's idea  of the  Wisdom of the  Heart a s  opposed t o  

t h e  Wisdom of the  Head," and t h a t  t h e  Dickensian foo l ,  derived from "the Holy 

Fool of t h e  folk-formula," is  the  "innocent who rebukes the  world by h i s  

den ia l  of its values . . . a challenge t o  the  corrupt  and soph i s t i ca ted ,  and 

an image of a needed reversa l  of  value^."^ While such i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  a r e  

undoubtedly i l luminat ing,  the  more important manifestat ions of the  Dickensian 

Holy Innocent a r e  seldom merely passive embodiments of symbolic values. 

Welsford observes t h a t  "the foo l  knows t h e  t r u t h  because he is a s o c i a l  out- 

cas t , "  and h i s  indeterminate s o c i a l  pos i t ion  l i censes  him t o  speak t h a t  

8 
t ru th .  Dickens's foo l s  ca r ry  these  seminal p r inc ip les  much fu r the r ,  t h e i r  

union of moral values and s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  not  only enabling them t o  perform 

a s  t r u t h - t e l l i n g  onlookers, but  t o  represent  an ac t ive ly  ameliorat ive counter- 

balance t o  s o c i a l  e v i l .  A v i t a l  p a r t  of Dickens's Chr is t ian  v i s ion ,  the  Holy 

Innocent may, a s  Reid suggests ,  be an image of a necessary a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  the  

corrupt  world, but  i n  Dickens's uses of t h e  fool ,  t h i s  con t ras t  between s i m -  

p l i c i t y  and soph i s t i ca t ion  is of ten  a d i r e c t  c o n f l i c t ,  the  Holy Innocent 

ac tua l ly  c lashing with the  powerful forces of t h e  non-fool world. Dickens's 



depic t ions  of such confronta t ions ,  moreover, a r e  never s u p e r f i c i a l l y  roseate ,  

bu t  always d isplay  a f u l l y  conscious recognit ion of the  i n t r i n s i c  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

involved i n  making the  Holy Innocent a major vehic le  f o r  h i s  moral philosophy. 

A l a r g e  p a r t  of Dickens's purpose, i n  f a c t ,  is t o  explore these  problems, 

acknowledging the  foo l ' s  mental and s o c i a l  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  and y e t  giving form 

and substance t o  the  Holy Innocent 's  paramount moral values by grant ing  him 

a c red ib le  psychological-symbolic bas i s .  

1. The Dickensian Holy Innocent 

Although the  severa l  motifs  of the  Dickensian Holy Innocent convention 

a l l  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h i s  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t ,  they d isplay  some important d i f f e r -  

ences i n  charac ter  and thematic r o l e .  While much of the  d e t a i l e d  ana lys i s  
* 

of these  f igures  w i l l  appear i n  l a t e r  chapters ,  a b r i e f  account of the  Holy 

Innocent 's h i s t o r i c a l  development, the p r inc ipa l  sources f o r  ~ i c k e n s ' s  con- 

ception of the  fool ,  a s  well  a s  h i s  innovative uses of such f igures  i s  

e s s e n t i a l  t o  an adequate understanding of how Dickens adopts and a l t e r s  these  

c l a s s i c  character-types. 
9 

Hie to r i ca l ly  the  b a s i c  fool - f igure ,  from which a l l  subsequent types 

o r i g i n a t e ,  is  the  "natural ,"  the  madman o r  v i l l a g e  i d i o t .  Since an t iqu i ty ,  

h i s  witless behaviour has been a source of entertainment a t  cour ts  and g rea t  

households, amusing h i s  masters while reassur ing  them of t h e i r  personal 

super io r i ty .  More important,  because he was not considered responsible f o r  

h i s  ac t ions  and speech, the  n a t u r a l  foo l  was t a c i t l y  granted s o c i a l  and 

p o l i t i c a l  i-ity, a l i c e n s e  t o  v i o l a t e  p o l i t e  convention by speaking the  

uncorrupt t ru th :  "Children 61 fooles  they say can not  l [y ] .  "lo This aspect  

of the  fool ' s  r o l e  evident ly  appealed t o  Vic tor ian  w r i t e r s ,  and c l e a r l y  con- 

t r i b u t e d  t o  the  powerful s a t i r i c  impulse found i n  numerous Dickensian fools .  



John Doran's A History of Court Fools (1858) pra ised  those "preachers and 

admonishers of kings" who "exercized, genera l ly  with impunity, a marvellous 

l i c e n s e  of speech, and . . . communicated d isagreeable  t r u t h s  t o  t y r a n t s  

. . . .  "" As e d i t o r  of Bentley's Miscellany, Dickens published both 

W i l l i a m  J. Thoms's "Joe Miller, and the  Jesters of A l l  Times and C l i m e s "  

(4, 1838, 338-45), an anecdotal  account of various fool-f igures which seeks 

t o  prove t h a t  "though the  f o o l ' s  b o l t  might have been soon sho t ,  i t  had h i t  

the  mark" (339), and Ingleberry Griskin ' s  "Merrie England i n  t h e  Olden Time" 

(5, 1839, 98-101), a b r i e f e r  though more soph i s t i ca ted  appra i sa l  of the  

f o o l ' s  s a t i r i c  and i n s t r u c t i v e  functions.  Griskin,  f o r  example, notes  t h a t  

the  famous W i l l  Summers not  only made Henry V I I I  "merry with h i s  mummeries," 

but  "tamed the  t y r a n t ' s  f e r o c i t y ,  and urged him t o  good deeds" (101), an 

a b i l i t y  t h a t  Griskin regards a s  the  f o o l ' s  most important ro le :  "These w e r e  

t h e  t h r e e  merry men [Summers, Dick Tar l ton ,  Archie Armstrong] of the  olden 

time, who, by v i r t u e  of t h e i r  o f f i c e ,  spoke t r u t h  i n  jest t o  the  royal  e a r ,  

and gave home-thrusts t h a t  would have cos t  a whole cabinet  t h e i r  heads. I f  

t h e i r  c a l l i n g  had no o the r  redeeming q u a l i t y  but  t h i s ,  p o s t e r i t y  would have 

been bound t o  honour it" (108). 

The f o o l ' s  addled mind, furthermore, although a p i t i a b l e  o r  amusing 
-. - --._ - 

devia t ion  from the  norm o r  a source of p ro tec t ion  f o r  h i s  s a t i r i c  gibes,  was 
L -- 

a l s o  held t o  be t h e  veh ic le  f o r  higher s p i r i t u a l  forces.  The v i l l a g e  i d i o t  
\--- 

thus became t h e  d iv ine  idiot-- the seer, mystic,  and prophet - rho sees a 

higher r e a l i t y .  William Langland's P i e r s  Plowman, f o r  example, describes 

t h a t  s p e c i a l  c l a s s  of beggars " tha t  a r e  luna t i c"  and who 

wander, 
With a good w i l l ,  but  w i t l e s s ,  over many wide countr ies ,  
J u s t  as Pe te r  did and Paul, save t h a t  they preach not  
And do no miracles;  but  many times i t  happens 
That they u t t e r  prophecy, a l l  a s  i f  i n  play;  
God s u f f e r s  such t o  go; and i t  seems t o  my judgment 



They a r e  h i s  apos t l e s ,  such people, o r  h i s  pr ivy  d i s c i p l e s ;  

Men of t h i s  manner, Matthew teaches us,  
W e  should have i n t o  our houses and he lp  them when they come, 
For they a r e  merry-mouthed men, mins t re l s  of heaven, 
God's boys, the  Bible says ,  j e s t e r s  of Jesus.  12 

Leonard Manheim argues t h a t  although s c i e n t i f i c  theor ie s  of i n s a n i t y  were 

s t e a d i l y  advancing i n  the  n ineteenth  century,  these  o lde r  b e l i e f s ,  par t icu-  

l a r l y  manifested i n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  were s t i l l  prevalent  .13 Doran observes t h a t  

i n  some s o c i e t i e s  "aberrat ion of mind is taken t o  be a s o r t  of d iv ine  inspi -  

''14 r a t i o n ,  and i n  Dickens'e own nrwels, such charac ters  a s  Barnaby Rudge, 

M r .  Dick, and Maggy, t h e  mental incompetents whose clouded minds (pa radod-  

ca l ly )  possess an acute i n t u i t i v e  i n s i g h t ,  exemplify t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  concept. 

Dickens, furthermore, deeply i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  proper treatment of lunacy, 

was appalled by the  abysmal condit ions and ca l lous  d is regard  endured by the  

inmates of Victorian asylums. l5 H i s  n a t u r a l  foo l s  a r e  the re fo re  presented 

with g rea t  sympathy, the  sources of t h e i r  maladies o f t en  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  b r u t a l  

mistreatment; Smike, M r .  Dick, and Piaggy, f o r  ins tance ,  a l l  bear  the  s c a r s  

of some pas t  mental anguish. Their  pain can only be re l i eved  by kindness and 

humanity, and they themselves ( l i k e  t r u e  Holy Innocents) repay t h e i r  bsne- 

f a c t o r s  with a f e rven t ly  pure and percept ive  devotion. 

The Holy Innocent 's  moral insight--his intermingling of s impl ic i ty  and 

wisdom--has i n  f a c t  long been a major theme i n  western thought. St .  Paul 

exclaims, "Let no man deceive himself .  I f  any man among you seeuieth t o  be 

w i s e  i n  t h i s  world, let him become a foo l  t h a t  he may be wise" (I Corinthians,  

3:18), and t h e  "jesters of Jesus" pe r iod ica l ly  occur i n  medieval wr i t ing  a s  

w e l l .  A s  Walter Kaiser po in t s  out ,  however, the  f u l l y  developed concept of 

the  w i s e  and holy f o o l  is primari ly a c rea t ion  of renaissance humanist 

thought,16 and i n  the  works of such th inkers  a s  Thomas ; Kempis and Nicholas 



of Cusa, f o l l y  and s i m p l i c i t y  became paramount Chr i s t i an  i d e a l s .  Kernpis's 

Imi ta t ion  of Chr i s t  (1441) s t a t e s ,  "Blessed i s  t h a t  s impl ic i ty ,  which leaveth  

the  d i f f i c u l t  paths of q ~ e s t i o n i n g s , "  f o r  "God walketh with the  simple, re- 

vea le th  Himself t o  the  humble, and g iveth  understanding t o  l i t t l e  ones. ,117 

Cueanus's Of Learned Ignorance (1440), l ikewise ,  argues t h a t  " the b e t t e r  a 

man w i l l  have known h i s  own ignorance, the  g rea te r  h i s  l ea rn ing  w i l l  be,  1118 

and The I d i o t  (1450), an i r o n i c  dialogue between an ignorant  simpleton and 

a learned o r a t o r ,  f u r t h e r  advocates the  g rea te r  s p i r i t u a l  wisdom of holy 

s impl ic i ty :  

ORATOR: IT SEEMS THOU THINKEST THY SELFE WISE BEING INDEED AN IDIOT. 

IDIOT: This is, i t  may be, the  d i f fe rence  betweene thee  and nee; 
thou th inkes t  they [ s i c ]  s e l f e  w i s e ,  when thou a r t  n o t ,  and hereupon 
a r e  proved; b u t  I know my s e l f e  an I d i o t ;  and hereupon am more humble, 
and i n  t h i s  peradventure more learned.  19  

Erasmus's P ra i se  of Fol ly  (1511), the  foremost document of the  renaissance 

folly-wisdom pr inc ip le ,  c a r r i e s  t h i s  argument t o  its l o g i c a l  conclusion: "To 

speak b r i e f l y ,  a l l  Chr i s t i an  Religion seems t o  have a kind of a l lyance  with 

f o l l y ,  and i n  no respect  t o  have any accord with wisedom. lt20 For Erasmus, 

Chr i s t  himself i s  a foo l  who "ever abhors and condemns those w i s e  e n ,  and 

such a s  put confidence i n  t h e i r  own wisdome," and who "conceal'd the  Mystery 

of Salvat ion  from the  wise, but  revealed i t  t o  babes and sucklings,  t h a t  is  

t o  say, Fools. 1121 

Dickens, l ikewise,  recognizing the  i r o n i c  r e l a t ionsh ip  between 

and "fo l ly ,"  adopts t h i s  Erasmian paradox and af f i rms t h a t  the  "wise doct r ine ,  

Every man f o r  h inee l f  . . . is an i d i o t ' s  f o l l y ,  weighed aga ins t  a simple 

heart!" (I%, 39, 616). Self-seeking worldly wisdom is mere f o l l y ,  while the  

f o l l y  of t h e  "simple hear t"  is  the  t r u e s t  wisdom. A s  Crisparkle says t o  

Helena Landless, "you have the  wisdom of Love . . . and i t  was the  h ighes t  

wisdom ever known upon t h i s  e a r t h ,  remember" (3, 10, 107). This p r i n c i p l e  



under l ies  much of Dickens's moral philosophy, h i s  Holy Innocents represent ing  

the  unworldly f o l l y  of p u r i t y  and love and s tanding i n  d i r e c t  moral con t ras t  

t o  the  s u p e r f i c i a l  wisdom of self-seeking non-fools. Like Shakespeare and 

Erasmus, Dickens is  keenly aware of t h e  r i c h  and var ied  connotations of such 

terms a s  "fol ly" and "wisdom," and while not  every ins tance  of t h e i r  use i n  

h i s  f i c t i o n  is s i g n i f i c a n t ,  the  d ive r se  app l i ca t ions  of these  and r e l a t e d  

terms o f t e n  provide an i l luminat ing  commentary on h i s  understanding of the  

f o o l  t r a d i t i o n .  

"Fool," f o r  example, is f requent ly  a term of contempt, though usually 

rebounding aga ins t  the  speaker, f o r  whereas t h e  "fol ly" of t h e  morally w i s e  

foo l  is the  t r u e s t  wisdom, the  "wisdom" of t h e  knave is revealed a s  t h e  most 

perverse "folly." Ralph Nickleby constant ly  scorns the  "foolery" of any 

ac t ion  o r  emotion not  d i r e c t l y  cont r ibut ing  t o  s e l f - i n t e r e s t , 2 2  only t o  be 

f i n a l l y  exposed a s  t h e  novel 's  most contemptible and p a t h e t i c  fool .  In  

L i t t l e  Dor r i t ,  Miss Wade exclaims, "I have t h e  misfortune of not  being a fool .  

From a very e a r l y  age I have detected what those about me thought they h id  

from me. I f  I could have been h a b i t u a l l y  imposed upon, ins t ead  of hab i tua l ly  

d iscerning the  t r u t h ,  I might have l i v e d  a s  smoothly a s  most foo l s  do" (11, 

21, 663). With the  complexity t y p i c a l  of t h e  foo l  t r a d i t i o n ,  Hiss Wade's 

claim no t  t o  be a foo l  merely e l iminates  he r  from the  c l a s s  of holy foo l s  

while grant ing  h e r  t h e  foo l ' s  coxcomb f o r  her  s e l f - t o r t u r i n g  bl indness.  

Betsey Trotwood's desc r ip t ion  of M r .  Dick's r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  h i s  ca l loue  

r e l a t i v e s  f u r t h e r  e luc ida tes  t h i s  concept: 

'He  has been c a l l e d  mad,' s a i d  my aunt  . . . 'And n i c e  people they 
were, who had t h e  audacity t o  c a l l  him mad . . . I f  it  hadn't  been f o r  
me,  h i s  own brother  would have shut  him up f o r  l i f e  . . . A proud fool! '  
s a i d  my aunt.  'Because h i s  brother  was a l i t t l e  eccentric-though he is  
n o t  ha l f  s o  e c c e n t r i c  a s  a  good many people--he d idn ' t  l i k e  t o  have him 
v i s i b l e  about h i s  house, and s e n t  him away t o  some p r i v a t e  asylum-place: 
though he had been l e f t  t o  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  care  by t h e i r  deceased f a t h e r ,  
who thought him almost a  n a t u r a l .  And a wise man - he must have been t o  
think so! Mad himself ,  no doubt.' (DC, 14, 204) 



Martin Chuzzlewit, f i n a l l y ,  a s tudy of the  s o r t  of "foolish" s e l f i s h n e s s  

t h a t  Betsey's ou tburs t s  condemn, conta ins  Dickens's perhaps most complex and 

cons i s t en t  use of t h e  i r o n i c  f o l l y r i s d o m  theme. (Immediately preceding the  

w r i t i n g  of the  novel,  i t  is  important t o  note ,  Dickens avid ly  re-read 

~ h a k e s p e a r e , ~ ~  and the  inf luence  of the  dramat is t ' s  Erssmian doc t r ines  is  

pervasive.) For those charac ters  of a self-seeking,  worldly-wise o r i e n t a t i o n ,  

"fol ly" is  simple-minded f r i v o l i t y  o r  in judic ious  d is regard  f o r  one's own 

i n t e r e s t .  The h y p o c r i t i c a l  Pecksniff responds t o  h i s  daughters '  a f f e c t i o n ,  

f o r  example, by exclaiming, "What f o l l y  is  t h i s !  Let us take heed how w e  

laugh without reason, l e s t  w e  c ry  with it" (2,  16 ) ,  and young Martin, "who 

seldom got upi o r  looked about him" on board the  s h i p  t o  America, "was q u i t e  

incensed by the  f o l l y  of [Mark ~ a p l e y ' s ]  speech" (15, 248-9) when Mark a s s i s t -  

ed the  d i s t r augh t  emigrant passengers. Dickens himself i r o n i c a l l y  adopts 

t h i s  worldly-wise non-fool s tance  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  a charac ter ' s  moral f a i l i n g s .  

When Mrs. Gamp descr ibes  he r  exper t  methods of r e l i e v i n g  inva l ids ,  he notes  

t h a t  

a l l  present  (Tom Pinch and h i s  s i s t e r  e spec ia l ly )  appeared t o  be 
disposed t o  d i f f e r  from her  views. For such i s  the  rash  boldness 
of the  u n i n i t i a t e d ,  t h a t  they w i l l  f requent ly  set up some monstrous 
a b s t r a c t  p r i n c i p l e ,  such a s  humanity, o r  tenderness, o r  the  l i k e  
i d l e  f o l l y ,  i n  obs t ina te  defiance of a l l  precedent and usage . . . . 
(46, 710) 

Dickens, on t h e  o the r  hand, a l s o  employs these protean t e r n  as moral co-n- 

da t ions  o r  gent ly  a f f e c t i o n a t e  terms of endearment (a  frequent  Shakespearean 

use) .  I n  h i s  p resen ta t ion  of Ruth Pinch and John Westlock, e spec ia l ly ,  he 

dep ic t s  "fol ly" a s  an inseparable  f a c e t  of youthful  romantic love (45, 688; 

53, 819), while i n  a passage near  the  end of the  novel he combines the  term's 

d iverse  meanings i n t o  a f u l l  Erasmian paradox: 

Was i t  f o l l y  i n  Tom t o  be s o  pleased by t h e i r  remembrance of him 
a t  such a time? Was t h e i r  graceful  love a f o l l y ,  were t h e i r  dear 
caresses  f o l l i e s ,  was t h e i r  lengthened pa r t ing  f o l l y ?  Was i t  f o l l y  
i n  him t o  watch he r  window from the  s t r e e t ,  and r a t e  its s c a n t i e s t  



gleam of l i g h t  above a l l  diamonds; f o l l y  i n  h e r  t o  brea the  h i s  name 
upon he r  knees, and pour out  h e r  pure h e a r t  before  t h a t  Being, 
from who such h e a r t s  and such a f fec t ions  come? 

I f  these  be f o l l i e s ,  then Fiery Face go on and prosper! I f  they 
be n o t ,  then Fiery Face avaunt! (53, 825) 

On the  one hand, the  meaning of t h i s  passage i s  c lea r :  Dickens scorns and 

repudiates the  view held by Pecksniff ,  Jonas, Mrs. Gamp, and o the r s  t h a t  such 

things a r e  f o l l i e s ,  t h a t  love is  merely a foo l i sh  unprof i table  emotion. On 

.' . 
the  o the r  hand, Dickens himself has cons i s t en t ly  c l a s s i f i e d  love a s  a " fo l ly ,"  

p ra i s ing  the  "foolishness" of John's and Ruth's mutual a f fec t ion .  The point  

is ,  I th ink,  t h a t  Dickens is  employing the  t r a d i t i o n a l  Shakespearean-Erasmian 

contradic t ion ,  a f f i rming t h a t  love is indeed f o l l y ,  but  a f o l l y  s o  opposed t o  

the  shallow worldly e thos  t h a t  i t  becomes a higher wisdom. A s  old Martin 

says t o  Mark Tapley, "Your ignorance, a s  you c a l l  i t  . . . is wiser  than some 

men's enlightenment, and mine among them" (52, 807). Louise ~ a b 6 ' s  Dispute 

of Love and Folly (reviewed i n  Household Words, 7 ,  1853, 214-6) concludes by 

noting t h a t  "the d ispute  between Love and Folly is a t  l a s t  ended by the  judg- 

ment of the  gods, who pronounce t h a t  n e i t h e r  can s u b s i s t  without the  other" 

(216), and Dickens s i m i l a r l y  af f i rms t h a t  f o l l y  ( the  s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g ,  loving 

response t o  another) is  f a r  wiser than the foo l i sh  pseudo-wisdom espoused by 

the unloving non-fools. 

Although I can loca te  no c e r t a i n  ex te rna l  evidence t h a t  Dickens read 

the  major renaissance t r e a t i s e s  on the  holy f o o l ,  t h i s  frequent  emphasis on 

the  folly-wisdom theme suggests  t h a t  he was not unacquainted with such thought. 

S imi lar ly ,  a s  Humphry House observes, Dickens's r e l i g i o n  was a "p rac t i ca l  

humanist kind of ~ h r i s t i a n i t ~ , " ~ ~  displaying ( l i k e  Erasnus's) a marked af f in-  

i t y  f o r  t h e  humane doct r ines  of Chr i s t ' s  bea t i tudes  and c a s t i g a t i n g  the  

repress ive  Calvinism of the  Murdstones and M r s .  Clemam. H i s  own L i f e  of 

Our Lord, though maudlin and sentimental ,  r evea l s  h i s  sympathy f o r  a simple- 



hearted,  s p i r i t u a l l y  u p l i f t i n g  r e l i g i o u s  devotion. 25 Whether o r  not  Dickens 

was fami l i a r  with The Pra i se  of Folly,  he apparently absorbed the  primary 

t e n e t s  of Erasmian theology. Indeed, a s  Walter Kaiser argues, Erasmus's 

i n d i r e c t  influence was pervasive: "Like many g rea t  teachers,  he  is  forgot-  

t en  when h i s  pupi ls  a r e  not ,  and many who read Rabelais o r  Montaigne, 

Shakespeare o r  Jonson, Ariosto o r  Cervantes, have only heard of the  scholar  

from Rotterdam who taught them a l l  s o  much. "26 Of t h i s  group, Shakespeare 

and Cervantes (and t o  an ex ten t  Jonson) were Dickens's major sources of in- 

s p i r a t i o n ,  not  only o f fe r ing  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  the  Erasmian f o o l ' s  moral na ture ,  

but presenting a comprehensive p o r t r a i t  of t h e  foo l ' s  e s s e n t i a l  dramatic and 

symbolic a t t r i b u t e s .  

Considering Dickens's in t imate  acquaintance with Shakespeare's works, 
2 7 

i t  is not  su rpr i s ing  t h a t  such a v e r s a t i l e  comic-dramatic f igure  a s  

Shakespeare's wise fool  would engage h i s  imagination. Dickens was, f o r  example, 

a devoted admirer of As You Like I t ,  condemning George Sand's eccen t r i c  

"28 "Come I1 Vous P l a i r a ,  and, i n  a speech t o  the  Garrick Club on 23 Apri l  

1854 (Shakespeare's b i r thday) ,  o f fe r ing  a perceptive appra i sa l  of Touchstone's 

major functions: 

And on t h i s  day was born a foo l ,  not dressed i n  v e s t a l  l ive ry ,  bu t  
dressed i n  motley, who ' l a i d  him down and basked him i n  the  sun, '  
and, as quoted by the  melancholy Jaques . . . described, f o r  a l l  
time, the  q u a l i t i e s ,  the  p r iv i l eges  and t h e  du t i es  of t h e  s a t i r i s t  [ , I  
of him who, l i k e  t h i s  fool ,  'should be so  deep contemplative' a s  t o  
make t h e  sage 'ambitious f o r  a motley s u i t . '  ' Inves t  me i n  my motley: 
give m e  leave t o  speak my mind, and I w i l l ,  through and through, 
cleanse t h e  fou l  body of the  whole in fec ted  world, i f  they w i l l  but  
p a t i e n t l y  receive my medicine. '29 

One of Diekens's few d i r e c t  cormPente on the  Shakespearean foo l ,  t h i s  passage 

describes Touchstone as the  paradigm of t h e  w i t t i l y  s a t i r i c  jester--the wise 

man who assumes the  protec t ion of the  foo l ' s  motley t o  c r i t i c i z e  and pur i fy  

the  f o l l i e s  of the  corrupt  world--and Touchstone's trenchant w i t  and s a t i r i c  



Launce, Lavache, Dogberry, and Shakespeare's o ther  secondary fool-f igures 

a r e  of marginal influence only; t h e i r  w i t l e s s  o r  w i t t y  sayings and ac t ions  

r e c a l l  various Dickensian characters ,  but  the  s i m i l a r i t i e s  a re  too d i f f u s e  

t o  be use fu l ly  discussed. I n  contras t ,  although I can f ind  no d i r e c t  refer -  

ence t o  Feste,  there  a r e  severa l  a l lus ions  t o  W e l f t h  Night i t s e l f  i n  Dickens's 

30 
wri t ings ,  t e s t i f y i n g  t o  h i s  knowledge of the  play, and Fes te ' s  opposition 

t o  the  aus te re  puritanism of Malvolio is decidedly Dickensian. 

Nick Bottom's influence is  of s t i l l  g rea te r  thematic import. Bottom's 

r e la t ionsh ip  with T i t an ia  (a symbolic union not unl ike  t h a t  of Lear's Fool 

and Cordelia) exemplifies a s i g n i f i c a n t  aspect  of the  foo l ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  

complicated romantic and sexual  impulses--the re la t ionsh ip  of the  ou tcas t  o r  

i n f e r i o r  foo l  and the  ideal ized woman. A s  William Willeford states, 

Although the  foo l  seems t o  be ,  and is, beneath the  woman he yearns 
f o r ,  she o f t en  enigmatical ly seems t o  belong t o  him. Both the  form 
and meaning of t h e i r  a f f i n i t y ,  a sec re t  bond t h a t  is a t  the  same 
time a wal l  of taboo, i s  suggested by a remark made by Nietzsche's 
Zarathustra. Speaking of "the most contemptible of a l l  things . . . 
the  Last  Man," Zarathustra comments t h a t  "a man must have chaos within 
him t o  be ab le  t o  give b i r t h  t o  a dancing s t a r . "  The pure woman, 
o f t e n  f u l l  of redeeming grace, is  such a dancing s t a r  f a r  above the  
chaot ic  f o o l  ( the  ch i ld  who is  a l s o  the  Last  Man); she i s  the  form of 
the  freedom t h a t  he mindlessly enacts ,  the  s p i r i t u a l  counterpart of 
h i s  baseness. 31 

Mckene employs t h i s  motif extensively:  Smike and Kate Nickleby, K i t  Nubbles 

and L i t t l e  Nell ,  Tom Pinch and Mary Graham, M r .  Toots and Florence Dombey. 

Although the  f o o l  and the  princess a r e  never romantically united (a f a c t  

i l luminat ing the  foo l ' s  inner  tensions and f r u s t r a t i o n s ) ,  they are of ten  

bound together a t  a deeper thematic and personal l e v e l ,  shar ing an innocent 

view of l i f e  and a c o d t m e n t  t o  love, exerc is ing a redemptive e f f e c t  on 

others.  

Of a l l  Shakespeare's jesters, Lear's Fool exerted the  most pervasive 



influence on Dickens's imagination. I n  1838 Charles Macready res tored the  

o r i g i n a l  t e x t  of King Lear t o  t h e  s t age ,  co r rec t ing  t h e  id iosyncracies  of 

Nahum Tate '8 1681 adaptat ion.  For many Victorian c r i t i c s  and playgoers 

( including Dickens), Macready's decision t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  Fool was of pa r t i c -  

u l a r  importance. I n  h i s  review of the  production (The Examiner, 4 February 

1838). Dickens's f r i end  and l i t e r a r y  adviser  John Fors ter  (who had o f ten  

championed t h e  Fool's re turn)  observes t h a t  

The Fool i n  the  tragedy of Lear i s  one of t h e  most wonderful 
c rea t ions  of Shakespeare's genius. The p ic tu re  of h i s  quick and 
pregnant sarcasm, of h i s  loving devotion, of h i s  acute s e n s i b i l i t y ,  
of h i s  despair ing mirth,  of h i s  heartbroken silence--contrasted 
with the  r i g i d  sublimity of Lear 's  s u f f e r i n g  . . . is the  nobles t  
thought t h a t  ever entered i n t o  t h e  mind and h e a r t  of man.32 

In te res t ing ly  enough, t h i s  review has long been credi ted  t o  Dickens himself 

and only recent ly  has William J. Carlton proved Fors ter ' s  authorship. 3 3 

Mckens, nonetheless, undoubtedly knew the  review; i n  f a c t ,  there  is  some 

evidence t o  suggest t h a t  h i s  and Fors te r ' s  views were s u b s t a n t i a l l y  i d e n t i c a l .  

As Carlton notes ,  Fors te r  could not a t tend the  play's debut on 25 January and 

i n  a b r i e f  no t i ce  on the  28th merely reported the  p lay 's  success. One pas- 

sage i n  t h a t  e a r l i e r  not ice ,  however, is worthy of f u r t h e r  a t t en t ion :  

From pr iva te  sources we l e a r n  t h a t  the in t roduct ion of the  Fool 
gave s ingu la r  and most masterly r e l i e f  t o  the  character  of Lear, 
and t h a t  the  e a r l y  scenes, and the  f i r s t  scene of the  storm, were 
i n  p a r t i c u l a r  s t a r t l i n g l y  e f f e c t i v e .  So Shakespeare was r i g h t ,  
a f t e r  a l l !  A f r i end ,  on whose judgment w e  have thorough re l i ance ,  
remarks of the  performance: 

"The r e s t o r a t i o n  of the  Fool points  some of Lear's f i n e s t  - 
and most touching passages. The character  was exqu i s i t e ly  played 
by Miss P. Horton; t h e  face,  g a i t ,  voice, and manner were a l i k e  i n  
pe r fec t  keeping with the  pa r t ;  t h e  attachment and f i d e l i t y  of the 
poor Fool t o  t h e  houseless, broken-hearted King, i n  h i s  sorrow and 
d e s t i t u t i o n ,  were most a f fec t iona te ly  and b e a u t i f u l l y  portrayed. 
A more f in ished and d e l i c a t e  performance of a very d i f f i c u l t  p a r t  
cannot be imagined. "34 

A s  Carl ton asks,  "who was the  f r i end  on whose judgement Fors ter  placed so  much 

re l i ance  and whose opinion he quoted? There a r e  grounds f o r  surmising t h a t  he  



m y  h a w  been Charles Mckens. "35 Dickens's own review of Macready's pro- 

duction,  echoing t h e  opinions of Fors te r ' s  unnamed f r i e n d ,  was not  published 

m t i l  1849, and, although b r i e f ,  expresses a c l e a r  awareness of the  Fool 's 

importance: "Sow years  have elapsed s ince  I f i r s t  not iced  Miss Horton's 

a c t i n g  of the  Fool, r e s to red  t o  the  p lay ,  a s  one of i ts  most a f f e c t i n g  and 

necessary fea tu res ,  under M r .  Macready's management a t  Covent Garden. It  

has  l o s t  nothing i n  the i n t e r v a l .  It would be d i f f i c u l t  t o  p r a i s e  s o  exqui- 

s i te  and d e l i c a t e  an assumption, too highly.  ~ 3 6  

This emphasis on the  fervent  emotional bonds between Lear and h i s  Fool 

a l s o  appears i n  Ingleberry Griskin 's  aforementioned "Merrie England i n  the  

Olden Time,'' a succinct  ana lys i s  of the  Shakespearean foo l  t h a t  c l e a r l y  re- 

c a l l s  Fors t e r ' s  (and Dickens's) i n  tone and theme: 

What a marvellous personage is the  court-fool of Shakespeare! 
Truths, deep a s  the  cen t re ,  came from h i s  l i p s .  H i s  head was 
stocked with notions.  H e  wore not  Motley i n  h i s  bra in .  H e  was, 
what Jacques s t y l e s  Touchstone, "a ma te r i a l  fool." And t h a t  
g lor ious  foo l  i n  Lear! How touching is  h i s  devoted attachment 
t o  the  d i s t r a c t e d  o ld  king,  and i t s  g r a t e f u l  re turn!  I n  the  
i n t e n s i t y  of h i s  sorrow and i n  the  agony of death,  he rematbers 
h i s  f a i t h f u l  servant:  --------------- "And my poor foo l  is  hang'd!" 
Shakespeare never showed himself a more profound master than i n  
hanaonising and un i t ing  i n  b e a u t i f u l  c o n t r a s t  these transcendent 
p i c t u r e s  of human w i t  and human woe. (101) 

Whether Dickens was d i r e c t l y  influenced by Griskin ' s  view of the  fool 'a  per- 

ception,  moral i n s i g h t ,  symbolic con t ras t ,  pathos, and genuine human devotion 

i n  h i s  l a t e r  novels,  o r  whether he published the  work because i t  concurred 

with h i s  own conception of t h i s  f igure  is d i f f i c u l t  t o  determine. The paper 

is nonethelese an important s tatement of Victorian a t t i t u d e s  towards the  

wise fool ,  a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  Dickens (both a s  the  Miscellany's e d i t o r  and i n  

h i s  own review) endorsed. 

F a l s t a f f ,  f i n a l l y ,  Mckens's f avour i t e  Shakespearean charac te r ,  might 

a l s o  be considered a prototype of t h e  Dickensian fool .  F a l s t a f f ' s  connections 



3 7 
with the  foo l  t r a d i t i o n  have been widely explored i n  recent  years ,  and, 

while earlier c r i t i c s  d id  not  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i d e n t i f y  the  knight  with t h a t  

t r a d i t i o n ,  they too emphasized h i s  fool - l ike  capacity t o  combine a comic 

and moral v is ion.  Maurice Morgann's An Essay on the Dramatic Character of 

S i r  John Fa l s t a f f  (1777), a work well-known t o  Dickens, was a seminal study, 

commending F a l s t a f f ' s  "perfect  good-nature, pleasantry,  mellowness, and 

h i l a r i t y  of mind, f o r  which w e  admire and almost love him . . . . 1138 
F a l s t a f f ' s  w i t ,  humour, and t a l e n t  f o r  hyperbolic language a r e ,  of course, 

those c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  most l i k e l y  t o  have appealed t o  Dickens's imagination 

and influenced h i s  por t raya l  of fool-figures. F a l s t a f f ' s  imprudence, s e l f -  

aggrandizement, ambition, and e t e r n a l  optimism, f o r  example, along with h i s  

r o l e  as teacher,  tempter, and surrogate  fa the r  t o  Prince Hal, a r e  sub t ly  

reminiscent of M r .  Micawber (and h i s  r e la t ionsh ip  with David Copperfield). 39 

A t  t he  same time, however, various nineteenth-century writers, while con- 

t inuing Morgann's adulat ion,  regarded Fa l s t a f f  with ever increas ing gravity.  

W. Maginn's I1Shakespeare Papers No. 1: S i r  John Pa l s t a f f , "  published i n  

Bentley's Miscellany (1, 1837, 494-508) during the  time of Dickens's ed i to r -  

ship,  proposes t h a t  F a l s t a f f ' s  w i t  and ga ie ty  mask a deep-rooted sense of 

f r u s t r a t i o n  and f a i l u r e :  

H e  jests with a sad brow. The w i t  which he profusely s c a t t e r s  
about is from the  head, not the hea r t .  Its s a t i r e  is s l i g h t ,  
and never malignant o r  af f ront ing;  but  s t i l l  i t  is s a t i r i c a l ,  
and seldom joyous. It is anything but  fun. Original  genius and 
long p rac t i ce  have rendered i t  easy and fami l i a r  t o  him, and he  
uses i t  a s  a matter of business. H e  has too much philosophy t o  
show t h a t  he f e e l s  himself misplaced; w e  discover h i s  fee l ings  
by s l i g h t  ind ica t ions ,  which a r e ,  however, q u i t e  s u f f i c i e n t .  
I f e a r  t h a t  t h i s  conception of the  character  could never be 
rendered popular on the  s tage;  but  I have heard i n  p r iva te  the  
p a r t  of Fa l s t a f f  read with a pe r fec t ly  grave, solemn, slow, deep, 
and sonorous voice,  touched occasionally somewhat with the  broken 
tones of age, from beginning t o  end, with admirable e f f e c t .  (505-6) 

Edgar Johnson maintains t h a t  Dickens published nothing with which he d id  not  



40 
agree, and while i t  seems unl ikely  t h a t  Dickens could approve t h i s  bleak 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of F a l s t a f f ' s  psyche, i t  is not implausible t h a t  Maginn's 

v i s ion  influenced o r  coincided with Dickens's understanding of the  f o o l ' s  

personali ty.  Spec i f i ca l ly ,  Maginn's a r t i c l e  i l l u s t r a t e s  a theme t h a t  Dickens 

himself incorporates i n t o  h i s  own conception of t h e  fool--the tension between 

inner  pathos and outward comedy. In  The Memoirs of Joseph Grimaldi, f o r  

example, which Dickens edi ted  (and rewrote) i n  1838, the con t ras t  between the  

comic t h e a t r i c a l  clown and the  su f fe r ing  individual  is s t rongly  accentuated 

i n  his e d i t o r i a l  i n t e r j e c t i o n s :  ''Many readers w i l l  r i d i c u l e  t h e  idea  of a 

Clown being a man of g rea t  f e e l i n g  and s e n s i b i l i t y :  Grimaldi was so ,  notwith- 

s tanding,  and suffered most severe ly  from t h e  a f f l i c t i o n s  which b e f e l l  him. 1841 

Sissy  Jupe's descr ip t ion of her  c i rcus  performer fa the r ,  l ikewiee, ce r t a in ly  

owes sonrething t o  Dickens's f a m i l i a r i t y  with t h i s  character-type: 

1 Lately,  they very o f ten  wouldn't laugh, and he used t o  come home 
despair ing.  Father 's  not  l i k e  most. Those who didn ' t  know him 
as w e l l  a s  I do, and didn ' t  love him as dear ly  as I do, might bel ieve  
he was not  q u i t e  r i g h t .  Sometimes they played t r i c k s  upon him; but  
they never knew how he f e l t  them, and shrunk up, when he  w a s  alone 42 
with me. H e  was f a r ,  f a r  t imider than they thought!' (HT, I ,  9, 59) 

Ben Jonson's influence on Dickens's conception of t h e  fool ,  i n  con t ras t ,  

is of a r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  na ture  than Shakespeare's, emphasizing the less 

morally s e n s i t i v e  aspects  of t h e  foo l ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  forms and guises. F i r s t ,  

l i k e  such Dickensian f igures  a s  Bumble and Sapsea, Jonson's Captain Bobadil 

and S i r  Epicure Mammon share with F a l s t a f f  the  nature  of the  comically s e l f -  

i n f l a t e d  " m i l e s  gloriosus" but  without S i r  John's redeeming moral i n s i g h t ;  

Jonson and Dickens a r e  equally c a u s t i c  i n  t h e i r  savage denunciation of such 

pompous and corrupt  f igures .  On other  occasions, however, even while employ- 

ing  i d e n t i c a l  character-types, Dickens and Jonson look upon t h e i r  crea t ions  

i n  very d i s s imi la r  ways. For the  most p a r t ,  Jonson's foo l i sh  w i t s  seldom 

reach beyond the  simple l e v e l s  of comedy and rudimentary s a t i r e ,  and, a s  
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Evelyn M. Simpson suggests ,  Jonson "is more of a r e a l i s t  than Dickens, he 

is harder,  f i e r c e r ,  less humane." H i s  "gulls  a r e  invar iably  s t r ipped  a t  l a s t  

of t h e i r  f ea the rs ,  and look ugly enough i n  t h e i r  nakedness. Dickens is  sel- 

dom s o  cruel .  l~~~ Lord Frederick Verisopht, fo r  ins tance ,  a s a t i r i c  ca r i ca tu re  

of a r i s t o c r a t i c  obtuseness, merci less ly  gulled by S i r  Mulberry Hawk, achieves 

(unlike Jonson's naked fools)  a bela ted  ye t  genuine n o b i l i t y  i n  h i s  vain 

defense of Kate Nickleby (NN, - 50). Dickens's condemnation is d i rec ted  towards 

the rapacious r o w  r a t h e r  than the upper-class dupe. 

Second, Jonson's uses of o the r  fool-types, however, exerted a more per- 

vasive influence,  and characters  l i k e  J ing le  and Montague Tigg, r e c a l l i n g  the  

devious i n t e l l i g e n c e  of Jonson's knavish Mosca, Subtle,  and Face, receive 

Dickens's t a c i t  admiration. H i s  extensive knowledge of European folk-lore 

and its numerous t r i cks te r - f igures  (e.g., the  legendary folk-fool 511 

44 Eulenspiegel ) a l s o  augmented h i s  understanding of t h i s  character-type, while 

the  toughaainded picaro-rogues of the  eighteenth-century novel and its ante- 

cedents s i m i l a r l y  influenced Dickens's v is ion.  Smol le t t ' s  Roderick Random 

and Peregrine Pickle,  exemplifying f o r  Dickens "a way without tenderness, ~ 4 5  

a r e  frequently devious and vengeful,  while Fie ld ing 's  Jonathan Wild, Defoe's 

M o l l  Flanders, and Le Sage's G i l  Blas a r e  a l s o  r e p l e t e  with embodiments of 

picaresque knavery. Such f igures  a r e ,  of course, f a r  removed from the  

Dickensian Holy Innocent, yet  the  presence of the  Jonsonian-picaresque knave 

i n  Dickens's works, embodying the  foo l i sh  wisdom of mercenary s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  

provides a v i t a l  moral antagonis t  f o r  the  wise f o l l y  of t h e  holy foo l s ,  and 

underscores the  ex ten t  of h i s  indebtedness t o  the  fool  t r a d i t i o n .  

More important,  i n  addi t ion  t o  these depic t ions  of t h e  knavish rogues, 

the novels of t h e  picaresque convention a l s o  reinforced and extended Dickene's 

bas ic  conception of the wise fool .  Like David Copperfield, Dickens owed much 



t o  h i s  childhood reading: "From t h a t  blessed l i t t l e  room, Roderick Random, 

Peregrine Pickle ,  Humphrey Clinker,  Tom Jones, the  Vicar of Wakefield, Don 

Quixote, G i l  Blas, and Robinson Crusoe, came ou t ,  a glorious hos t ,  t o  keep 

m e  company" (DC, 4, 55). As w e l l  a s  various s t y l i s t i c  and p l o t  s i m i l a r i t i e s  

( espec ia l ly  i n  Dickens's e a r l y  novels) ,  a t  l e a s t  two s i g n i f i c a n t  character- 

types--the Cervantic versions of t h e  Holy Innocent and squire-mentor-rere 

derived from these  predecessors. Don Q d x o t e  i t s e l f ,  f o r  ins tance ,  contin- 

uing t h e  irony of t h e  Pauline-Erasmian t r a d i t i o n ,  presents  a soph i s t i ca ted  

and i n f l u e n t i a l  study of t h e  holy fool .  Don Diego de Mranda can only wonder 

i f  Quixote ie "a sane man turned mad o r  a madman verging on sani ty ,"  a ques- 

t i o n  t h a t  lies a t  the  h e a r t  of Cervantes's i r o n i c  vision:  "One moment they 

thought him a man of sense,  and the  next  he s l ipped i n t o  craz iness ;  nor 

could they decide what degree t o  ass ign him between wisdom and fo l ly .  1,46 

The paradoxical na ture  of Quixote 's  character  e l i c i t e d  appropriately con- 

t r ad ic to ry  responses from Victorian readers.  Dickens himself a s s e r t s  t h a t  

" C e ~ a n t e s  laughed Spain 's  chival ry  away, by showing Spain its impossible 

and wild absurdity,"47 while G. W. Thornbury, i n  "In Search of Don Quixote" 

(Household Words, 18, 1858, 529-341, fulsomely h a i l s  the  knight ' s  "generous 

thunders and =st w i s e  f o l l i e s "  (530). The holy f o l l y  of Dickens's own 

M r .  Pickwick, s i m i l a r l y ,  as Dostoevsky recognized, owes much t o  Quixote 's  

inspi red  madness; wr i t ing  of the  a r t i s t ' s  quest  t o  c r e a t e  "a t r u l y  pe r fec t  

and noble man," Dostoevsky a s s e r t s  t h a t  

of a l l  the  noble f igures  i n  Chr i s t i an  l i t e r a t u r e ,  I reckon 
Dan Quixote as the  most perfec t .  But Don Quixote is noble only 
by being a t  the  same time comic. And Dickens's Pickwickians 
(they were c e r t a i n l y  much weaker than Don Quixote, but  s t i l l  i t ' s  
a powerful work) a r e  conric, and t h i s  i t  is which gives them t h e i r  
g rea t  value. The reader f e e l s  sympathy and compassion v i t b  the 
Beaut i fu l ,  derided and unconecious of its own worth. The s e c r e t  of 
humour cons i s t s  precise ly  i n  t h i s  a r t  of wakening t h e  reader ' s  
sympathy. 48 



The sympathy (of both reader and author) awakened by Don Quixote and 

Pickwick Papers has ,  i n  addi t ion ,  a more profound in ten t ion .  Cervantes and 

Dickens (who begin by c rea t ing  comic b u t t s )  come t o  regard t h e i r  protagonists  

less with compassion f o r  t h e i r  derided and unconscious worth than admiration 

f o r  t h e  moral power of t h e i r  holy s impl ic i ty ;  and i t  i s  ul t imate ly  the  cen- 

t r a l  elements of t h e  Quixotic-Pickwickian motif--the fool ' s  merging of moral 

s a n i t y  and unworldly madness and the  challenges encountered i n  h i s  c o n f l i c t  

with s o c i a l  corruption--that form the  t r u e  source of t h e i r  "great value" and 

thematic import. 

Similar  pa t t e rns  a r e  manifested throughout many of Dickens's f avcur i t e  

eighteenth-century novels. The Reverend Primrose i n  Oliver Goldsmith's 

Vicar of Wakefield, which Dickens claimed had "done more good i n  the  world, 

and ins t ruc ted  more kinds of people i n  v i r t u e ,  than any o the r  f i c t i o n  ever 

written,"49 is an innocent i d e a l i s t  who can withstand advers i ty  without s s c r i -  

f i c i n g  h i s  inna te  optimism, and who, l i k e  Quixote and Pickwick, evolves from 

a comic dupe i n  the  ea r ly  s tages  of the  novel t o  become a sympathetically 

portrayed embodiment of a redemptive moral doct r ine .  50 Parson M-, l ike -  

wise, is  both a comic and moral agent; Joseph Andrews's t i t l e  page s t a t e s  

t h a t  the  novel was "wr i t t en  i n  imi ta t ion  of the  manner of Cervantes," and 

Adams's energy, r e s i l i ency ,  and compassion r e c a l l  (and foreshadow) the  

Quixotic and Pickwickian holy fools:  "He was besides a man of good sense, 

good p a r t s ,  and good nature ;  but  a t  the same t i m e  a s  e n t i r e l y  ignorant  of 

the  ways of the  world a s  an i n f a n t  j u s t  entered i n t o  i t  could possibly be 

. . . . He was generous, f r i end ly ,  and brave t o  an excess; but  s impl ic i ty  was 

h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c .  This emphasis on the v i r tuous  wisdom of s impl ic i ty  

is  s i m i l a r l y  evident  i n  Tom Jones, i n  Sarah Fielding's  David Simple (of which 

Dickens owned a copy), i n  the  works of Dickens's f r i end  and fellow-novelist 



Captain Marryat (notably Pe te r  Simple), and t o  a lesser degree i n  Smol le t t ' s  

wr i t ings  ( a t  l e a s t  i n  the  uncharac te r i s t i ca l ly  gen t l e  Humphry Clinker and 

the  e x p l i c i t l y  Cervantic S i r  Launcelot Greaves). 

Laurence Sterne 's  Tristam Shandy, another major Dickensian favour i te ,  

o f f e r s  a cogent f u r t h e r  study of the  foo l  t r a d i t i o n .  Tristam himself serves  

a s  a s a t i r i c  commentator on the  "hobby-horses" of the  novel 's  main characters ;  

Yorick (as h i s  name connotes) is i n  p a r t  descended from Shakespeare's wise 

foo l s ;  and Uncle Toby, "the most Cervantic of a l l  Sterne 's  characters ,  ,152 

displays  t h a t  union of comic burlesque and Chr i s t i an  n o b i l i t y  t h a t  Dostoevsky 

praised.  Toby, i n  f a c t ,  revealing the  complexities, s t r eng ths ,  and weakness- 

es of t h i s  c l a s s i c  f igure ,  represents  Sterne ' s  most sophis t ica ted  analys is  

of the  Holy Innocent and presages Dickens's own complex fool-types. Toby's 

sexual  ambiguity and romantic d i f f i c u l t i e s  with Mrs. Wadman are p la in ly  

derived from the  f o o l ' s  typ ica l ly  confused r e l a t i o n s  with women (an aspect  

of t h e  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  Dickens a l s o  explores) .  Toby displays  a potent  s a t i r i c  

power as he unwitt ingly punctures Walter 's philosophic pon t i f i ca t ions ;  and 

more important,  he shares the loving i n s i g h t  of h i s  Quixot ic  and Dickensian 

counterparts ,  reducing human s t r i f e  t o  an innocent amusement by const ruct ing 

models of famous s i eges  i n  an unconscious parody of t h e i r  des t ruct iveness  and 

horror.  J u e t  as Dickens quest ions the  redemptive power of the  Holy Innocent 

i n  h i s  later works, however, s o  S t e m e  recognized t h a t  the  foo l ' s  i n t u i t i v e  

v i r t u e  ie not a panacea. I n  the  serio-comic meeting between Toby and 

Lieutenant Le Fever, p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  Sterne both p ra i ses  and questions (with 

almost Erasmian irony) t h e  ameliorat ive nature  of the  wise and holy fool:  

There w a s  a franknees i n  my Uncle Toby,---not the e f f e c t  of 
f a m i l i a r i t y ,  ---but the  cause of i t ,  ---which l e t  you a t  once 
i n t o  h i s  sou l ,  and showed you the  goodness of i ts  nature;  t o  t h i s ,  
the re  was something i n  h i s  looks, and voice,  and manner, superadded, 
which e t e r n a l l y  beckoned t o  the unfortunate t o  come and take s h e l t e r  
under him. . . . The blood and s p i r i t s  of Le Fever, which were waxing 



cold and slow wi th in  him, and were r e t r e a t i n g  t o  t h e i r  l a s t  
c i t a d e l ,  t he  h e a r t ,  - --ral l ied back, ---the f i lm forsook h i s  
eyes f o r  a moment, ---he looked up w i s t f u l l y  i n  my uncle Toby's 
face  . . . . 

Nature i n s t a n t l y  ebbed again,  ---the f i lm returned t o  i t s  
place ,  ---the pulse fluttered---stopped---went on---throbbed--- 
stopped again---moved---s topped---shall I go on?---No .53 

Both Sterne and Dickens, with t h e i r  soph i s t i ca ted  understanding of the  fool 

t r a d i t i o n ,  acknowledge t h a t  while the  foo l  may be the  embodiment of t r u e  

Chr i s t i an  moral i ty,  C h r i s t ' s  supernatura l  miracles a r e  beyond the  scope even 

of the  Holy Innocent. 

Accompanying the  Quixo t i c  hero,  the  second element of the  Cervantic 

motif--the f i g u r e  of the  servant-mentor--also exer ted  a s i g n i f i c a n t  in f lu -  

ence on Dickens's use of the  foo l  t r a d i t i o n .  Largely derived from the  

"servus" of Roman comedy, t h i s  c l a s s i c  character-type has a long and complex 

l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y ,  producing such d ive r se  h e i r s  a s  Lear 's  touchingly f a i t h f u l  

jester and t h e  w i t t y  Brainworm of Every Man i n  H i s  Humour, the  ear thy  and 

i n t e l l i g e n t  Sancho Panza and the  innocent-hearted Humphry Clinker. Dickens 

himself acknowledged t h a t  he spent  many childhood hours "with a head f u l l  of 

PARTRIDGE, STRAP, TOM PIPES, AND SANCHO PANZA" (NIJ, "Preface ," m i )  , and 

re la t ionsh ips  l i k e  Pickwick and Sam Weller, Nicholas Nickleby and Smike, 

Martin Chuzzlewit and Mark Tapley, even Pip and Joe Gargery a r e  pat terned 

a f t e r  these  prototypes. 

I n  many cases the  se rvan t ' s  primary functions a r e  t o  educate, t o  parody, 

and t o  balance the  Holy Innocent, preserving a sense of r e a l i t y  i n  the  world 

of d iv ine  madness. Sancho, a s  Wayne Bums no tes ,  is  the  paradigm of t h i s  

f o ~ l - t ~ ~ e . ~ ~  Whereas Quixote e x i s t s  i n  h i s  f a n t a s t i c  dream-world of  knights  

and enchanters ,  Sancho limits h i s  d e s i r e s  t o  the  immediate physical  g r a t i f i -  

ca t ion  of food, drink,  and s leep .  H i s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  is  derived from nature  

r a t h e r  than c h i v a l r i c  romance, and while Quixote a t t a c k s  windmills and re- 



and p r a c t i c a l  wisdom. The servant  is  not ,  however, always o r  merely an image 

of the  c a r n a l i t y  and common-sense t h a t  the  hero 's  ideal i sm denies,  f o r  he too 

( p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  Dickens's works) shares ,  o r  is  the  major embodiment o f ,  t he  

v is ionary  ethos.  Lear's Fool s a t i r i z e s  the  king's  bl indness,  y e t  o f f e r s  

l o y a l  companionship throughout h i s  t r i a l s ;  Hugh S t rap  is o f t e n  maligned by 

Roderick Random, y e t  o f f e r s  h i s  master a l i f e l o n g  devotion; Corporal Trim 

e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  Uncle Toby's warm-hearted f o l l i e s .  And when 

the  Squire of the  Wood accuses Quixote of being "more of a rogue than e i t h e r  

foo l i sh  o r  va l i an t , "  even Sancho, quickly defending the  knight ' s  goodness, 

r evea l s  h i s  own adherence t o  Quixot ic  v i r t u e :  "'That my master i s n ' t , '  

r ep l i ed  Sancho. 'I mean the re ' s  nothing of the  rogue i n  him. H i s  s o u l  is 

as c l e a r  as a p i t che r .  H e  can do no harm t o  anyone, only good t o  everybody. 

There's no malice i n  him. A ch i ld  might make him bel ieve  i t 's  n igh t  a t  noon- 

day. And f o r  t h a t  s impl ic i ty  I love him a s  dear ly  a s  my hea r t - s t r ings ,  and 

can ' t  take  t o  the  thought of leaving him f o r  a l l  h i s  wild t r i c k s .  1,855 

Dickens's servant-mentors, l ikewise ,  obviously derived from Sancho and h i s  

renaissance and eighteenth-century counterpar ts ,  perform s ia t i l a r  functions:  

Smike serves  (however unconsciously) t o  s t imula te  Nicholas's maturation; 

Mark Tapley i s  regarded a s  "the b e s t  master i n  the  world" (36, 555) by Martin 

Chuzzlewit (a c l e a r  recognit ion t h a t  the  pos i t ions  of master and servant  a r e  

o f t en  equivocal);  and Sam Weller, Dicken's most complete example of t h i s  fool-  

type, combines education and gen t l e  s a t i r e  with an a f f e c t i o n a t e  awareness of 

Pickw5ck1s innocence and virtue: "'I never heerd, mind you, nor read of i n  

story-books, nor see i n  p i c t e r s ,  any angel i n  t i g h t s  and g a i t e r s  . . . but  

mark my words, Job T r o t t e r ,  he ' s  a r e g ' l a r  thoroughbred angel  f o r  a l l  t h a t ;  

and l e t  are see t h e  man a s  wenturs t o  t e l l  me he knows a b e t t e r  vun"' (45, 642). 



I n  addi t ion  t o  the  major influence of t h e  Shakespearean and Cervantic 

t r a d i t i o n ,  o ther  sources a l s o  contributed t o  Dickens's understanding of the  

fool ' s  thematic po ten t i a l .  It is  not  inconceivable, f o r  example, t h a t  the  

Pantomime and Harlequinade, which Dickens delighted i n  from h i s  childhood, 

were among h i s  e a r l i e s t  contacts  with the fool  t r a d i t i o n :  t h e  Harlequin's 

s a t i r e ,  magical p roper t i e s ,  jests, songs, dances, and sexua l i ty  f a i t h f u l l y  

p a r a l l e l  the  a n t i c s  and p roper t i e s  of t h e  court  jester, and characters  l i k e  

Punch, P i e r r o t ,  Pu lc ine l l a ,  and Pantaloon--the standard c a s t  i n  innumerable 

burlesques, f a rces ,  and marionette-shows--are, l i k e  e a r l i e r  fool-f igures,  

wi t ty ,  roguish, and comic. The Harlequinade's highly v e r s a t i l e  Clown, i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  as Thelma Niklaus no tes ,  exh ib i t s  "a s a t i r i c a l  qua l i ty  t h a t  

del ighted h i s  audience, a defiance of law and order ,  a comic anarchy t h a t  

made mock of a l l  es tabl ished  institution^,"^^ c l e a r l y  ind ica t ing  h i e  connec- 

t i o n  with the  sardonic outcas t  fool .  Dickens himself appreciated t h i s  

s a t i r i c  qua l i ty ,  claiming t h a t  "a pantomime is  t o  us, a mirror of l i f e , "  

and t h a t  t h e  Pantaloon, Columbine, Harlequin, and Clown a r e  but  car ica tured 

representa t ions  of human f o l l y  and e v i l  seen i n  the thea t re  audience i t s e l f  

("The Pantomime of L i fe ,  "Bentley's Miscellany, 1, 1837, 291). These enter -  

tainments, furthermore, a l s o  enhanced Dickens's awareness of the  f o o l ' s  

humane and moral q u a l i t i e s ,  heightening h i s  understanding of the  Holy Innocent. 

I n  Grimaldi's por t rayal  of the  lawless Clown, espec ia l ly ,  the  f i e r c e l y  aar- 

donic and sexually vulgar aspects  of the  Pantomime were complemented with a 

v a s t l y  increased emphasis on humour and sympathy: " Y e t  through i t  a l l  glowed 

the  golden h e a r t  of Grimaldi, s o  t h a t  i n  s p i t e  of Clown's shocking depravi- 

ties, the  public loved him a s  much as they laughed a t  him. "57 william J. 

Thoms's "A Chapter on Clowns" (Bentley's Miscellany, 3, 1837, 617-24) o f f e r s  

a s i m i l a r  evaluation,  not ing t h a t  i f  Grimaldi's a n t i c s  a t  times dieplayed 



" tha t  ruder mirth i n  which our grandfathers del ighted,  he d id  s o  varnish 

i t  over with h i s  i r r e s i s t i b l e  humour, t h a t  the  v e r i e s t  prude looked on and 

laughed, without once deeming i t  necessary t o  h ide  he r  enjoyment behind her  

fan'' (623). The s i m i l a r i t y  between Grimaldi's rendi t ion  of the  s a t i r i c  yet  

warm-hearted Clown and the  f igures  of the  Shakespearean and Cervantic t r ad i -  

t ione  (pa t t e rns  expressed i n  both Dickens's own novels and h i s  e d i t o r i a l  

changes i n  Grimaldi's Memoirs) is e x p l i c i t .  

Robert Goldsmith warns t h a t  "in looking too hard and long a t  the  fools  

i n  the  plays of Shakespeare and h i s  contemporaries, we  may e a s i l y  lose  our 

sense of perspective.  Insensibly w e  may allow our focus t o  become s o  d is-  

t o r t e d  t h a t  the  fool  emerges a s  the  epitome of a l l  t h a t  is  comic, pa the t i c ,  

o r  t r a g i c  i n  the severa l  plays i n  which he appears. "58 Dickens's uses of 

the  foo l  t r a d i t i o n ,  i n  con t ras t ,  though s i m i l a r l y  complex, have suffered t h e  

opposite  fate--a v i r t u a l l y  complete c r i t i c a l  neglect .  This present  discus- 

s ion  began by noting t h a t  while Dickens may not  have read the  ac tua l  renais-  

sance t r e a t i s e s  on holy f o l l y ,  he was no s t ranger  t o  the  p r inc ip les  of t h a t  

doctr ine.  A s  w e  have now seen, i n  f a c t ,  Dickens possessed an extensive and 

in t imate  acquaintance with the  major l i t e r a r y  and t h e a t r i c a l  works of the 

foo l  t r a d i t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  those character-types and motifs moat c lose ly  

r e l a t e d  t o  the Shakespearean and Cervantic v is ions  of holy s impl ic i ty  and 

divine  madness. Whether o r  not  Mckens always consciously pa t t e rns  h i s  own 

crea t ions  a f t e r  these  c l a s s i c  fool-f igures is ,  of course, impossible t o  deter-  

miue, b u t  the  obvious range of h i s  readings i n  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n  with a l l  i ts  

mingled s t reng ths  and l imi ta t ions  c l e a r l y  argues f o r  a pervasive indebtedness. 

Far from merely o f fe r ing  s l a v i s h  imi ta t ions  of those t r a d i t i o n a l  pat- 

terns, moreover, Mckens's fool-f igures contain a s k i l l f u l  blend of estab- 

l i shed  and innovative elements; o the r  wri ters--before and a f t e r  the  Victorian 



period--employ the  foo l ' s  varied customary forms, but  few surpass  Dickens 

i n  the  v e r s a t i l i t y ,  symbolic values,  and psychological complexity of h i s  

fool-figures. Thus, even a s  Dickens der ives  the e s s e n t i a l  moral and thematic 

foundation of h i s  Holy Innocent, the  dominant fool-type i n  h i s  f i c t i o n ,  from 

these  longstanding t r a d i t i o n a l  pa t t e rns ,  he a l s o  const ructs  severa l  o r i g i n a l  

motifs ,  seeking above a l l  t o  present  the Erasmian-Shakespearean p r inc ip les  

i n  act ion.  A s  noted e a r l i e r ,  foo l s  tend t o  be ou tcas t  o r  i s o l a t e d  f igures ,  

s tanding i n  opposition t o  the  main arenas of s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t ,  while, i n  

Dickens's more innovative uses of the  t r a d i t i o n ,  the Holy Innocent is  o f ten  

an e x p l i c i t  antagonist  of soc ie ty ' s  corrupting nature.  Extending the  motifs  

enunciated i n  Don Quixote, f o r  example, Pickwick and h i s  descendants, the  

ubiquitous c lase  of p a t e r n a l i s t i c  fool-f igures whom Harry Levin terms 

Dickens's " h c l e s ,  J9 exemplify t h i s  precept.  Whatever t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  nature 

of t h e i r  i s o l a t i o n ,  whether naive&, bachelorhood, a lack of s o c i a l  s t a t u s ,  

an i n a b i l i t y  o r  unwillingness t o  countenance worldly wisdom, the Cheerybles, 

Brawnlow, Cut t l e ,  Jarndyce, and Boffin d isplay  an uncorrupted moral sense 

d iametr ica l ly  opposed t o  the sophis t ica ted  world, and, more important,  they 

incarnate the  sympathetic e thos  of holy s impl ic i ty  needed t o  regenerate t h a t  

world. Beyond t h i s ,  moreover, although the  fool  i s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a s o l i t a r y  

f igure ,  the  Dickensian Holy Innocent is given an important innovation--the 

foo l  community, a form of ant i -socie ty ,  o f t en  f a m i l i a l  i n  s t ruc tu re ,  which 

honours those values of love and mutual sympathy t h a t  the  l a r g e r  soc ie ty  deems 

"foolish." The fool  community, embracing diverse  s o c i a l  ranks (a  f a c t  enhanc- 

i n g  the  meaningfulness of t h e  foo l ' s  symbolic r o l e s ) ,  augments Mckens's 

s a t i r i c  and moral purpose, demonstrating t h a t  the  Holy Innocent 's c e n t r a l  

values can function i n  a t rue  s o c i a l  s e t t i n g .  

For t h e  foo l  t o  execute these symbolic-moral functions,  n e i t h e r  h i s  



s o c i a l  detachment nor community can be merely an i d y l l i c  r e t r e a t  unable, i f  

challenged, t o  withstand the  darker r e a l i t y .  Throughout h i s  use of what I 

a m  descr ib ing a s  the  Pickwickian motif ,  Dickens explores the foo l ' s  ac tua l  

confrontat ion with e v i l ,  t e s t i n g  and strengthening the  Holy Innocent 's moral 

r e s i l i e n c y  and capacity f o r  personal growth. This explora t ion,  i n  f a c t ,  

underscores the  p a r t i c u l a r  importance of t h e  foo l  i n  Dickens's art: simul- 

taneously separa te  from s o c i a l  corruption,  representing the  forces  and ethos 

necessary t o  remedy t h a t  e v i l ,  and extending (through h i s  community) an a c t i v e  

sympathy and concern t o  i ts  vict ims,  t h e  fool  is the  foundation of Dickens's 

moral and s a t i r i c  vision.  

This p a t t e r n  is not ,  however, a s  s traightforward o r  utopian as i t  might 

i n i t i a l l y  appear. A s  Angus Wilson observes, "only a mystic o r  a d iv ine  fool  

could bel ieve  t h a t  the  gospels alone could answer the  complex contemporary 

quest ions of man's r o l e  i n  the world of Chancery and Coketown, Merdledom and 

the  c i t y  of J a g g e r ~ , " ~ '  and whatever h i s  admiration f o r  the  foo l ,  Dickens 

does not condone an unwarranted optimism. I n  the movement from Pickwick t o  

Boffin, i n  f a c t ,  we see a gradual y e t  steady decl ine  i n  the  Holy Innocent's 

moral i n s i g h t ,  r e s i l i ency ,  and redemptive e f f e c t ,  while the  e f f i cacy  and 

s e c u r i t y  of the  fool  community s imi la r ly  decline.  Dickens does not abandon 

f a i t h  i n  the  ameliorat ive goodness of t h i s  fool-type, but  the  s t rugg le  between 

the  wise and holy fool  and the  monolithic s o c i a l  e v i l s  depicted i n  Bleak 

House, L i t t l e  Dor r i t ,  and Our Mutual Friend is  never presented with a super- 

f i c i a l  con•’ idence . 
Although the  main t h r u s t  of the  Holy Innocent's ac tua l  c o n f l i c t  with 

such e v i l s  is borne by the  Pickwickian fool ,  o ther  Dickensian fool-types con- 

t r i b u t e  t o  Dickens's purpose and enr ich  h i s  use of t h e  fool  t r a d i t i o n .  The 

fool- lunatic,  transformed i n  Dickens's a r t  t o  an i n t r i c a t e  mixture of sym- 



b o l i c  functions,  s o c i a l  propaganda, and a c l i n i c a l  s tudy of lunacy, performs 

an equal ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e .  S imi lar ly  i s o l a t e d ,  i n  t h i s  case by mental 

abnormality, t h e  Dickensian fool - lunat ic  a l s o  se rves  a s  a  counterbalance and 

touchstone t o  p reva i l ing  s o c i a l  corruptions.  Perhaps Dickens's most f a i t h -  

f u l  de r iva t ion  of the  t r a d i t i o n a l  folk-fool,  Barnaby Rudge d i sp lays  a super- 

n a t u r a l  power of prophecy and mystic i n s i g h t ,  i l luminat ing  the  underlying 

b r u t a l i t y  of the  more worldly cha rac te r s ,  while h i s  addled mind provides an 

i r o n i c  comment on the  nature  of h i s  fe l low-r io ters .  Miss F l i t e ' s  symbolic 

b i r d s  r evea l  the  i n j u s t i c e  of t h e  Chancery cour t s ,  while Toots, M r .  Dick, and 

Xaggy possess the  n a t u r a l  f o o l ' s  s i m p l i c i t y  of h e a r t  and i n t u i t i v e  wisdom. 

More important,  the  fool - lunat ic  o f t en  presents  unique v a r i a t i o n s  on 

the  Holy Innocent 's c o n f l i c t  with s o c i a l  e v i l ,  f u l f i l l i n g  h ighly  v e r s a t i l e  

and complex ro les .  Devoid of i n t e l l i g e n c e  o r  individual  w i l l ,  the  i d i o t  was 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  regarded as the  veh ic le  fo r  ex te rna l  powers, a p a t t e r n  t h a t  

Dickens enlarges,  making h i s  fool - lunat ics  the  unconscious r e f l e c t o r s  of the  

dominant and des t ruc t ive  forces  i n  t h e i r  s o c i a l  world. This motif has numer- 

ous and o f t e n  seemingly cont radic tory  appl ica t ions .  I n  addi t ion  t o  parodying 

the  fo rces  of e v i l ,  Barnaby's connections with the  demonic fo rces  unleashed 

i n  the  Gordon r i o t s  introduce a note  of ambiguity which s i g n i f i c a n t l y  i l l u -  

ntines Dickens's own ambivalent response t o  s o c i a l  v io lence ,  a p a t t e r n  recur-  

r i n g  i n  Trot ty  Veck's confused re la t ionsh ip  with the  prophetic  chimes. The 

moral bewilderment of Mrs. Gradgrind, the  s e n i l e  outburs ts  of Grandmother 

Smallweed, and the  s p i t e f u l  animosity of M r .  F's Aunt a l l  t e s t i f y  t o  the  

power of s o c i a l  corruption,  while the  damaged minds of Smike, Toots, M r .  Dick, 

and Maggy i n d i c a t e  t h e  l i m i t s  of the  Holy Innocent 's  power t o  r e s i s t  t h a t  

e v i l .  +he fool - lunat ic  o f t e n  cont r ibutes  t o  the  Holy Innocent 's c o n f l i c t  

with s o c i a l  corruption through h i s  unconscious parodic and s a t i r i c  powers, 



but h i s  vu lne rab i l i ty  t o  the  influence of t h a t  corruption enables Dickens 

t o  more f u l l y  explore the  nature  of t h a t  c o n f l i c t ,  a r t i c u l a t i n g  h i s  own 

l a t e n t  doubts and ambivalence. 

The fool- lunat ic ' s  addled w i t s ,  moreover, introduce a f u r t h e r  i s sue :  

the  need t o  e s t a b l i s h  the  holy s impl ic i ty  doct r ine  on a f irmer,  more credible  

foundation. Despite h i s  symbolic s p i r i t u a l  power, the  l u n a t i c  is not  the 

most convincing embodiment of a ser ious  moral system, and i n  order t o  o f f e r  

a s t ronger  statement of h i s  e thos ,  Mckens endeavours t o  merge symbolic 

values and peychological realism, c rea t ing  fool-f igures who can preserve t h e  

n a t u r a l ' s  chi ld- l ike  innocence and redemptive goodness without recourse t o  

supernatura l  posseesion o r  mystic power. 

Like many issues i n  Dickens's use of the fool  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h i s  attempt 

t o  c r e a t e  a prore r e a l i s t i c  Holy Innocent has severa l  f ace t s ,  involving both 

s i g n i f i c a n t  s t r eng ths  and weaknesses. In  con t ras t  t o  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  fool- 

luna t i c ,  numeroue Dickensian fools  may embody a non-supernatural moral sense 

without b l a t a n t  mental incompetence, but ,  i n  h i s  wish t o  provide a genuinely 

bel ievable  Holy Innocent, Dickens mows beyond t h i s ,  essaying a f u l l  and 

perceptive analys is  of the  foo l ' s  inner  l i f e .  On t h e  one hand, t h i s  emphasis 

allows Mckens increased scope for  character  development, re inforc ing the  

fool ' s  capacity f o r  personal maturation i n  h i s  c o n f l i c t  with ex te rna l  e v i l s .  

On the  o the r  hand, there  a r e  bas ic  i n t e r n a l  human impulses, such as sexua l i ty ,  

aggression, and anger, t h a t  the  Holy Innocent convention cannot e a s i l y  accom- 

modate. This p a r t i c u l a r  inves t igat ion does n o t ,  of course, touch a l l  

Mckens's fool  f igures  ( the Pickwickian foo l ,  general ly o lder  and w e l l  estab- 

l i shed i n  a secure s o c i a l  pos i t ion ,  has few i n t e r n a l  tensions);  but  i n  severa l  

ins tances ,  Mckens encounters ser ious  problems i n  reconci l ing  the  demands of 

both the  Holy Innocent convention and the  individual ' s  psychological make-up. 



Having explored t h e  deeper impulses of fool-f igures l i k e  Smike and Tom Pinch, 

Dickens must r e lega te  them t o  death o r  c e l i b a t e  i s o l a t i o n ,  because these 

Holy Innocents, troubled by inchoate fee l ings  of sexua l i ty  o r  aggression, 

cannot be ass imi la ted  i n t o  the  normal course of human re la t ionsh ips .  Simi- 

l a r l y ,  he must l i t e r a l l y  refashion the  characters  of K i t  Nubbles and Sloppy 

i n  order t o  make t h e i r  marriages t o  Barbara and Jenny Wren bel ievable ,  while 

the  wedding between the quick-wit ted Susan Nipper and the  l a rge ly  addle- 

minded M r .  Toots (engineered t o  avoid the  problems encountered i n  Smike and 

Pinch) s t r a i n s  the  reader ' s  c redul i ty .  Despite such au thor ia l  in tervent ion,  

Dickens's psychological i n s i g h t s  i n t o  the  foo l ' s  cmplex  inner  l i f e ,  revealing 

the  sadness, i s o l a t i o n ,  personal l imi ta t ions ,  a s  w e l l  as the  confused and 

f r u s t r a t e d  sexua l i ty  t h a t  under l ie  the  r e a l i s t i c  Holy Innocent 's character ,  

a r e  nonetheless luc id ly  delineated,  i l luminat ing the  impassable gulf between 

the  fool  and the  normal world. The in tervent ion i t s e l f ,  i n  f a c t ,  serves  t o  

emphasize t h i s  d i s p a r i t y ,  suggesting both Dickens's f u l l  awareness of the 

problems endemic t o  a psychologically r e a l i s t i c  foo l ,  and h i s  wish t o  avoid 

a f i n a l  inves t iga t ion  of t h i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s rup t ive  i ssue .  

Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  explore the  Holy Innocent 's inner l i f e ,  then, seem 

t o  r e t a r d  ra the r  than advance t h e  need t o  c r e a t e  a more c red ib le  and r e a l i s -  

t i c  b a s i s  f o r  the  foo l ' s  symbolic values. The i n t r i n s i c  l i m i t a t i o n s  of the 

foo l ' s  character  suggest ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  those values,  the doct r ine  of holy 

s impl ic i ty ,  can only e x i s t  i n  a near mythic world untouched by r e a l i t y  o r  

r e a l i s t i c  ana lys i s ,  an implicat ion t h a t  threa tens  t o  undermine the  very pos- 

i t i o n  of t h e  Holy Innocent as a v i t a l  p a r t  of Dickens's w r a l  vision.  

Although the  p a r t i c u l a r  i s sues  of the  f o o l ' s  d i s rup t ive  impulses are 

unresolved (and perhaps unresolvable) ,  the  fundamental quest ion of the  Holy 

3 

k Innocent 's seemingly inev i t ab le  unrea l i ty  is, i n  Mckens's var ied  and exten- 



s i v e  uses of the  foo l  t r a d i t i o n ,  f a r  from insuperable. Always c lose ly  re- 

l a t e d  t o  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  foo l ,  the  ch i ld ,  c o n s t i t u t i n g  a s i g n i f i c a n t  motif 

wi th in  the  Dickensian Holy Innocent convention, o f f e r s  a  poss ib le  resolut ion.  

Like o the r  Holy Innocents, the e a r l i e s t  examples of the  child-fool a r e  essen- 

t i a l l y  symbolic, e x i s t i n g  i n  a mythically supernatura l  world protected by 

Providence and f a t a l l y  vulnerable t o  any i n t r u s i v e  r e a l i t y .  And y e t ,  a s  

t h i s  motif s t e a d i l y  evolves, the  child-fool 's  g rea te r  inna te  adap tab i l i ty ,  

h i s  power t o  grow i n  maturi ty while s t i l l  re ta in ing  h i s  fool - l ike  innocence, 

becomes the  necessary bridge between the fool  and the  normal world. A t  once 

symbolic and r e a l i s t i c ,  a s  s p i r i t u a l l y  elevated as any w i s e  and holy fool ,  

y e t  evincing a bel ievable  psychological make-up and capable of surviving 

without au thor ia l  in tervent ion,  t h e  child-fool represents  an e f f e c t i v e  res- 

ponse t o  the  Holy Innocent 's al leged unreal i ty .  

The child-fool 's  process of character  growth, moreover, f u r t h e r  en- 

hances the  fundamental c o n f l i c t  between the Holy Innocent and s o c i a l  e v i l .  

A l a rge  p a r t  of the  foo l ' s  importance t o  Dickens's moral v i s ion  is  h i s  capac- 

i t y  t o  gain i n s i g h t  and s t reng th  from t h i s  confrontat ion,  and i n  a more 

r e a l i s t i c  depict ion of t h i s  process, the  n a t u r a l  maturation of the  ch i ld  

suggests  t h a t  such growth is f o r  Dickens a major and necessary aspect  i n  the  

development of any individual  advancing towards a mature moral sense. 

Both fool  and non-fool simultaneously, sharing the  Holy Innocent's 

p r inc ipa l  functions and motifs  while shar ing none of h i s  inna te  mental o r  

personal l imi ta t ions ,  the  ch i ld  extends the  range and importance of t h e  holy 

s impl ic i ty  doct r ine  i n  Dickene's works. Through the movement from e x p l i c i t  

fool-figures, t o  t r a n s i t i o n a l  f igures  l i k e  the  c h i l d ,  and ul t imate ly  t o  

f igures  f u l l y  a d u l t  ye t  still  child-l ike,  w e  witness an almost imperceptible 



heroine (a f igure  of considerable importance i n  the  Dickensian foo l  t r ad i -  

t ion)  shares  the  child-fool 's  evolutionary growth and advances from passive 

symbolism t o  ac t ive  realism, thus f u r t h e r  re inforc ing t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of 

the  child-fool  motif.  Dickens a l s o  cont inual ly  s t r e s s e s  the  necess i ty  of 

preserving o r  regaining the  c h i l d ' s  and foo l ' s  innocence through moral educa- 

t i o n  o r  r e b i r t h ,  a pa t t e rn  which, ubiquitous among foo l s  and non-fools a l i k e ,  

continues t o  disseminate the  doct r ine  of holy s impl ic i ty  throughout the  normal 

world. 

The development of the  Holy Innocent i n  Dickens's f i c t i o n  may seem on 

occasion almost exclusively the  h i s t o r y  of t h e  f o o l ' s  weaknesses and decline.  

Yet t h a t  development a l s o  includes the  h i s t o r y  of those characters  who can 

unify the  s a l i e n t  f ea tu res  of the  fool  and the  normal world, the  ch i ld  and 

the adu l t ,  s impl ic i ty  and maturi ty,  innocence and experience, and make them 

mutually complementary, a uni ty  which, i n  shor t ,  represents  the  essence and 

cornerstone of Mckens's moral philosophy. 

2. Witty Fools and Foolish W i t s  

This v is ion of a uni f ied  Holy Innocent, i n  f a c t ,  has a near antecedent 

within Dickens's own f i c t i o n ;  f o r  whereas the  various motifs  of the  Holy 

Innocent convention remain h i s  dominant fool-types, another c l a s s i c  fool- 

f igure ,  the  w i t t i l y  i n t e l l i g e n t  comic j e s t e r ,  occupies a s i g n i f i c a n t  i f  

lesser posi t ion  i n  h i s  uses of the  foo l  t r ad i t ion .  His to r i ca l ly  t h e  comic 

jester o r  " a r t i f i c i a l  fool" aroee from t h e  fool- lunatic,  adopting the  nat-  

u r a l ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  l i c e n s e  t o  v i o l a t e  s o c i a l  conventions, and hiding behind 

the  facade of an assumed f o l l y  o r  mental-social debasement f o r  comic and 

s a t i r i c  purposee. Touchstone "uses h i s  f o l l y  l i k e  a stalking-horse," says 



Duke Senior, "and under the  presentation of t h a t  he shoots h i s  w i t "  (e. V. 

4. 103-4). "I wear not  motley i n  my brain" (TN. - I. 5. 51-2) exclaims Feste, 

likewise, and the  verbal  a g i l i t y ,  poetry, songs, withering sarcasm, and 

unclouded ins igh t  of Shakespeare's wise and wi t ty  j e s t e r s  subs tan t ia te  

Feste 's  self-appraisal .  In  Mckens's novels, such imaginative and s t r ee t -  

wise characters a s  Sam Weller, Dick Swiveller, and Mark Tapley, a l l  "wise 

enough t o  play the  foolt1 (E. 111. 1. 58) i n  t h e i r  complex ro les  as  comedian, 

satirist, and conmentator, most closely resemble the  Shakespearean models. 

Although the  foremost examples of the  comic j e s t e r  have a r e l a t i ve ly  short-  

l ived h i s to ry  i n  Dickens's f i c t i on ,  they provide a high expression of h i s  

moral and s a t i r i c  v is ion,  t h e i r  caust ic  and def la t ing  opposition t o  soc i a l  

e v i l  contributing t o  the Dickensian foo l ' s  major thematic function. Further 

pat terns  elucidated i n  t h i s  sparse ye t  i n f l u e n t i a l  motif,  such a s  an emphasis 

on unity,  f l e x i b i l i t y ,  and v e r s a t i l i t y ,  have a fur ther  d i r ec t  and important 

bearing on the  evolution of the  Dickensian Holy Innocent. Unlike the l i m i t -  

ing symbolic nature of Dickens's ear ly  Holy Innocents, the  comic in te l l igence  

of the  wi t ty  fools  enables them t o  accommodate a wider range of conf l ic t ing 

forces,  unifying ( fo r  a time a t  l e a s t )  w i t  and innocence, experience and 

se l f - sacr i f i ce ,  worldliness and holy s impl ic i ty ,  and thus representing a c lose  

approximation of the i dea l  towards which Dickens d i r ec t s  h i s  -re symbolic 

Holy Innocents. 

Discussing Touchstone's r o l e  i n  As You Like It, John Palmer observes 

t ha t  the wi t ty  fool ' s  "part i n  the  comedy is t o  shed the  l i g h t  of r e a l i t y  

and common sense upon i t s  fanc i fu l  f igures  and diversions,' '  t o  "see things 

a s  they are but without malice," and t o  "have a keen f l a i r  f o r  absurdity i n  

people and t h i n g s - n o t  l e a s t  f o r  h i s  own in f i rmi t ies .  '16' Sam Weller and 

Dick Swiveller a r e  perhaps Mckens's most noteworthy depictions of t h i s  com- 



plex fool-type and function. It is  v i r t u a l l y  t r u i s t i c  t h a t  Weller repre- 

s e n t s  r e a l i t y  and common sense amid the  f a n c i f u l  e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  of Pickwick 

Papers, while, a s  Malcolm Andrews suggests ,  Swiveller f u l f i l l s  "a kind of 

Chorus ro le ,  a bridge between the  reader 's  r eac t ions  and t h e  dramatic ac t ion 

i n  the  novel," r e s to r ing  "a l i t t l e  equilibrium. lh2  Like Touchstone, Sam and 

Dick a r e  t h e  voice of reason a l l i e d  with the  voice of imagination, performing 

the  f o o l ' s  c l a s s i c  function of counterbalancing and synthesizing extremes. 

Touchstone responds t o  the  more extravagant aspects  of Rosalind's and 

Orlando's romantic fervour with understanding and healthy cynicism, n e i t h e r  

i d e a l i z i n g  nor disdaining. Sam and Dick, l ikewise,  a r e  the  only t r u l y  inde- 

pendent characters  i n  t h e i r  respect ive  novels: Sam maintains an amused 

admiration f o r  Pickwick without the contempt of J i n g l e  o r  the  self-deluded 

obsequiousness of t h e  Pickwickians, while Dick i s  the  only major f igure  i n  

The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop not overwhelmed by Ne l l ' s  d i v i n i t y  o r  int imidated by 

Quilp's demonic power. A s  fools ,  they con t r ibu te  a necessary synthes is  of 

rea l i sm and imagination t o  a world where these  forces a r e  abnormally separated. 

The foo l  o f t en  serves  as a mirror  f o r  non-fools (e.g., Touchstone's res- 

ponse t o  the  melancholy Jaques [II. 7 ,  12-34]), sharing t h e i r  i n s i g h t s  while 

exposing t h e i r  f o l l y .  Sam perforrns a l i k e  function i n  h i s  associa t ion with 

Pickwick and J i n g l e ,  though Swiveller 's  thematic r e la t ionsh ip  with Qui lp  and 

N e l l ,  a more complex combination of parody and synthes is ,  is Dickens's most 

meaningful and developed use of t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  foo l  role.  Both Qui lp  and 

Mck, whatever t h e i r  d i f ferences  i n  personal i ty ,  a r e  perceptive s a t i r i s t s ,  

equal ly  cognizant of another 's  knavery. And y e t ,  while Quilp rages angr i ly ,  

Dick displays  a gent le ,  almost en te r t a in ing  vis ion.  Even those ' h o r r i b l e  

des i res  t o  a n n i h i l a t e  t h i s  Sa l ly  Brass" (33, 251-2) a r e  calmed by severa l  



i n s i g h t f u l  response t o  the avaricious Brass family, while ( in  h i s  pseudo- 

violence) parodying and n u l l i f y i n g  the  dwarf's demonic anger. Like 

Touchstone, moreover, Dick "uses h i s  f o l l y  l i k e  a stalking-horse," del ight-  

edly enjoying h i s  own s a t i r i c  humour: 

'What harm!' c r i ed  Brass. 'Is i t  no harm t o  have a constant  
hal looing and hooting under one's very nose, d i s t r a c t i n g  one 
from business,  and making one grind one's t e e t h  with vexation? 
Is i t  no harm t o  be blinded and choked up, and have the  king's  
highway stopped with a set of screamers and roa re r s  whose 
t h r o a t s  ~ u e t  be made of--of--' 

'~rass , ' suggested M r .  Swiveller  . (37, 275) 

Like Shakespeare's foo l s ,  furthermore, Dick is a comic e n t e r t a i n e r ,  " l ight ing 

up t h e  o f f i c e  with scraps  of song and merriment, conjuring with inkstands 

and boxes of wafers, catching th ree  oranges i n  one hand, balancing s t o o l s  

upon h i s  chin and penknives on h i s  nose, and constantly performing a hundred 

other  f e a t s  with equal ingenuity;  f o r  with such unbendings did Richard, i n  

M r .  Brass's absence, r e l i e v e  t h e  tedium of h i s  confinement1' (36, 270). Such 

clownish performances may seem a r e l a t i v e l y  minor element i n  Dick's character ,  

but  t h i s  l ight-hearted j o v i a l i t y  is an e s s e n t i a l  f ace t  i n  the  thematic impor- 

tance of Dickens's wi t ty  • ’ 0 0 1 6 . ~ ~  Quilp, f o r  example, is  equally eccen t r i c  

and (indeed) en te r t a in ing  i n  h i s  grotesque acrobatics:  "Daniel Quilp with- 

drew i n t o  a dismantled skit t le-ground behind the  public-house, and, throwing 

himself upon the  ground, a c t u a l l y  screamed and r o l l e d  about i n  the  mst uncon- 

t r o l l a b l e  del ight" (21, 164). I n  con t ras t  t o  t h i s  perverted,  s o l i t a r y  joy, 

Dick's genia l  showmanship is expansive and u p l i f t i n g ,  an inrage of Qui lp ' s  

energy without the  dwarf's self-enclosed b i t t e r n e s s .  Ae Dick himself observes 

i n  a passage t h a t  Dickens deleted,  the  purpose of t h e  fool-f igure ( i n  t h i s  

case Punch) is "to hold t h e  mirror  up t o  Mature, show v i r t u e  h e r  own image, 

v ice  h e r  am deformity. '164 I n  t h e i r  celebrated fight-scene, as Dick prances 

around the  f a l l e n  dwarf i n  a d e f l a t i n g  burlesque of Quilp's aggressive malice 



(13, 99-loo), he f u l f i l l s  t h a t  same function. 

Though presenting a less complex version of the  Swiveller-Quilp re la-  

t ionship ,  the  connections between the  w i t t y  Sam Weller and t h e  knavish Alfred 

J ing le  involve s i m i l a r  pa t t e rns  of ass imi la t ion  and re jec t ion .  Like Qui lp  

and Dick, Sam and J ing le  a r e  both i n s i g h t f u l  s a t i r i s t s ,  recognizing t h e  pre- 

tensions and f o l l i e s  of o thers .  Sam has  l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l t y  iden t i fy ing  and 

r i d i c u l i n g  the  obtuseness of Stare le igh and Buzfuz; J i n g l e ' s  d isguise  a s  

M r .  Fitz-Marshall, "a gentleman of fortune" (15, 207), d e f l a t e s  the  pomposity 

of Mrs. Leo Hunter's breakfas t  pa r ty  f o r  notables.  The Weller-Jingle rela-  

t ionship  is  f u r t h e r  underscored, a s  severa l  c r i t i c s  have observed,65 by t h e i r  

novel uses of language, Sam a c t u a l l y  employing the  rogue's id iosyncra t i c  

l i n g u i s t i c  s t y l e  ('"Down he goes t o  the Commons, t o  see  the  lawyer and draw 

the blunt--wery smart--top-boots on--nosegay i n  h i s  button-hole-broad-brimmed 

tile--green shawl--quite the  gen'lm'n"' [10,121]), while J ing le  shares Sam's 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  penchant f o r  black humour and macabre anecdotes: " 'Terrible 

place-dangerous work--other day--five children--mother--tall lady, e a t i n g  

sandwiches--forgot the arch-crash--knock--children look round--mother's 

head off--sandwich i n  her  hand--no m u t h  t o  put  i t  in--head of a family off-- 

shocking, shocking!"' (2, 11). Like Swiveller ,  moreover, who sof tens  Qui lp ' s  

malicious s p i t e  and converts i t  t o  joy, Sam employs h i s  J ingle- l ike  i n s i g h t  

and verbal  ingenuity t o  b e t t e r  ends. Garre t t  Stewart d is t inguishes  between 

"the honest and dishonest imagination," not ing t h a t  ''while Sam t h r i v e s  on 

t h i s  g i f t  . . . J ing le  c a p i t a l i z e s  on it .  "66 The rogue's s a t i r e  and l ing- 

u i s t i c  s k i l l  have no correc t ive  purpose o r  beneficent  in ten t ion ,  but  a r e  

s o l e l y  concerned with deluding the  credulous and p r o f i t i n g  from t h e i r  inex- 

perience. Sam's imagination, i n  con t ras t ,  is  redemptive; h i s  verbal  f l i g h t s  

express and maintain h i s  own joy i n  l i f e ,  while h i s  darker imagery and 

"Wellerisms'' introduce a v i t a l l y  necessary common sense t o  the  vulnerable 



Pickwickian i d y l l .  

Although Sam and Dick may share  some of t h e i r  most engaging q u a l i t i e s  

with J i n g l e  and Quilp, t h e i r  thematic-symbolic r e l a t ionsh ips  with Pickwick 

and L i t t l e  N e l l ,  the  moral cen t res  of t h e i r  respect ive  works, a r e  equally 

s i g n i f i c a n t .  Clearly n e i t h e r  is  a Holy Innocent,  y e t  l i k e  Lear 's  incessant ly  

moralizing foo l  both d isplay  a percept ive  sense of value. Sam may be occa- 

s i o n a l l y  exasperated by Pickwick's n a i v e t i ,  bu t  h i s  moral na ture  inev i t ab ly  

draws him t o  defend h i s  master and sha re  h i s  imprisonment. Although i n i t i a l l y  

depicted as a p r o f l i g a t e  young g a l l a n t  advocating a mercenary e thos  ("'The 

watchword t o  the  o ld  min is--fork"' 13, 24]), Dick Swiveller  a l s o  af f i rms 

h i s  b e l i e f  i n  compromise r a t h e r  than c o n f l i c t ,  family uni ty  r a t h e r  than 

s t r i f e .  Even i n  h i s  f i r s t  appearance, when he i s  involved with Trent 's  p l o t  

agains t  N e l l  and h e r  grandfather ,  he d isplays  the  wise f o o l ' s  customary blend 

of wisdom i n  f o l l y .  I n  t h e  midst of h i s  ludicrous account of t h e  r e l a t i v e  

mer i t s  of Jamaica rum, f o r  example, he suddenly advises,  

'It's a d e v i l  of a thing,  gentlemen . . . when r e l a t i o n s  f a l l  out  
and disagree.  I f  the  wing of f r iendship  should never moult a 
f e a t h e r ,  the  wing of r e l a t ionsh ip  should never be c l ipped,  b u t  be  
always expanded and serene.  Why should a grandson and grandfather  
peg away a t  each o the r  with mutual wiolence when a l l  might be b l i s s  
and concord? Why not j i n e  hands and fo rge t  i t ? '  (2, 19) 

Whereas Qui lp ,  furthermore, is c rue l ly  amused by the  Marchioness's lonel iness  

and ignorance, Dick is sympathetical ly a t t r a c t e d  t o  the  neglected g i r l ,  earn- 

e s t l y  lamenting the  f a c t  t h a t  "nobody ever  c a l l e d  t o  see he r ,  nobody spoke of 

he r ,  nobody cared about her" (36, 271). S imi lar ly ,  Dick is instrumental  i n  

t h e  v i l l a i n s '  dawnfall and K i t  Nubbles's sa lva t ion ,  and, as B r a s s  anrazedly 

observes, "If you ' l l  be l ieve  m e  I 've  found t h a t  fel low, i n  the  commonest 

l i t t l e  matters of t h e  o f f i c e  t h a t  have been t rus ted  t o  him, b l u r t i n g  out  the  

t r u t h ,  though expressly cautioned" (62, 465). 

E J u s t  a s  Dick both r e f l e c t s  and parodies ~ u i l p ' s  na tu re ,  however, s o  he 



sha res  N e l l ' s  moral p r i n c i p l e s  while still o f f e r i n g  an unconsciously icono- 

c l a s t i c  response t o  he r  sent imenta l  melodrama, f o r  the  foo l  must "hold t h e  

mir ror  up t o  Nature" without the  d i s t o r t i n g  inf luence  of excessive idea l -  

i z a t i o n .  Unlike the  major i ty  of t h e  novel 's  cha rac te r s ,  who a l l  f a l l  under 

Mell's morbid s p e l l ,  Dick, who can casual ly  remark of the  d iv ine  N e l l  t h a t  

she  is  a " f ine  g i r l  of h e r  age, bu t  small" (7, 55) and then abrupt ly  d igni fy  

a d i r t y ,  i l l e g i t i m a t e  serving-gi r l  with the  t i t l e  "Marchioness," remains 

s i n g u l a r l y  unimpressed. Weller performs l i t t l e  of t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  icono- 

c l a s t i c  function;  h i s  constant  e f f o r t s  t o  educate Pickwick, qua l i fy ing  the  

Holy Innocent 's naive& while still  endorsing h i s  moral excellence,  temper 

the  novel 's  i d y l l i c  atmosphere. I n  The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, however, N e l l  

has no such moderating companion, and the  task  of qua l i fy ing  her  extravagant i 

i d e a l i z a t i o n  becomes the  province of the  w i s e  fool .  As Dick drunkenly ex- 
I 

claims, ''Left an i n f a n t  by my parents ,  a t  an e a r l y  age . . . c a s t  upon the  
I 
1 

world i n  my tenderes t  period,  and thrown upon the  mercies of a deluding dwarf" 
I 

(23, 171),  h i s  l o t  is  a s u b t l e  burlesque of Nel l ' s  sombrely melodramatic 

world. Gabriel  Pearson makes t h i s  point  even more fo rce fu l ly ;  d iscuss ing 

Dick's pseudo-poetic rhapsody on death (56, 415), he argues t h a t  "Dick's own 

parody poe t i c s  and t h e a t r i c a l i t y  e s t a b l i s h  themselves i n  endemic, neu t ra l i e -  

ing  opposi t ion t o  Ne11'6 blank-verse e l eg iacs .  1'6 7 

For a l l  h i s  moral s t r e n g t h  and wholesome i rony,  however, Dick does no t  

f u l l y  share  the  competent s t r eng th  of Sam Weller, o f t e n  seeming too detached, 

too thoughtless and self-centered t o  s tand agains t  the  Quilpian world. 

Unlike Sam, who master fu l ly  copes with Ser jeant  Buzfuz, Dick is ve rba l ly  

manhandled by Brass 's  lawyer u n t i l  he "retires abashed" (63, 471), while 

Quilp, l ikewise,  has l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l t y  e x t r a c t i n g  infonnation from the  help- 

l e s s l y  in toxica ted  Swiveller (21, 163-4). Dick is  a double foo l ,  a w i s e  foo l  



who sees and understands t h e  t r u t h ,  and a comic b u t t  duped and used by w i s e r  

characters .  Sam e n t e r s  t h e  Pickwickian world f u l l y  developed and in tegra ted  

with no need f o r  change o r  growth. Dick, i n  con t ras t ,  i n  a p a t t e r n  of some 

importance t o  Dickens's l a t e r  uses of the  Holy Innocent convention, is  a miin 

"who takes refuge i n  imagination u n t i l  he l ea rns  t h a t  he can ac tua l ly  make 

a h o w  of it,"68 a man i n  movement towards t h e  Weller i d e a l  whose thoughtless 

gaie ty  and imagination requ i re  only strengthening and d i rec t ion .  Through h i s  

r e la t ionsh ip  with the  Marchioness, s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  Dick achieves t h i s  synthes is  

of realism and imagination t h a t  allows him t o  abandon h i s  f r i v o l i t y  while 

r e ta in ing  both h i s  Qui lp ian  life-energy and h i s  Nell- l ike v i r t u e s  of sympathy 

and t ru thfulness .  

As Garrett Stewart observes, when Dick grants  the  Marchioness her  digni-  

f i e d  t i t l e  ("'To make i t  seem more r e a l  and pleasant ,  I s h a l l  c a l l  you the  

Marchioness, do you hear?"' [57, 42711, he is doing more than expressing h i s  

normally p layfu l  character:  

Thie is  a romantic daydream i n  which the "real" and t h e  "pleasantt' 
can be wi l led  a t  once i n t o  conjunction; ye t  a t  the  same time i t  
bespeaks a mature f a i t h  i n  the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of a b e t t e r  world, 
a f a i t h  nurtured i n  the  love of poetry,  where the r e a l  and t h e  
p leasant ,  t r u t h  and beauty, do regular ly  coincide. Here, domesti- 
cated and made comic, i s  a t r u e  Romntic poet ' s  f a i t h  i n  the 
sue t a in ing  power of imagination. 6 9 

This b e l i e f  i n  imagination as  the  pathway t o  "a b e t t e r  world" where "the r e a l  

and the  pleasant  . . . coincide," p a r a l l e l s  Enid Welsford's descr ip t ion of 

the  f o o l  ae  "a crea tor  . . . of s p i r i t u a l  freedom," the  man who demonstrates 

"the p leas ing delusion tha t  f a c t s  a r e  more f l e x i b l e  than they appear t o  be," 

t h a t  c a d y  (or imagination) can r e a a k e  the  world.70 Robert Coldsclith, on 

the  o ther  hand, observes t h a t  the  fool  is sometimes "too hardheaded t o  l i v e  

happily i n  the  f o r e s t  of romance. . . . H i s  mocking humor enables us t o  laugh 

a t  pretense and vulgar f o l l y ,  but  i t  cannot open our eyes t o  the  t r u e  i f  



t r a n s i t o r y  lovel iness  of the  Arcadian dream. 1 1 7 1  Dickens , however, l i t e r a l l y  

has i t  both ways. H e  transforms t h e  imaginative, f r ivolous  Dick Swiveller 

and grants  him an increased p r a c t i c a l i t y  while s t i l l  sus ta in ing  the  imagina- 

t i v e ,  expansive comic world. 

When Dick awakes from h i s  fever ish  s l eep ,  therefore ,  and poe t i ca l ly  des- 

ignates  the  Marchioness "a Genie" (64, 475), he preserves and enhances t h e  

imaginative "fores t  of romance." H i s  newly strengthened v i s i o n ,  however, is 

no longer drunkenly obscured by t h a t  "Arcadian dream": "'This poor l i t t l e  

Marchioness has been wearing he rse l f  t o  death!"' (478). J u s t  as  Dick grants  

(or  c rea tes )  the  Marchioness's i d e n t i t y ,  s o  she re tu rns  t h e  compliment and 

Dick responds t o  the  metaphorical meaning of h i s  "new" name and t o  i ts  

emotional, human s igni f icance  a s  well:  " 'Liverer indeed!' s a i d  Dick thought- 

fu l ly .  'It's w e l l  I - am a l i v e r e r .  I s t rongly  suspect I should have died,  

Marchioness, but  f o r  you"' (478-9). Dick, moreover, asks M r .  Garland, " i f  

you could make t h e  Marchioness yonder, a Marchioness i n  real, sober ea rnes t  

. . . I ' d  thank you t o  get  i t  done off-hand" (66, 490). As Stewart points  

out ,  "'Sober' is now the  operat ive marker, placed next t o  ' r e a l '  a s  a new and 

f i n a l l y  more s a t i s f y i n g  modification. '172 And y e t ,  Dickens notes. "let i t  be 

added, t o  ~ i c k ' s  honour, t h a t ,  though w e  have ca l led  her Sophronia, he  ca l l ed  

her the  Marchioness from f i r s t  t o  l a s t "  (552), and though her  education "kept 

him i n  s t r a i t e n e d  circumstances fo r  half-a-dozen years,  he never slackened 

i n  h i s  zeal" (551). The world of the  imagination triumphs, not  i n  opposit ion 

t o  the r e a l  world, but  enhanced and sus ta ined by Dick's new s t reng th  of 

character .  

C r i t i c a l  evaluation of the  Swiveller-Marchioness re la t ionsh ip  has not  

been universa l ly  favourable. Steven Marcus, f o r  example, w r i t e s  t h a t  i t s  

"gra t i fy ing acrobat ic  resolut ion and the  assurance i t  holds out  f o r  the  fu ture  



are simply too light and supple for a novel whose unremitting impulse is 

toward all that lies underground. 1'73 And yet, as fool, Dick is the 

"creator of spiritual freedom" who moves beyond the simple evil-energy/ 

virtue-passivity dichotomy of the novel's main action. If his story is 

"too light and supple," it also contains much that is painful and harsh--the 

Harchioness's brutalized, perverted childhood, Dick's own fever and near 

death. As Willeford maintains, "the fool among us is a perpetual link to 

the light and the life in [the world's] darkness,"74 the wise comic who 

combines the salient features of both realms to create unity rather than con- 

flict. Ae Mck states, in a passage applicable to his particular role in the 

novel and with implications extending far into the evolution of the Dickensian 

Holy Innocent as well, "I was wafted here upon the pinions of concord . . . 
I came to remove, with the rake of friendship, the seeds of mutual wiolence 

and heart-burning, and to sow in their place, the germs, of social harmony" 

(13, 103). Nell, therefore, must ascend into an angelic eternity while 

Quilp dies in darkness, for the extremes remain self-destructive. Only the 

imaginative yet "hardheaded" fool is reborn. 

Even among their immediate successors, none of whom equals Sam and 

Dick in imaginative power or thematic importance, Weller's and Swiveller's 

characteristic unifying nature is dominant. Hark Tapley, the clearest sub- 

sequent manifestation of the comic jester, merely "fans what is left of the 

Weller spark,"75 but like his antecedents, he promotes concord and harmony 

in a world rife with "mutual wiolence," assimilating the passive virtue of 

the Holy Innocent and the greater dynamism normally associated with the 

villainous rogue to form an effectively ameliorative synthesis. 

The moral sensitivity of Hark's character, linking him to Martin 

Chuzzlewit's primary representatives of holy simplicity, is continually re- 



i t e r a t e d ,  even presented on occasion a s  an e x p l i c i t  p a r a l l e l .  Contemplating 

Tapley's loving re la t ionsh ip  with t h e i r  beleaguered fellow-emigrants during 

t h e  trials i n  Eden, Martin "somehow . . . coupled Tom Pinch with t h i s  t r a i n  

'of r e f l ec t ion"  and "began t o  think i n  what respects  two people s o  extremely 

d i f f e r e n t  were l i k e  each other" (33, 524). Like Sam and Dick, Mark has a 

f a r  more i n t e l l i g e n t  w i t  and s t ree t r i se  experience than the  simple-hearted 

Holy Innocent, bu t ,  a s  Mart in 's  developing awareness c l e a r l y  acknowledges, 

t h e  various motifs  of the  Dickensian foo l  a r e  inex t r i cab ly  uni ted  a t  a fun- 

damental moral l eve l .  

I n  The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, moreover, the  c e n t r a l  moral c o n f l i c t  is 

transformed from a simple confronta t ion  between an in tense ly  pass ionate  e v i l  

and a pass ively  i n s i p i d  good by the  presence of Dick Swiveller ,  t h e  s o l e  

f i g u r e  who can impart a sense of v i t a l i t y  t o  the  fo rces  of holy simplicdty. 

Martin Chuzzlewit d isplays  a s i m i l a r  po la r i za t ion ,  and once again i t  is the  

comic jester (connected t o  the  Holy Innocent while s t i l l  shar ing  the  v i l l a i n ' s  

g rea te r  l i fe- force)  who represents  the  equilibrium. Though less demonically 

grotesque than Daniel Quilp, Montague Tigg is  over t ly  "Satanic" (4,  44; 27, 

429) i n  h i s  restless dup l i c i ty  and sardonic i n s i g h t ,  d isp laying (as Steven 

Marcus notes)  a " s p i r i t e d  and i r r e p r e s s i b l e "  charac ter ,  "charming i n  h i s  

fraudulence, refus ing t o  go under, and compelling i n  h i s  resourceful  r a f f i s h -  

ness our ga ie ty  and admiration. "76 The "ornamental . . . inventive and 

p o e t i c a l  department" (27, 431) of the  Anglo-Bengalee Dis in teres ted  Loan and 

L i f e  Assurance Company, f o r  example, der ives  from Montague's comic genius, 

while h i s  ludicrous  y e t  equally invent ive  v i s i o n  of Chevy Slyiae as "the 

highest-minded, the  most independent-spirited, most o r i g i n a l ,  s p i r i t u a l ,  

c l a s s i c a l ,  ta lented"  (4, 46) man i n  exis tence ,  is s o  f a r  i n  excess of the  

demands of any scheme Tigg may devise a s  t o  suggest t h a t  h i s  de l igh t  i n  



Pecksniff ian hyperbole is la rge ly  a r e s u l t  of h i s  own prodigal  imagination. 

Like Qui lp ' s ,  however, Tigg's life-energy, whatever i ts  comic exuberance or  

sense of s t y l e ,  is  e n t i r e l y  corrupt ,  and, shar ing ~ w i v e l l e r ' s  primary fool- 

function,  Hark Tapley (obliquely connected with Tigg through t h e i r  shared 

i n i t i a l s )  converts such r e s i l i e n t  energy, comic boisterousness,  and i n t e l l i -  

gent perception t o  gen t l e r  ends. 

J u s t  a s  Swiveller 's  genia l  showmanship " l i g h t s  up t h e  off ice"  i n  t h e  

gloomy world of Quilp and Brass, s o  Mark's comic s p i r i t  i s  "the l i f e  and sou l  

of the  steerage" during t h e  squal id  voyage t o  America, reducing the  passen- 

gers '  hardships through p r a c t i c a l  a s s i s t ance  and h i s  own "best and gayest of 

tempers" (15, 2 5 0 ) ,  while h i s  e c s t a t i c  rediscovery of h i e  emigrant f r i ends  

i n  London produces an almost Quilpian outburs t :  "Away he went again, i n  a 

pe r fec t ly  wild s t a t e ,  hugging them, and skipping round them, and c u t t i n g  i n  

between them, a s  i f  he were performing some f r a n t i c  and outlandish dance" 

(54, 832). Unlike Tlgg's o r  Qui lp ' s  e c c e n t r i c i t i e s ,  moreover, Hark's comic 

energy has a pos i t ive  beneficent  e f f e c t :  

M r .  Chuzzlewit no sooner gathered who these  people were, than he 
b u r s t  open the  coach-door somehow o r  o the r ,  and came tumbling out  
among them; and a s  i f  the  lunacy of M r .  Tapley were contagious, 
he immediately began t o  shake hands too, and e x h i b i t  every 
demonstration of the  l i v e l i e s t  joy. (832) 

The passionately v i l l a inous  characters  of the e a r l y  novels could undoubtedly 

share  Mark's v i s ion  of himself a s  an embodiment of energy ("'if the re ' s  a 

Werb a l i v e ,  I ' m  it"' [48, 733]) ,  b u t ,  i n  the  joyful  frenzy of h i s  d iv ine  

II lunacy" (of ten  a meaningful term i n  Dickens's lexicon) ,  Mark r e j e c t s  t h e i r  

s u p e r f i c i a l  s a n i t y  and corrupt energy and is firmly e n l i s t e d  among the  ranks 

of t h e  holy foo l s ,  while h i s  power t o  i n f e c t  o thers  with h i s  "contagious" 

happiness t e s t i f i e s  t o  h i s  moral e f f e c t .  "Virtue's i t s  awn reward," says 

Mark, "So's j o l l i t y "  (15, 2 4 7 ) ,  and h i s  c e n t r a l  thematic r o l e  demonstrates 



t ha t  h i s  j o l l i t y  ( i n  contras t  t o  the  perverted laughter of Quilp and Tigg, 

and reca l l ing  Dick's equation between wisdom and merriment) is  indeed in- 

separable from vir tue .  Throughout Martin Chuzzlewit, Tigg's dece i t fu l  

vo lub i l i ty ,  together with the corrupt imaginative powers of the  novel 's 

o ther  great  l i g u i s t i c  t a l en t s ,  Pecksniff and Mrs. Gamp, have obscured and 

destroyed t rue  human communication. Mark, who a l so  consciously exploi ts  

. the resources of language i n  h i s  use of "Werb" as  a noun t o  define h i s  

i den t i t y ,  who creates  f resh  meaning for  t r i t e  aphorisms i n  h i s  "virtue- 

j o l l i t y "  pr inciple ,  and whose comic an t ics  during the  voyage were "always 

doing something fo r  the  general entertainment" (250), has consis tent ly  con- 

verted such creat ive  ingenuity i n t o  more expansive, genial  form,~. "The Blue 

Dragon w i l l  be con-werted i n t o  the  Jo l l y  Tapley," Hark s t a t e s  before h i s  

marriage t o  Mrs. Lupin, "A s ign of my own inwention, sir. Wery new, con- 

wivial ,  and expressive!" (52, 810), and while Mark may not equal the  b r i l -  

l i ance  of Sam's o r  Dick's comic w i t ,  he too can "con-wert" the very s t rengths  

of v i l la iny-- i ts  energy, exuberance, and imaginative genius--into "conwivial" 

elements reinforcing the paramount values of the Holy Innocent. 

Following the impressive s t rengths  presented i n  these ea r ly  fool- 

f igures ,  hawever, the comic j e s t e r  motif,  i n  a strange reversal  of i ts  

or ig ina l  power, declines sharply, the  sporadic appearances of i t s  l a t e r  rep- 

resenta t ives  largely denuded of any unifying fool-functions. Micawber 

indulges h i s  great  l i n g u i s t i c  imagination and unmasks the  conniving Uriah 

Heep, but  h i s  v i t a l i t y ,  undergoing no Swiveller-like maturation, cannot repeat 

the  wi t ty  fool ' s  union of energy and d i sc ip l ine ,  a union cen t ra l  t o  the  fool ' s  

r o l e  i n  the  conf l i c t  between s impl ic i ty  and corruption. Sleary is  perhaps 

a more successful adaptation, an advocate of holy f o l l y  who displays an 

almost knavish disregard fo r  officialdom's concept of j u s t i c e  i n  a s s i s t i ng  



t h e  f u g i t i v e  Tom Gradgrind t o  f l e e  England; and y e t ,  with h i s  "muddled head 

which wae never sober and never drunk" (I, 6 ,  35), Sleary is  f a r  removed 

from the  unclouded b r i l l i a n c e  and sardonic irony of t h e  Weller-Swiveller- 

Tapley archetype. 

Perhaps the  most s i g n i f i c a n t  contr ibut ing f a c t o r  i n  t h i s  decl ine  is 

t h a t  the  comic jester's power t o  unify d i spara te  forces ,  although i n  one 

sense h i s  g r e a t e s t  s t r eng th ,  is a l s o  a source of considerable d i s rup t ive  

tensions,  containing the seeds of h i s  own dissolut ion.  For a s  t h e  f igures  

t h a t  the  w i t t y  foo l  once ass imi la ted  and tempered--the roguish knave and 

Holy Innocent-become increas ingly  a n t i t h e t i c a l ,  the  j e s t e r ' s  synthesizing 

nature  can no longer e s t a b l i s h  equil ibrium between the  more extreme p o l a r i t i e s .  

Not only i n  Dickens's uses of the foo l  t r a d i t i o n ,  i n  f a c t ,  but  throughout 

the  fool ' s  l i t e r a r y  development, t h e  complex in te r - re la t ionsh ip  of the  fool  

and t h e  knave produces s i m i l a r  tensions.  Tradi t ional  characters  l i k e  

Marcolf, Ty l l  Eulenspiegel,  Scogin, and Robin Goodfellow, t h e  d e c e i t f u l ,  

cunning, w i t t y ,  humourous picaro-fools of folk-legend, incarnate  moral 

ambiguity, while one of t h e i r  major antecedents, the Vice of medieval mor- 

a l i t y  plays,  possesses some of the  j e s t e r ' s  sardonic humour bu t  s t i l l  

embodies the  Seven Deadly Sins. One may argue (as  Robert Goldsmith does) 

t h a t  "the Vice-fool underwent binary f i s s i o n ,  one p a r t  continuing a s  rogue 

and impostor, the  o ther  s p i r a l l i n g  off  t o  become a wi t ty  j e s t e r  and cornmen- 

t z ~ t o r , " ~ ~  bu t  the  moral d iv is ion,  a s  Dickens's use of both f igures  ind ica tes ,  

is no t  q u i t e  s o  neat.  As w e  have seen,  f o r  example, the  d e c e i t f u l  J ing le  

b e l i t t l e s  pretension while Quilp is  both a demonic grotesque and "a d e f l a t e r  

of hypocrisy and roguish y e t  wi t ty  ca r i ca tu res  of the  wisely 

s a t i r i c  commentator. A s t i l l  more humourous c rea t ion ,  the  Ar t fu l  Dodger, 

i n  a scene reminiscent of Weller 's c o n f l i c t  with Buzfuz, regards the  j a j l e r ' s  



statement,  "L knw him w e l l ,  your worship ," as "a case of deformation of 

character ,"  w i l l  not "abase" himself by "descending" t o  speak with a witness,  

and c a u s t i c a l l y  observes of the  court  t h a t  " th i s  a i n ' t  the  shop f o r  jus t i ce"  

(OT, - 43, 334-5). opinions t h a t  Dickens (and h i s  readers)  cannot he lp  but  

approve. Even Tigg is g i f t e d  with an acute  awareness of another 's  f a i l i n g s ,  

and, a s  "kindred v ices  know each o the r  i n  t h e i r  hiding-place" (MC, 14, 242), 

s k i l l f u l l y  outmaneuvers the  rapacious y e t  credulous Jonas Chuzzlewit. 

Goldsmith's suggestion of an absolute  moral d iv i s ion ,  however, cannot 

be dismissed, f o r  

impulses of t h e i r  

in te l l igence .  As 

deal ing with r e a l  

figure,"" a f a c t  

whatever the  s a t i r i c  w i t  of such fool-f igures,  the  primary 

nature  m i l i t a t e  agains t  any cor rec t ive  use of t h e i r  b i t i n g  

Welsford s t a t e s ,  regard the  knavish rogue "as a r e a l  man, 

men capable of f ee l ing  pain, and he  becomes a purely odious 
'C01 

t h a t  i n  ~ i c k e n s ' s  l a t e r  novels, where h i s  ana lys i s  of e v i l  rr 

is increas ingly  r e a l i s t i c ,  a l t e r s  the nature of h i s  knavish v i l l a i n s  and thus 

the  w i t t y  foo l ' s  power of uni f ica t ion.  Though re ta in ing  some of t h e  foo l ' s  

inna te  opposit ion t o  the  s o c i a l  order,  characters  l i k e  the  "devi l i sh ly  sly" 

Joseph Bagstock, the  power-hungry Uriah Heep, the  murderous Mgaud, the  

soph i s t i ca ted  and h e a r t l e s s  Compeyson, the scheming S i l a s  Wegg, and t h e  mer- 

cenary and conniving Fledgeby and Larnmles, a l l  those,  i n  e f f e c t ,  who ( t o  a 

g rea te r  o r  lesser degree) l i v e  by t h e i r  w i t s  i n  d i r e c t  antagonism t o  organized 

80 socie ty ,  have l o s t  even Dickens's t a c i t  approbation. Equally important, 

t h e  range of evil is extended, and the i n s t i t u t i o n s  of soc ie ty  i t s e l f  

(Chancery, the  Marshalsea, the  Circumlocution Office,  Coketown), i n s t i t u t i o n s  

whose corruption is suffocating ra the r  than demonically energet ic ,  a l s o  for-  

c ib ly  m i l i t a t e  agains t  an ameliorative synthes is .  Among such characters  and 

impersonal bodies, the power of the wi t ty  foo l  t o  n u l l i f y  and ass imi la te  the  

d i spara te  forces now diss ipates ,  t h e  comic j e s t e r  motif i t s e l f  breaking i n t o  



its component elements: the  w i t  and resourcefulness of Weller, Swiveller,  

and Tapley a r e  made once again the almost exclusive property of t h e  t o t a l l y  

corrupt;  t h e  wi t ty  fool ' s  c rea t ive  imagination is perverted under the  

auspices of such bombastic char la tans  a s  Chadband, Turveydrop, Pumblechook, 

and Sapsea; t h e  use of "fol ly" as a "stalking-horse" merely masks the  greed 

and ahallowness of Mrs. Skewton, Harold Skimpole, and S i l a s  Wegg. "Better 

a w i t t y  f o o l  than a fool ish  w i t "  (2. I. 5. 32-3), says Feste,  y e t  the foo l i sh  

w i t s  of Diclrens's l a t e r  f i c t i o n ,  occupying both the  cent res  of s o c i a l  power 

and its chaot ic  edges, have apparently prevailed even over the  wi t ty  foo l ' s  

unifying paver. 

Throughout the  greater  p a r t  of Dickens's works, then, the  l i n e s  of demar- 

ca t ion  between the  Holy Innocent and h i s  moral antagonis ts  a r e  sharply drawn. 

One might even suggest t h a t  the  decl ine  of t h e  comic j e s t e r  motif stems a s  

much from Dickens's half-conscious des i re  t o  explore t h i s  c o n f l i c t  i n  i ts  

simplest  and most intense forms, a s  from the tensions i n  the  motif i t s e l f .  

In  any event ,  the  Holy Innocent remains the  dominant fool-figure i n  Dickens's 

novels; absolute  innocence (most o f t en  l e f t  without the  protec t ion of the 

experienced senrant-mentor) i s  t e s ted  and proven i n  i ts confrontat ion with 

the  forces  of individual  and s o c i a l  corruption. 

This does not mean, of course, t h a t  the wi t ty  fool  is simply an anomalous 

e a r l y  development. A s  noted above, although the  j e s t e r  motif breaks i n t o  

i t s  component elements, i t s  f i r s t  manifestat ions have a d i r e c t  bearing on 

Diclrens's l a t e r  uses of the  Holy Innocent, embodying an i d e a l  uni ty  of con- 

f l i c t i n g  forces  needed t o  c rea te  the  v i t a l  intermingling of real ism and 

symbolic values. Weller's purely uni f ied  character ,  compacted of innocence 

and experience i n  a mutually complementary fashion,  represents  the  paradigm, 

while Swiveller 's  ro le ,  perhaps s t i l l  more meaningful, demonstrates t h a t  the 



i d e a l  is not  a spec ia l  g i f t  of grace but  can be achieved through growth and 

rebi r th .  As Mark Tapley says t o  Martin Chuzzlewit during t h e i r  t r i a l s ,  

"it's only a seasoning; and w e  must a l l  be seasoned, one way o r  another. 

That's r e l ig ion ,  tha t  is, you know" (23, 383) .*I From Pickwick (whose devel- 

opment is f a c i l i t a t e d  by the  experience of h i s  servant-mentor), t o  Jenny Wren 

( a t  once an important and innovative l a t e  adaptat ion of the  comic j e s t e r  and 

the  culmination of the  child-fool) ,  Mark's statement has a d i r e c t  appl ica t ion.  

Like the  pat terns  of growth throughout the  Holy Innocent 's various character-  

types, the  maturation process enunciated i n  the  comic jester motif a s s e r t s  

t h a t  personal development and r e b i r t h  is the only c e r t a i n  avenue through 

which re l ig ious  values can be given form and substance i n  the  r e a l  world, 

and i t  is towards t h i s  concern--the Holy Innocent 's rites of passage i n  h i s  

c o n f l i c t  with the non-fool world--that Dickens d i r e c t s  h i s  primary uses of 

the  foo l  t r ad i t ion .  
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CHAPTER TWO 

From Pickwick t o  Boffin: 

The Holy Innocent and Socia l  Evi l  

Don Quixote begins a s  a parody of the  c h i v a l r i c  t r a d i t i o n ,  recounting 

the  misadventures of a demented gentleman s o  absorbed i n  t a l e s  of knights  

and enchanters t h a t  "he had u t t e r l y  wrecked h i s  reason" and f a l l e n  " in to  t h e  

s t r anges t  fancy t h a t  ever a madman had i n  the whole world."' Throughout a 

l a r g e  port ion of the  novel, Quixote 's  mad fancy i s  uncompromisingly p i l l o r i e d .  

Not only does he b a t t l e  windmills, marionettes,  and f locks of sheep i n  a 

devastat ing burlesque of knightly combat, bu t ,  by re leas ing  galley-slaves 

(who a re ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  cr iminals)  and rescuing a shepherd boy from h i s  c rue l  

master (who punishes the boy even more severely a f t e r  Quixote's in tervent ion) ,  

the  misguided knight e r r a n t  c a l l s  the values of the  c h i v a l r i c  code themselves 

i n t o  doubt. A s  the  novel progresses, however, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t o  the  second 

book, Cervantes's s a t i r i c  v is ion undergoes a gradual ye t  profound metamor- 

phosis; and a s  h i s  demented protagonist  comes increas ingly  i n t o  contact  with 

the  more corrupt  c l asses  of Spanish soc ie ty ,  those same c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l s  

become less the  objects  of s a t i r e  than the values needed t o  redeem the  cal- 

lous ly  b l ind  world. When the  e c c l e s i a s t i c  a t  the  court  of the  Duke and 

Duchess der ides  him a s  "Don Fool," fo r  example, Quixote r e p l i e e ,  

'A knight I am and a knight  I s h a l l  d ie ,  i f  i t  please the  Most 
High. Some t r a v e l  over the  broad f i e l d  of proud ambition; o thers  
by way of base and s e r v i l e  adulat ion;  o thers  again by way of 
d e c e i t f u l  hypocrisy, and a few by way of the  t r u e  re l ig ion .  But 
beneath the  influence of my s t a r  I journey along the  narrow path 
of knight  e r ran t ry ,  i n  which exer i se  I despise wealth, but  not  
honour. I have redressed grievances, set r i g h t  wrongs, punished 
insolences,  conquered g ian t s ,  and trampled down fiends.  I am i n  love, 
only because knight e r r a n t s  a r e  obliged t o  be so;  and, being so ,  I 
a m  not one of those depraved lovers ,  but  of the  continent  and p la ton ic  



s o r t .  I always d i r e c t  my purposes t o  v i r tuous  ends, and do good 
t o  a l l  and ill t o  none. Whether he who s o  purposes, whether he 
who s o  labours, whether he who so  a c t s ,  deserves t o  be c a l l e d  a 
fool ,  l e t  your Highnesses decide,  mst exce l l en t  Duke and Duchess. 1 3 

Quixote may accomplish l i t t l e  of substance i n  h i s  ques t ,  but through h i s  

f i e r y  idealism and imaginative energy, he has transcended Cervantes ' s 

o r i g i n a l  s a t i r i c  purpose t o  become a convincing image of Erasmian holy f o l l y .  

Dickens's M r .  Pickwick (who himself r e f e r s  t o  Cervantes i n  h i s  re- 

appearance i n  Master Humphrey's Clock, [3, 593)  experiences a s i m i l a r  t rans-  

formation. A buabling, vainglorious middle-aged gentleman who i e  a t  the  

mercy of such unscrupulous rogues a s  J ing le  and Job Tro t t e r ,  who g u l l i b l y  

records the  cabman's account of h i s  miraculous horse, stumbles i n t o  t h e  

mi l i t a ry  review a t  Rochester, and mistakenly i d e n t i f i e s  "BILL STUMPS, HIS 

MARK" as an ancient  i n s c r i p t i o n ,  Pickwick is ,  i n  the  e a r l y  s t ages  of the  

4 
novel, l i t t l e  more than a comic bu t t .  Like Cervantes, however, Dickens soon 

discovered t h a t  h i s  buffoonish hero possessed q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  f a r  transcended 

h i s  c rea to r ' s  i n i t i a l  in tent ion.  Without any s a c r i f i c e  of the  novel 's  comic 

atmosphere, Pickwick becomes a man of imperturbable moral s t r eng th  and natura l  

goodness of hea r t  who regards h i s  fellow-men benevolently, who n e i t h e r  in-  

dulges i n ,  nor suspects ,  t r i ckery  and gu i l e ,  and whose innocence is not  mere 

comic obtweness ,  but  the  consequence of a generous, loving world-view. 

Dickens himself acknowledged t h i s  development: 

It has been observed of M r .  Pickwick, t h a t  there  is a decided change 
i n  h i s  character ,  as these pages proceed, and t h a t  he becomes more 
good and more sens ible .  I do not think t h i s  chaage w i l l  appear 
forced o r  unnatural t o  my readers ,  i f  they w i l l  r e f l e c t  t h a t  i n  r e a l  
l i f e  the  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  and odd i t i e s  of a man who has anything 
whimsical about him, general ly impress us f i r s t ,  and t h a t  i t  is not 
u n t i l  we a r e  b e t t e r  acquainted with him t h a t  w e  usual ly  begin to  look 
below these s u p e r f i c i a l  t r a i t s ,  and t o  know the  b e t t e r  p a r t  of him. 
(PP, "Preface," x i i )  

As Edgar Johnson observes, " t h i s  is b r i l l i a n t  s p e c i a l  pleading, but  i t  is not  

wewho have become b e t t e r  acquainted with M r .  Pickwick. It i s  Dickens whose 



conception has  broadened. "' H i s  conception has broadened, moreover, a s  he ,  

l i k e  Cervantes, confronts h i s  comic hero with the  darker aspects  of human 

nature  and s o c i a l  corruption-the in terpola ted  t a l e s  and t h e i r  emphasis on 

murder, insan i ty ,  and revenge, the  perversion of the  j u d i c i a l  system, the  

degradation of humanity i n  the  F lee t  prison--a confrontat ion which is of 

c r u c i a l  importance t o  Dickens's understanding of the  fool  t r a d i t i o n .  For 

although Pickwick loses  h i s  buffoonish q u a l i t i e s  and gains an increased 

sense of d igni ty ,  i f  the  fool proves too vulnerable o r  i n e f f e c t u a l  when 

faced with the  knowledge of e v i l  and misery, h i s  r o l e  as a redemptive moral 

force (or  even viable  a l t e rna t ive )  is severely undermined. Enid Welsford 

has suggested t h a t  fools  are frequently impervious t o  l i f e ' s  shocks and 

t r i b u l a t i o n s  and emerge from any hardship "none the  worse f o r  t h e i r  slapping. 116 

For Dickens, however, even i f  the fool  d isplays  such res i l i ency ,  bu t  cannot 

overcome the  l imi ta t ions  of h i s  ch i ld i sh  v is ion,  he is  an inadequate response 

t o  individual  and s o c i a l  ev i l :  h i s  innocence is b l ind  naivet;, h i s  detach- 

ment, mere escape. The fool must be both r e s i l i e n t  and s e n s i t i v e ,  ab le  t o  

confront and transcend a world rep le te  with s u f f e r i n g  and c rue l ty ,  while s t i l l  

ac t ing  pos i t ive ly  and benevolently within t h a t  world. Pickwick Papers rep- 

r esen t s  Dickens's e a r l i e s t  inves t igat ion i n t o  t h i s  quest ion of t h e  fool 's  

moral p o t e n t i a l ,  t e s t i n g  and exploring the  s t r eng ths  and weaknesses of t h e  

Holy Innocent 's in te rac t ion  with the  sordidly  "real" world. 

On the one hand, M r .  Pickwick eubstant ia tes  Welsford's view of the  foo l ' s  

imperturbabil i ty.  H i s  chi ld-l ike soul  r ad ia tes  sheer  de l igh t  i n  l i f e  and 

companionship, ranging from h i s  zes t  fo r  new and unusual scenes and t h e  joy 

with which he ( l i k e  the  morning sun i t s e l f )  g ree t s  each dawn, t o  the Christ- 

mas f e s t i v i t i e s  a t  Dingley Dell (perhaps the c l e a r e s t  ex te rna l  expression of 

Pickwick's s p i r i t ) :  "Mr. Pickwick expressed h i s  h e a r t f e l t  de l igh t  a t  every 



add i t iona l  suggestion; and h i s  eyes beamed wi th  h i l a r i t y  and cheerfulness" 

The f i d d l e s  and harps began i n  r e a l  earnes t .  Away went M r .  
Pickwick--hands across-down the  middle t o  the  very end of t h e  
room, and half-way up t h e  chimney, back again t o  the  door-- 
pousette  everywhere--loud stamp on the  ground--ready f o r  the  
next  couple--off again--all t h e  f igure  over once more-another 
stamp t o  bea t  out the  time--next couple, and t h e  next ,  and t h e  
next  again-never was such going! A t  l a s t ,  a f t e r  they had 
reached the  bottom of the  dance, and f u l l  fourteen couple 
a f t e r  the  o ld  lady had r e t i r e d  i n  an exhausted s t a t e ,  and the  
clergyman's wife had been subs t i tu ted  i n  he r  s tead,  d id  t h a t  
gentleman, when there  was no demand whatever on h i s  exer t ions ,  
keep perpetually dancing i n  h i s  place,  t o  keep time t o  the  music: 
smil ing on h i s  par tner  a l l  the  while with a blandness of demeanour 
which ba f f l ea  a l l  descr ip t ion.  (389) 

H i s  exuberant pleasure i n  s p o r t s  and entertainments is  s i m i l a r l y  accentuated, 

a s  he goes "through a l l  t h e  mysteries of blind-man's buf f ,  with the  utmost 

r e l i s h  f o r  the  game" (392) and s l i d e s  along the  i c e ,  "his  black g a i t e r s  

t r ipp ing  pleasant ly  through the  snow, and h i s  eyes beaming cheerfulness and 

gladness through h i s  spectacles" (30, 414). Not only is  Pickwick's enthusiasm 

indefa t igable ,  h i s  conv iv ia l i ty  is  l i t e r a l l y  in fec t ious :  "The very servantsn 

a t  Dingley D e l l  "grinned with pleasure a t  the s i g h t  of M r .  Pickwick" (29, 

381), and even M r .  Wardle's occasionally t a c i t u r n  mother, "touched by 

M r .  Pickwick's a f fec t iona te  good nature" (382), is  aroused from her  s e l f -  

absorption. 

Even the  darker v is ion expressed i n  the  in te rpo la ted  t a l e s  cannot ser- 

iously  depress M r .  Pickwick's inna te  equanimity. The miseries of t h e  

"S t ro l l e r ' s  Tale" a r e  driven from h i s  mind immediately when the  a r r i v a l  of 

M r .  Winkle's guests  (3, 41) promises f u r t h e r  s o c i a b i l i t y ;  "The Convict's 

Return" merely sends him i n t o  "a sound and dreamless sleep" (7 ,  82); and on 

the  morning a f t e r  he reads the  "Madaran's Manuscript," t h e  "gloom which had 

oppressed him on the  previous n igh t ,  had disappeared with the  dark shadows 

which shrouded the  landscape, and h i s  thoughts and fee l ings  were a s  l i g h t  and 



gay as t h e  morning i t s e l f "  (11, 147). 

Pickwick is  not ,  however, t o t a l l y  oblivious t o  more se r ious  concerns, 

and h i s  innocent world-view possesses some moral s t rength .  H i s  decision 

t o  resist the  mercenary machinations of Dodson and Fogg, f o r  example, r e s u l t s  

f r m  hi8  b e l i e f  i n  an idea l i zed  concept of j u s t i c e ,  a b e l i e f  a s  fervent  i n  

i t e  way ar Quixote's c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l .  James R. Kincaid d isagrees ,  arguing 

t h a t  Sam Weller's frequent puns on Pickwick's "principle" (25, 342; 35, 487; 

44, 615-6) represent  an a t t a c k  on h i s  master's "ignorance and u n r e a l i s t i c  

' 
behavior" and t h a t  " P i c b i c k ' s  p r inc ip le  is a means of escape, an under- 

s tandable but  still s e l f i s h  attempt t o  preserve h i s  own i l l u s o r y  image of 

,' 7 h i s  greatness. . . . Surely, however, the  term "principle" is  a t  l e a s t  as 

complex here a s  "folly1' and "wisdom" a r e  i n  o ther  works. Pickwick's "prin- 

ciple'' may appear foo l i sh ly  "unreal is t ic"  from the  perspective of Dodson and 

Fogg (or  any of the  more worldly characters) ,  ye t  w i s e  i n  the  mind of the  holy 

fool.  Aa Goldsmith's Reverend Priterose (one of Pickwick's antecedents and 

a character  who a l s o  w i l l i n g l y  e n t e r s  prison fo r  noble motives) exclaims, 

"Why, my t reasures  . . . why w i l l  you thus attempt t o  persuade me t o  the  

thing t h a t  is  not r i g h t !  . . . Would you have me applaud t o  the  world what my 

h e a r t  mus t  i n t e r n a l l y  condemn? Would you have me tamely sit down and f l a t t e r  

our infamous bet rayer ;  and t o  avoid a prison continually s u f f e r  t h e  more 

pa l l ing  bonds of mental con•’ inementlm8 Even Sam Weller himself ,  moreover, 

i o  vo lun ta r i ly  imprisoned i n  response t o  a "principle1'--his loving devotion 

t o  Pickwick. Sam's puns a r e  thus more than straightforward s a t i r e ,  but  ex- 

press the real ism needed t o  correc t  the excesses of Pickwick'e innocence, 

while s t i l l  approving h i s  master's i d e a l i s t i c  v i s ion ,  an i r o n i c  coatplexity 

t h a t  Sam is c e r t a i n l y  i n t e l l i g e n t  enough t o  comprehend and intend.  

There is, nonetheless,  some t r u t h  i n  Kincaid's judgment, and Pickwick's 



naivet; and r e s i l i e n c y  a r e  not  without severe l imi ta t ions .  I n  f a c t ,  a 

t o t a l l y  innocent world-view, a s  a passage from Pickwick's journal  ind ica tes ,  

is  not  always morally perc ip ient :  

'The streets [of Stroud, Rochester, Chatham, and c romp ton] present  
a l i v e l y  and animated appearance, occasioned ch ie f ly  by the  con- 
v i v i a l i t y  of the  mi l i t a ry .  It i s  t r u l y  d e l i g h t f u l  t o  a phi lanthropic  
mind, t o  see these  g a l l a n t  men staggering along under t h e  influence 
of an overflow, both of animal and ardent  s p i r i t s ;  more espec ia l ly  
when w e  remember t h a t  the  following them about, and j e s t i n g  with them, 
a f fo rds  a cheap and innocent amusement f o r  the  boy population. 
Nothing (adds M r .  Pickwick) can exceed t h e i r  good humour. I t  was but  
the  day before my a r r i v a l  t h a t  one of them had been most grossly 
insu l t ed  i n  the  house of a publican. The barmaid had pos i t ive ly  
refused t o  draw him any more l iquor ;  i n  r e t u r n  f o r  which he  had 
(merely i n  playfulness)  drawn h i s  bayonet, and wounded the  g i r l  i n  
the  shoulder. And ye t  t h i s  f i n e  fellow was t h e  very f i r s t  t o  go 
dawn t o  the  house next  morning, and express h i s  readiness t o  overlook 
the  matter ,  and forget  what had occurred.' (2 ,  14) 

Dickens c l e a r l y  in tends  Pickwick's naive analys is  t o  be a w i n g ,  y e t  the  

bl indness t o  the  more sordid  aspects  of human nature  is undeniably present.  

Even l a t e r  i n  the novel (when the  changes i n  Pickwick's buffoonish q u a l i t i e s  

a r e  evident)  t h i s  theme re-appears. Immediately before he l ea rns  of the 

l e g a l  ac t ion  launched by Mrs. Bardel l ' s  lawyers, Pickwick himself exclaims, 

'Is it not  a wonderful circumstance . . . t h a t  we seem dest ined 
t o  en te r  no man's house without involving him i n  some degree of 
t rouble? Does i t  not ,  I ask, bespeak the  ind i sc re t ion ,  o r ,  worse 
than t h a t ,  the blackness of heart--that I should say so! --of my ' 

followers, t h a t ,  beneath whatever roof they loca te ,  they d i s tu rb  
the  peace of mind and happiness of some confiding female?' (18, 243) 

The phrase, "blackness of hear t , "  may be inappropriate t o  the  Pickwickian 

character ,  but  although Pickwick's chi ld- l ike  h e a r t  r ad ia tes  en thus ias t i c  

enjoyment of l i f e  and p ro tec t s  him from any grimly despondent response t o  

t h e  in terpola ted  tales, its blindness makes i t  an i n s u f f i c i e n t  b a s i s  fo r  

Dickens's moral vision.  Pickwick must be i n i t i a t e d  i n t o  the  darker aspects  

of l i f e ,  h i s  awareness of pain and e v i l  made more i n s i g h t f u l .  Simultaneously, 

of course, h i s  innocence, h i s  wi l l ingness  t o  be l i eve  the  b e s t  of everyone 

(even the  "f ine fellow" i n  the  publican house) must not  be  endangered. 



Dickens must, i n  e f f e c t ,  seek t o  e s t a b l i s h  an equil ibrium between these con- 
! 

flitting s t a t e s  of mind, preserving the  uncorrupted world-view of t h e  Holy 

Innocent, ye t  tempering t h a t  v i s ion  with a more perceptive understanding and 

g rea te r  s t r eng th  of character .  

Convicted unjus t ly  and confined i n  the  F lee t  pr ison,  however, a shocking 

demonstration t h a t  he too i s  sub jec t  t o  l i f e ' s  hardships,  Pickwick displays  

a v a c i l l a t i n g  response t o  the  misery he encounters. On the  one hand, he  

forsakes any anger o r  vengefulness towards h i s  o ld  nemesis, Alfred J i n g l e ,  

whom he discovers, s i c k  and hopeless, i n  desperate circumstances. Drawing 

Job T r o t t e r  as ide ,  Pickwick, " t ry ing t o  look s t e r n , "  exclaims, "Take t h a t ,  

sir" : 

Take what? I n  the ordinary acceptat ion of such language, i t  should 
have been a blow. As the  world runs, i t  ought t o  have been a sound, 
hear ty  cuff ;  f o r  M r .  Pickwick had been duped, deceived, and wronged 
by the  d e s t i t u t e  ou tcas t  who was now wholly i n  h i s  power. Must w e  
t e l l  t h e  t ru th?  It was something from M r .  Pickwick's waiatcoat- 
pocket, which chinked as i t  was given i n t o  Job's hand, and the  giving 
of which, somehow o r  o the r  imparted a sparkle  t o  t h e  eye, and a 
swell ing t o  the  hea r t ,  of our exce l l en t  old f r i end ,  as he hurr ied  
away. (41, 598) 

Whereas Pickwick previously exerted a benevolent e f f e c t  by his =re presence, 

he  now consciously d i r e c t s  h i s  char i t ab le  fee l ings  i n  a more a c t i v e  fashion,  

r e leas ing  J ing le  and Job from t h e  Flee t  and financing t h e i r  emigration. 

On the  o ther  hand, desp i t e  h i s  compassion fo r  h i s  former enemies, 

Pickwick a l s o  evinces the most negative aspects  of the  Holy Innocent's con- 

f ron ta t ion  with human suffer ing.  Gazing i n t o  the  prisoners '  rooms "with 

g rea t  c u r i o s i t y  and i n t e r e s t "  (41, 575), he is primari ly animated by h i s  

f o m r  detachment and inqu i s i t iveness  and unable (without Sam's ass is tance)  

t o  comprehend t h e  t r u e  e f f e c t s  of imprisonment on the  inmates (576). For 

t h e  f i r s t  time, furthermore, Pickwick's r e s i l i e n t  equanimity is  shaken. 

"Alone i n  the  coarse vulgar crowd," Pickwick f e e l s  "the depression of s p i r i t  



and s inking of h e a r t ,  n a t u r a l l y  consequent on the  r e f l e c t i o n  t h a t  he  was 

cooped and caged up, without a prospect of l ibe ra t ion"  (579), a s t a t e  of mind 

which, a s  he  explores the  Flee t  f u r t h e r ,  s t e a d i l y  increases:  

There were t h e  same squalor,  the  same turmoil and noise ,  the  same 
general  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  i n  every corner; i n  the  b e s t  and t h e  worst 
a l ike .  The whole place seemed r e s t l e s s  and troubled;  and t h e  
people were crowding and f l i t t i n g  t o  and f r o ,  l i k e  t h e  shadows i n  
an uneasy dream. ' I have seen enough,' s a i d  M r .  Pickwick, a s  he  threw himself 
i n t o  a c h a i r  i n  h i s  l i t t l e  apartment. 'My head aches with these  
scenes, and my h e a r t  too. Henceforth I w i l l  be a pr isoner  i n  my own 
roam. ' (45, 645) 

This voluntary renunciat ion of h i s  quest  marks a p o t e n t i a l  turning-point i n  

Pickwick's career  f u l l y  a s  profound a s  Don Quixote's f i n a l  d e f e a t .  I n  both 

cases,  the  i d e a l i s t s  a r e  disenchanted, t h e i r  rosea te  v i s ions  of t h e  world 

overwhelmed by disi l lusionment.  Their responses t o  t h i s  f a c t ,  hwever ,  

d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  and a b r i e f  comparison of the  two novels' conclusions 

w i l l  i l luminate  Dickens's deeper ins igh t  i n t o  the  s t r eng th  of the  Holy 

Innocent's moral vision.  

Don Quixote ends on a l a rge ly  pess imis t ic  note.  Defeated by the  Knight 

of the White Moon ( the  disguised Sampson Carrasco) and forced t o  abs ta in  from 

any f u r t h e r  knightly ques ts ,  Quixote i s  rendered despondent and purposeless. 

Subsequently f a l l i n g  i n t o  a fever a f t e r  he re tu rns  t o  h i s  v i l l a g e ,  he awakes 

res tored t o  "sanity": "'Now a l l  profane h i s t o r i e s  of knight e r r a n t r y  a r e  

odious t o  me. I know my f o l l y  now, and the  p e r i l  I have incurred from the  

reading of them. Now, by God's mercy, I have l e a r n t  from nry own b i t t e r  

experience and I abominate them. "" Discussing Quxiote 's  f a l l ,  Richard I. 

Predmore states t h a t  the knight ' s  "chival r ic  i d e a l  gave him both a reason 

f o r  l i v i n g  and a program of ac t ion ,  and now i t  is  gone. How, then, can one 

doubt t h e  p l a u s i b i l i t y  of h i s  death?"1•‹ and Ludmilla B. Turkevich, s t i l l  

more fo rce fu l ly ,  suggests  t h a t  "idealism, s o l i d  a s  i t  may be, cannot resist, 



i n d e f i n i t e l y ,  the  b a t t e r i n g  of 

Don Quixote is deprived of h i s  

r e a l i t y .  When t h e  f i n a l  crash comes and 

mania, he f a l l s  i n t o  apathy and dies .  1 1 1 1  

Quixote's idealism is ul t imate ly  i n f l e x i b l e ,  unable t o  encompass new exper- 

ience;  s t r ipped  of h i s  "fol ly,"  he d i e s  i n  a "sanity" t h a t  shuns imagination 

and renounces the  power of the  quest .  

It may be conjectured t h a t  Pickwick's r e t r e a t  i n t o  h i s  rooms when con- 

fronted with the  most widespread scene of irremediable su f fe r ing  he has ye t  

encountered represents  a s i m i l a r  disenchantment, an admission of the  Holy 

Innocent's vulnerabi l i ty .  Although Pickwick, however, l i k e  Quixote, is  

undoubtedly disheartened by h i s  new knowledge, h i s  idealism is strengthened 

r a t h e r  than undermined. While Quixote 's  companions vainly attempt t o  rouse 

12 
him from h i s  le thargy by re-asser t ing  the  c h i v a l r i c  ques t ,  such an appeal 

quickly revives Pickwick. Dedication t o  a "principle" s e n t  him t o  the  F l e e t ,  

and dedicat ion t o  yet  another principle--the wish t o  forgive h i s  enemies, 

assist the  d is t raught  Mrs. Bardell ,  and contr ibute  t o  the  Winkles1 mar i t a l  

happiness-engenders h i s  re lease .  W. H. Auden may suggest t h a t  t h i s  repre- 

s e n t s  a l o s s  of innocence, t h a t  "for t h e  sake of char i ty ,  [Pickwick] has t o  

s a c r i f i c e  h i s  honour,"13 yet  f o r  the  Holy Innocent, cha r i ty  and honour a re  

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  i d e n t i c a l .  Quixote d i e s  when he f a i l s  t o  keep f a i t h  with the 

i d e a l i s t i c  v is ion,  re l inquishing h i s  "madness" f o r  the  world's concept of 

"sanity"; Pickwick, i n  con t ras t ,  r e t a i n s  h i s  f a i t h  i n  l 'principle," and, by 

now engaging i n  a more ac t ive  char i ty ,  increases  the  ef fec t iveness  of h i s  

idealism. 

The preservation of h i s  innocent world-view is s o  successful ,  i n  f a c t ,  

t h a t  i t  is d i f f i c u l t  t o  adduce s u f f i c i e n t  evidence t o  support any major 

change i n  h i s  character .  Kincaid, f o r  example, apparently desperate f o r  such 

proof, goes s o  f a r  as t o  argue t h a t  Pickwick's r e f u s a l  t o  "carouse" with 



Bob Sawyer (48, 678-9) ind ica tes  t h a t  ' h e  i s  t r u l y  sobered,"14 overlooking 

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  only two chapters  l a t e r  he is b u s i l y  carousing with Ben Allen 

(50, 703-4). Perhaps the  change is manifested less i n  Pickwick himself than 

i n  h i s  l i t e r a r y  descendants--the Cheerybles, f o r  example--the Holy Innocents 

who have endured s u f f e r i n g  and t r a n s l a t e d  i t  i n t o  s t rength .  The Cheerybles' 

philanthropy, i n  f a c t ,  is a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of t h e i r  own e a r l y  hardships i n  

the  "wildernees of  ond don": "'Wilderness! Yes i t  is ,  i t  is. Good! It 

a wil&rness, '  s a i d  the  o ld  man with much animation. 'It w a s  a wilderness 

t o  me once. I came here  barefoot .  I have never forgot ten  it. Thank God!'" 

(NN, - 35, 450, my i t a l i c s )  . 
Pickwick, nonetheless,  does d isplay  some increase  i n  h i s  awareness of 

the  ine luc tab le  na ture  of human su f fe r ing .  While he a s s i s t s  J i n g l e  and 

M r s .  Bardell ,  and, among the  pr isoners  i n  the  F lee t ,  "not one . . . was not 

the  happier  f o r  h i s  sympathy and char i ty"  (47, 666), he a l s o  recognizes h i s  

powerlessness t o  ameliorate a l l  human d i s t r e s s :  "[Pickwick] hur r i ed  from 

the  prison:  f a r  more sad and melancholy, f o r  the  moment, than when he had 

f i r s t  entered  it. Alas! how many sad and unhappy beings had he  l e f t  behind!" 

(667). S imi lar ly ,  he was unable t o  de fea t  the  mercenary p l o t s  of Dodson and 

Fogg, and while h i s  anger towards the  egregious lawyers is unabated, he must 

acknowledge t h a t  h i s  power t o  pur i fy  the  corrupt  world is severe ly  l imi ted:  

'---Rascally, pe t t i fogging robbers!' continued M r .  Pickwick, 
taking not  the  l e a s t  no t i ce  of the  t h r e a t s  t h a t  were addressed t o  him. 

'Robbers!' c r i ed  M r .  Pickwick, running t o  the  stair-head,  a s  
the  two a t torneys  descended. 

'Robbers!' shouted M r .  Pickwick, breaking from Lowten and Perker, 
and t h r u s t i n g  h i s  head out  of the  s t a i r c a s e  windw. 

When M r .  Pickwick drew i n  h i s  head again,  h i s  countenance was 
smil ing and p lac id ,  and, walking q u i e t l y  back i n t o  the  o f f i c e ,  he  
declared t h a t  he had now renoved a g rea t  weight from h i s  mfnd, and 
t h a t  he f e l t  p e r f e c t l y  comfortable and happy. (53, 751) 

Overstressing t h i s  i n a b i l i t y  of Pickwickian innocence t o  d i s p e l  the  

darkness, however, can lead t o  such problems a s  W. H. Auden'e euggestion t h a t ,  



l i k e  Don Quixote, Pickwick Papers ends on a sombre note,  the  " loss  of 

innocence" forc ing both comic heroes t o  "pass away, Don Quixote by dying, 

M r .  Pickwick by r e t i r i n g  from view. "I5 A s  I have attempted t o  ind ica te ,  

r a t h e r ,  there  is a s u b s t a n t i a l  d i f ference  between the  two works. Quixote 

cannot recover h i s  i d e a l i s t i c  v i s ion  a f t e r  h i s  disenchantment; Pickwick 

not  only r e t a i n s  h i s ,  bu t  s t rengthens  i t  through h i s  g rea te r  knowledge of 

h u m  oaisery. H i s  ret irement,  then, a t  t h i s  point  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  is f a r  

removed from the  death of the  "sane" knight e r ran t .  For whereas Quixote 

d i e s  renouncing the  very works t h a t  engendered h i s  d iv ine  madness, Pickwick 

retires i n  f u l l  possession of h i s  wise f o l l y ,  "known by a l l  the  poor people 

about" (57, 801) f o r  h i s  more productive benevolence, and s t i l l  displaying 

h i s  r ad ian t  convivia l i ty  and charismatic joy: 

And i n  the  midst of a l l  t h i s ,  stood M r .  Pickwick, h i s  countenance 
l igh ted  up with smiles,  which the  h e a r t  of no man, woman, o r  ch i ld ,  
could resist: himself the  happiest  of the  group: shaking hands, 
over and over again with the  same people, and when h i s  own hands 
were not  s o  employed, rubbing them with pleasure: turning round 
i n  a d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t i o n  a t  every f resh  expression of g r a t i f i c a t i o n  
o r  c u r i o s i t y ,  and insp i r ing  everybody with h i s  looks of gladness 
and del ight .  (799) 

This concluding scene, moreover, introduces a motif which w i l l  become 

increas ingly  important i n  Dickens's l a t e r  uses of the  Holy Innocent convention 

--the community of the  fools .  The foo l ' s  i s o l a t i o n  from soc ie ty  enables him 

t o  see and speak the  t r u t h  about its fa lseness ,  ye t  the Dickensian Holy 

Innocent, embodying the  p r inc ip le  of universa l  brotherhood and mutual love, 

expresses h i s  nature  more pe r fec t ly  i n  c lose  personal re la t ionships .  Although 

a r e l a t i v e l y  minor character ,  Miss La Creevy i n  Nicholas Nickleby exemplifies 

t h i s  theme. As Dickens notes,  "one of the  advantages of having l ived alone 

s o  long" is  both the  opportunity t o  observe the  f a i l i n g s  of o thers  and t o  be 

"as s a r c a s t i c  a s  she could be ,  on people who offended her," and ye t  t o  Miss 

La Creevy, ''London is  a s  complete a s o l i t u d e  a s  the  p la ins  of Syria"; and 



i t  is only when "the pecu l i a r  misfortunes of the  Nickleby family a t t r a c t e d  

he r  a t t en t ion , "  t h a t  he r  h e a r t ,  %r imfu l l  of the  f r i e n d l i e s t  f ee l ings  t o  

a l l  mankind" (20, 246), can be  a c t i v e l y  engaged. The f o o l  community, 

furthermore, the  quasi-famil ial  organiza t ions  congregating around Pickwick 

and t h e  Cheerybles, f u l f i l l s  an important thematic funct ion ,  r e in fo rc ing  

and extending the  Holy Innocent 's r o l e  a s  t h e  moral counter-balance t o  s o c i a l  

e v i l .  Representing the  values and i d e a l s  denigrated by the  world of Dodson 

and Pogg o r  Ralph Nickleby and S i r  Mulberry Hawk, the  foo l  cornunity is a 

kind of ant i -socie ty ,  a symbolic (ye t  o f t e n  e f f e c t i v e )  opponent of t h e  l a r g e r  

s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e .  Compare, f o r  example, the  vu lga r i ty  of Hawk's ac t ions  

towards Kate Nickleby a t  a fashionable dinner-party (19, 238-40), with the  

warmth and humanity of the  Cheerybles' ce lebra t ions :  

Never was such a dinner a s  t h a t ,  s ince  the  world began. There was 
the  superannuated bank c l e r k ,  Tim Linkinwater 's f r iend;  and the re  
was t he  chubby old lady,  Tim Linkinwater 's sister; and the re  was s o  
much a t t e n t i o n  from Tim Linkinwater's s i s t e r  t o  H i s s  La Creevy, and 
the re  were so  many jokes from t h e  superannuated bank c l e r k ,  and Tim 
Linkinwater himself was i n  such t i p t o p  s p i r i t s ,  and l i t t l e  Miss La 
Creevy was i n  such a comical s t a t e ,  t h a t  of themselves they would 
have composed t h e  p leasan tes t  pa r ty  conceivable. Then, the re  were 
Mrs. Nickleby, s o  grand and complacent; Madeline and Kate, s o  
blushing and beau t i fu l ;  Nicholas and Frank, s o  devoted and proud; 
and a l l  four s o  s i l e n t l y  and tremblingly happy; the re  was Newman s o  
subdued y e t  s o  overjoyed, and the re  were the  twin Brothers s o  
del ighted  and interchanging such looks, t h a t  the  old servant  stood 
t r ans f ixed  behind h i s  master 's  cha i r ,  and f e l t  h i s  eyes grow dim a s  
they wandered round the  t ab le .  (63, 817) 

Against t h i s  cotmuunity of innocence, the  morally bankrupt forces  of the  Hawk- 

W i t i t t e r l y  world a r e  v i r t u a l l y  impotent. 

The triumph of Pickwick and h i s  community i n  t h e i r  confrontat ion with 

e v i l  the re fo re  ensured t h a t  the  Holy Innocent would remain an important f igure  

i n  Dickene's l a t e r  works, continuing the  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  between the  opposing 

world-views. Ol ive r  Twist, f o r  example, although i ts  eponymous hero is  a 

somewhat d i f f e r e n t  vers ion  of the  Holy Innocent, ce leb ra tes  "the p r i n c i p l e  of 



Good su rv iv ing  through every adverse circumstance,"16 and M r .  Brownlow con- 

t i nues  t he  l i n e  of avuncular p h i l a n t h r o p i s t s  i n i t i a t e d  by M r .  Pickwick. 

"Although the  hope and d e l i g h t  of my l i f e  l i e  bur ied ,"  says  Brownlow, "I 

have not  made a c o f f i n  of my h e a r t ,  and s e a l e d  i t  up, f o r  eve r ,  on my b e s t  

a f f e c t i o n s .  Deep a f f l i c t i o n  has  b u t  s t rengthened and r e f ined  them'' (14, 96 ) ,  

a process  of growth c l e a r l y  reminiscent  of Pickwick and the  Cheerybles,  a l l  

of whom d i sp l ay  t h e  power of innocence tempered by the  knowledge and exper- 

i ence  of s u f f e r i n g .  

I n  Har t in  Chuzzlewit, l i kewise ,  t h e  simple-hearted Tom Pinch undergoes 

a process  of c h a r a c t e r  maturat ion,  h i s  " g r a t e f u l  lovingness"  (5 ,  64) t o  

M r .  Pecksniff  suddenly g iv ing  way t o  an awareness of t he  arch-hypocri te 's  

moral impoverishment. Pinch 's  t ransformat ion ,  i n  f a c t ,  i s  s t i l l  more r a d i c a l  

and p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s i l l u s i o n i n g  than Pickwick's F l ee t  exper iences ,  f o r  i n  the  

l o s s  of h i s  na ive  f a i t h ,  t he  very corners tones  of Tom's world a r e  s h a t t e r e d :  

For a s  Tom's b l indness  i n  t h i s  matter  had been t o t a l  and not  
p a r t i a l ,  so  was h i s  r e s to red  s i g h t .  His Pecksniff  could never  
have worked the  wickedness of which he had j u s t  now heard,  bu t  
any o t h e r  Pecksniff  could; and the  Pecksniff  who could do t h a t  
could do anything,  and no doubt had been doing anything and 
every th ing  except  the  r i g h t  t h ing  a l l  through h i s  ca ree r .  From 
t h e  l o f t y  he ight  on which poor Tom had placed h i s  i d o l  i t  was 
tumbled down headlong, and 

Not a l l  t he  k ing ' s  ho r ses ,  nor a l l  t he  k ing ' s  men, 
Could have s e t  Mr. Pecksniff  up again.  

Legions of Ti tans  couldn ' t  have got him out  of t he  mud; and s e r v e  
him r i g h t !  But i t  was not  he who s u f f e r e d ;  i t  was Tom. H i s  
compass was broken, h i s  cha r t  destroyed,  h i s  chronometer had 
s topped,  h i s  masts were gone by the  board; h i s  anchor w a s  a d r i f t ,  
t e n  thousand leagues away. (31, 493-4) 

Emerging from t h i s  mental confusion,  Tom l e a r n s  t h a t  " there  a r e  more Pecksn i f f s  

than one" (36, 5 7 0 ) ,  t h a t  f a l s e n e s s  and v i l l a i n y  a r e  widespread, and a l l ,  l i k e  

Pickwick, without  descending i n t o  misanthropic  pessimism. Tom, i n  f a c t ,  a s  

Dickens c l e a r l y  sugges ts ,  su rv ives  h i s  d i s i l l u s ionmen t  p r e c i s e l y  because h e  

i s  a fool :  "The change l a y  no deeper than t h i s ,  f o r  Tom was f a r  from be ing  - 



sage enough t o  know t h a t ,  having been disappointed i n  one man, i t  would have 

been a s t r i c t l y  r a t i o n a l  and eminently w i s e  proceeding t o  have revenged him- 

s e l f  upon mankind i n  general ,  by mis t rus t ing  them one and a l l "  (556). Lack- 

i n g  the  'bisdom" t o  become T i m n i s t i c ,  Tom r e t a i n s  h i s  Erasmian "fol ly" of 

t r u e t  and hopefulness, ye t  adding t o  i t  a g rea te r  awareness of poss ib le  

dupl ic i ty .  H e  becomes, i n  e f f e c t ,  Martin Chuzzlewit's c e n t r a l  moral agent-- 

a foo l  who has overcome the  l i m i t a t i o n s  of naivet;  without surrendering the  

moral power of innocence. In  con t ras t  t o  h i s  previous g u l l i b i l i t y ,  f o r  

example, h i s  response t o  Ruth Pinch's  boorish employer is both perceptive 

and innocent ,  an unworldly y e t  f i rm adherence t o  b a s i c  Chr i s t i an  i d e a l s  (36, 

572-4). 

Ae Dickens's f a i t h  i n  s o c i e t y ' s  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  such moral s t rengthening 

s t e a d i l y  diminished, however, s o  h i s  commitment t o  the  Holy Innocent a s  an 

ameliorat ive counterbalance a l s o  decl ined ( i n  novels l i k e  Bleak House and 

L i t t l e  Dor r i t ,  the  Pickwickian fool  plays a f a r  l e e s  e f f i cac ious  r o l e ) .  

Dickens'e f i r s t  two Christmas Books c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e  t h i s  evolut ion i n  h i s  

thought. On the one hand, i n  Christmas Carol,  a s  Pickwick himself is f ig-  

u ra t ive ly  resurrec ted  i n  the joy with which the  transformed Scrooge g ree t s  

the  Christmas dawn, the  Holy Innocent 's v is ion  performs i ts  most d r a s t i c  

redemption. Returning t o  a s t a t e  of childhood innocence ( " ' I ' m  q u i t e  a baby. 

Never mind. I don't care.  I ' d  r a t h e r  be a baby'" [CB, V,  7Z]), and looking 

"so i r r e s i s t i b l y  pleasant" (73), Scrooge r e c a l l s  Pickwick's charismatic joy, 

while ( l i k e  Pickwick and Pinch) t r a n s l a t i n g  h i s  g rea te r  knowledge i n t o  a c t i v e  

benevolence: "Scrooge w a s  b e t t e r  than h i s  word. H e  did i t  a l l ,  and i n f i n -  

i t e l y  more; and t o  Tiny Tim, who did  NOT d ie ,  he was a second fa the r .  He 

became as good a f r i end ,  a s  good a master, and a s  good a man, a s  the  good 

old  c i t y  knew. . . 'I (76). Scrooge, moreover, e n t e r s  one c011111tunity of the  



'It's I. Your uncle Scrooge. I have come t o  dinner.  W i l l  
you l e t  me i n ,  Fred?'  

Let him in !  It is a mercy he d idn ' t  shake h i s  arm o f f .  He 
w a s  a t  home i n  f i v e  minutes. Nothing could be h e a r t i e r .  H i s  
niece looked j u s t  the  same. So did Topper when he came. So d id  
the  plump sister when came. So d id  every one when they came. 
Wonderful pa r ty ,  wonderful games, wonderful unanimity, wonderful 
happiness ! (75) 

and, i n  h i s  wish t o  a s s i s t  the  s t rugg l ing  Cra tch i t  family, endeavours t o  

e s t a b l i s h  a second ant i -socie ty  pat terned on the  Pickwickian-Cheeryble model. 

Once again,  Dickens's i n t r i c a t e  word-play on the  terms "fol ly" and "wisdom" 

comes i n t o  view. Whereas Tom Pinch r e j e c t s  t h a t  "eminently wise proceeding" 

t o  revenge himself "upon mankind i n  general ,  " Scrooge (now equally " f oolishl') 

is "wise enough t o  know t h a t  nothing ever  happened on t h i s  globe, f o r  good, 

a t  which some people d id  not  have t h e i r  f i l l  of laughter" (76), and, i n  h i s  

w i s e  f o l l y ,  sees  the  shallowness of t h i s  worldly-wise response: " H i s  own 

h e a r t  laughed; and t h a t  was q u i t e  enough f o r  him" (76). 

The Chimes, on the  o the r  hand, follows a somewhat d i f f e r e n t  approach, 

o f f e r i n g  a f a r  more searching appra i sa l  of the  Holy Innocent 's moral power, 

and documenting an extreme example of the  educational  process presented i n  

Pickwick Papers and Martin Chuzzlewit. Not only confronting e v i l ,  Toby Veck, 

the  work's simple-minded protagonis t ,  a c t u a l l y  descends i n t o  the  despai r  and 

self-doubt t h a t  Pickwick and Pinch transcended. Tro t ty ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  fool- 

funct ions  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  those of t h e  Dickensian fool - lunat ic  

(see  Chapter Three), t h a t  is, the  unconscious r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e  major forces ,  

symbolized by the  b e l l s ,  governing h i s  world. For the  purposes of t h e  pre- 

s e n t  discussion,  however, i t  is  important t o  note  t h a t  although the  Scroogian 

Alderman Cute, M r .  F i l e r ,  and S i r  Joseph Bowley a r e  c l e a r l y  more i n  need of 

moral -spi r i tua l  r e b i r t h ,  i t  i s  Trot ty ,  "the s imples t ,  hardest-working, 

chi ldest-hearted man, t h a t  ever  drew the  brea th  of l i f e "  (IV, 142), who must 



undergo t h e  transforming process, en te r ing  the  world of e v i l ,  and, f o r  a 

time a t  least, ac tua l ly  embracing its outlook: "' No, no. We can ' t  go r i g h t  

o r  do r i g h t , '  thought Trotty i n  despair .  'There is  no good i n  us. We a r e  

born bad!'" (I, 96). As the  b e l l s  maintain, i n  forsaking the  Holy Innocent 's 

b e l i e f  i n  human goodness and condemning the  unfortunate woman g u i l t y  of 

su ic ide  and i n f a n t i c i d e ,  Trotty "turns h i s  back upon the  f a l l e n  and disf igured 

of h i s  kind; abandon6 them a s  v i l e"  (111, 124), a response t o  human e v i l  t h a t  

Pinch lacked the  "wisdodt t o  condone. Trotty does, of course, emerge from 

h i e  dark n igh t  of the  sou l  through a re-affirmation of the  Holy Innocent 's 

inna te  idealism, but  the very f a c t  t h a t  Dickens sub jec t s  t h i s  fool-type t o  

such profound disenchantment ind ica tes  a growing skepticism about the  fool ' s  

r e s i l i e n t  m r a l  nature.  Equally important,  although Toby regains h i s  optim- 

i s t i c  v i s ion ,  aff irming t h a t  "we must t r u s t  and hope, and n e i t h e r  doubt our- 

selves, nor doubt the  good i n  one another" ( I V ,  151). and re-enters  the  foo l  

cols~~uni ty  (152-4), the work's conclusion is curiously unconvincing. Scrooge 

was given a v i s ion  of a fu tu re  t h a t  he could, through a l t e r i n g  h i s  own values,  

mater ia l ly  a f f e c t ;  Trotty,  i n  con t ras t ,  sees  a fu tu re  beyond h i s  personal 

choice o r  influence,  a fu ture ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t ,  given the  prevai l ing  s o c i a l  

condit ions,  is f r ighteningly  p laus ible .  For despi te  the  Dingley D e l l  cele- 

b ra t ion  a t  the  conclusion of The Chimes, the  economic-social theor ies  of 

Cute, F i l e r ,  and Bowley a r e  not themselves vanquished, the  prophesied vis ion 

not  genuinely prevented. 

Following t h i s  work, Dornbey and Son seems almost a regression,  a roseate  

assurance t h a t  the  Holy Innocent 's moral v is ion is not  impotently utopian. 

And ye t ,  although the novel c l e a r l y  argues t h a t  the  res i l i ency  and redemptive 

power of the  foo l  and h i s  community s t i l l  r e t a i n  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  Pickwickian 

force,  the  influence of the  doubt enunciated i n  The Chimes is a l s o  present.  



On the  one hand, the  powerful forces  of Dombey and Son's ant i - fool  

charac ters  appear f a r  too  menacing t o  be e f f e c t i v e l y  opposed by t h e  child-  

l i k e  Holy Innocent. Captain Cu t t l e ,  f o r  example, the  work's most e x p l i c i t l y  

Pickwickian foo l ,  has f requent ly  been deemed a wholly inadequate custodian 

of the  novel '  a redemptive a l t e r n a t i v e .  l7 Even while present ing  t h i s  uneven 

c o n f l i c t ,  however, Dickens a l s o  essays a s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  approach i n  h i s  

ana lys i s  of the  two an tagon i s t i c  forces.  For the  most p a r t ,  desp i t e  i t s  

apparent power, Dombeyism is revealed a s  an e s s e n t i a l l y  se l f -des t ruc t ive  way 

of l i f e ,  i ts  e g o i s t i c  bl indness and r i g i d  p r ide  inev i t ab ly  leading t o  i ts  

f i n a l  col lapse .  One might specula te ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  the  seeming weakness of 

the  foo l s  i n  such a c o n f l i c t  is  simply an i r o n i c  comment on the  r e a l  weakness 

of t h e  Dombey world (much a s  the  "fol ly" of the  t r a d i t i o n a l  foo l  s a t i r i z e s  

the  "wisdom" of the  a l leged non-fools). For the  f o o l s ,  whatever t h e i r  apparent 

incompetence, possess p rec i se ly  those inner  resources--self less  generosi ty,  

dedicat ion t o  i d e a l s ,  de l igh t  i n  companionship, and the  capacity t o  share  

another 's  sorrows--needed t o  preserve t h e i r  values i n  the  face of s o c i a l  chaos. 

Captain Cu t t l e ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  who "on Sunday n igh t s  . . . always read f o r  

himself ,  before going t o  bed, a c e r t a i n  Divine Sermon once del ivered  on a 

Mount" (DS, - 39, 543), pe r son i f i e s  these  b a s i c  Chr i s t i an  values: 

No c h i l d  could have surpassed Captain Cu t t l e  i n  inexperience of 
everything bu t  wind and weather; i n  s impl ic i ty ,  c redu l i ty ,  and 
generous t rus t fu lness .  Fa i th ,  hope, and char i ty ,  shared h i s  whole 
na tu re  among them. An odd s o r t  of romance, pe r fec t ly  unimaginative, 
y e t  p e r f e c t l y  unreal ,  and sub jec t  t o  no considerat ions of worldly 
prudence o r  p r a c t i c a l i t y ,  was the  only pa r tne r  they had i n  h i e  
charac ter .  (49, 684) 

Such values may not appear s u f f i c i e n t  (although the  novel c l e a r l y  ind ica tes  

Dickene's own wishful  d e s i r e  t h a t  they - a r e  s u f f i c i e n t ) ;  y e t ,  juxtaposing the  

Captain's values,  i n  a s e r i e s  of i l luminat ing  p a r a l l e l s ,  with those of the  

Dombey world, Dickens seeks t o  demonstrate t h a t  the  Holy Innocent 's Chr i s t i an  



ethos  possesses the  g rea te r  l i f e - sus ta in ing  res i l i ency .  

I n  an e a r l y  scene, f o r  example, when Walter and t h e  Captain seek Dombey's 

f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t ance  f o r  Sol G i l l s ,  t h i s  e s s e n t i a l  d i f fe rence  i s  made mani- 

f e s t .  Dombey notes ,  when h i s  son decides t o  lend Walter the  money, "Then 

you s h a l l  do it . , . And you see, Paul . . . how powerful money is, and how 

anxious people a r e  t o  get  it. Young Gay comes a l l  t h i s  way t o  beg f o r  money, 

and you, who are s o  grand and g r e a t ,  having got  i t ,  a r e  going t o  le t  him have 

i t ,  as a g rea t  favour and obligat ion" (10, 132-3). Cu t t l e ,  I n  con t ras t ,  

although ab le  t o  o f f e r  much less, 

produced the  s i l v e r  watch, the  ready money, the  teaspoons, and the  
sugar-tongs; and p i l i n g  them up i n t o  a heap t h a t  they might look a s  
precious a s  poss ib le ,  del ivered himself of these  words: 

'Half a l o a f ' s  b e t t e r  than no bread, and t h e  same remark holds 
good with c r u d s .  There's a few. Annuity of one hundred pounds 
prannum a l s o  ready t o  be made over.' (131) 

The b i b l i c a l  p a r a l l e l  is c lear :  "Verily I say unto you, That t h i s  poor widow 

hath c a s t  more i n ,  than a l l  they which have c a s t  i n t o  the  treasury:  For a l l  

they did c a s t  i n  of t h e i r  abundance; but  she of her  want did c a s t  i n  a l l  t h a t  

she had, even a l l  her  l iving" (Mark 12: 43-4). Whereas W e y ' s  "charity" 

is merely self-aggrandizement and a means of impressing upon Paul the  power 

of money, the  Captain's o f fe r ing  comprises h i s  e n t i r e  worldly goods ( including 

h i s  small annuity). This theme is  r e i t e r a t e d  and expanded i n  a l a t e r  scene, 

when Florence, having sought refuge a t  the Midshipman, decl ines  t o  spend the  

money Cut t l e  has given her:  

'My lady l a s s , '  returned the  ba f f l ed  Captain, looking s t r a i g h t  
d m  the  street before them, ' take  care  on i t  fo r  m e ,  w i l l  you be 
so good, till such time a s  I ask ye f o r  i t ? '  

'May I put i t  back i n  i t s  usual  place, '  s a i d  Florence, 'and 
keep i t  there? '  

The Captain w a s  not a t  a l l  g r a t i f i e d  by t h i s  proposal,  but  he 
answered, 'Aye, aye, put i t  anywheres, lay lady l a s s ,  so  long as you 
know where t o  f ind  i t  again. It an ' t  o' no use t o  TIE,' s a i d  the  
Captain. 'I wonder I haven't  chucked i t  away afore  now.' (49, 686) 

About t h i s  passage, Edgar Johnson observes t h a t  "no speech was ever more absurd, 



and y e t  no gentleman ever s a i d  anything more t r u l y  imbued with delicacy and 

generosity. 1118 More important, the  Captain's speech a l s o  answers one of the  

novel 's c e n t r a l  questions-"what is money?" Cut t l e ' s  response (and Dickens's 

a s  wel l )  is t h a t  money is  a means of fu r the r ing  human welfare,  and t h a t  when 

i t  performs no pos i t ive  char i t ab le  ac t ion  i t  is  useless ,  f i t  only t o  be 

"chucked away." Dombey is s o l e l y  concerned with accumulation and personal 

pr ide ,  the  Captain, with remedying human need. And i n  a novel which cele- 

b r a t e s  t h e  Holy Innocent's Chr is t ian  values,  i t  is not  su rpr i s ing  t h a t  Dombey 

is eventually s t r ipped of h i s  impotent wealth, whereas the  Captain, f o r  a l l  

h i s  f i n a n c i a l  incompetence, becomes the  co-proprietor of the  Midshipman 

(68, 874-5). Cu t t l e ' s  "property," moreover, the teaspoons, s i l v e r  watch, 

and sugar-tongs (by now thoroughly i d e n t i f i e d  a s  a symbol of h i s  magnanimous 

love) ,  is  "made over j i n t l y "  t o  Walter and Florence. Dombey's wealth proves 

impotent t o  t h e  end, while the  surrogate  fa the r  bestows the  t r u e  legacy on 

h i s  foster-children.  

Even something a s  prosaic  a s  meals (often an important s y d o l  i n  

Dickens's works1g) i l lumines the cen t ra l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between the  Cut t l e  and 

Dombey visions.  Dombey's "dark-brown dining-room, which no confectioner can 

br ighten up" (31, 446), is  an appropriate image of the  emotional s tagnat ion 

i n  the  Dombey world: 

There was a toothache i n  everything. The wine was s o  b i t t e r  cold 
t h a t  i t  forced a l i t t l e  scream from Miss Tox. . . . The veal  had come 
from such an a i r y  pantry, t h a t  the f i r s t  t a s t e  of i t  had s t ruck  a 
sensat ion a s  of cold lead t o  M r .  Chick's extremities.  M r .  Dombey 
alone remained unmoved. H e  might have been hung up f o r  e a l e  a t  a 
Russian f a i r  as a specimen of a frozen gentleman. (5, 57) 

When Cut t l e  prepares dinner f o r  Florence, i n  contras t ,  joy and warmth predom- 

ina te :  

Besides these cares ,  the Captain had t o  keep h i s  eye on a diminutive 
frying-pan, i n  which some sausages were h i s s ing  and bubbling i n  a 
most musical manner; and there  was never such a radiant  cook a s  the  



Captain looked, i n  t h e  height  and hea t  of these  functions: 
i t  being impossible t o  say whether h i s  face o r  h i s  glazed h a t  
shone the  b r igh te r .  . . . 

'My lady l a s s , '  s a i d  t h e  Captain, 'cheer up, and t r y  t o  e a t  
a deal .  Stand by, my deary! Liver wing i t  is. Sarse i t  is. 
Sassage i t  is. And potato!' a l l  which the  Captain ranged 
sy l~met r i ca l ly  on a p l a t e ,  and pouring hot  gravy on the whole 
with the  use fu l  spoon, set before h i s  cherished guest. (49, 681-2) 

Cut t l e  is, furthermore, l i k e  Pickwick, a source of charismatic joy t o  those 

about him, " tha t  sun, h i s  face . . . shining on a l l  beholders w i t h  ext ra-  

ordinary b r i l l i ancy .  . ." (56, 800). The foo l s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  share  a cornunity 

t h a t  is denied t o  the  egocentric  members of the  Dombey world, a community 

formed of mutual love and warmth, and represent ing the  novel 's redemptive 

a l t e r n a t i v e .  

The p a r a l l e l s  between the  Cut t l e  and Donbey worlds a l s o  include Dickens's 

continuing inves t iga t ion  i n t o  t h e  Holy Innocent 's confrontat ion with the  

darker aspects  of soc ie ty  and human nature.  It is  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  note  t h a t  

both Cut t l e  and Dombey a r e ,  i n  a sense,  innocent, equally a t  the  mercy of the  

machinations of d e c e i t f u l  knaves l i k e  Carker and Bagstock. And y e t ,  whereas 

Dorebey's disi l lusionment,  combined with Edith 's  f l i g h t  and the  f a i l u r e  of 

h i s  firm, dr ives  him t o  near su ic ide  (57, 842-3), the Captain, endowed with 

those ca rd ina l  Chr is t ian  values of " f a i t h ,  hope, and char i ty ,"  possesses the  

inner s t r eng th  t o  transcend h i s  disenchantment. 

As b l ind  as Dombey t o  Carker's t rue  personal i ty ,  and s i m i l a r l y  convinced 

of h i s  own shrewdness, Cu t t l e  is  read i ly  duped by t h e  Manager's f a l s e  assur- 

ances about Walter 's fu ture  (17, 232-6). With the  l o s s  of the  "Son and Heir," 

however, and s t r ipped of h i s  complacent sense of h i s  awn worldly experience 

by Carker's brusque contempt, Cu t t l e  is  a t  f i r s t  overwhelmed by the  destruc- 

t ion  of h i s  naive world-view. "The Captain was absolute ly  rooted t o  the 

ground, and speechless . . . a s  i f  he d id  not c l e a r l y  understand where he  was, 

o r  i n  what company" (32, 467), and h i s  response t o  Carker is ,  f o r  a b r i e f  



moment, t h a t  of t h e  Dombey world: "'But you and me  w i l l  come alongside o f  

one another again, my l a d , '  s a i d  t h e  Captain, holding up h i s  hook, ' i f  we 

live"' (468, my i t a l i c s ) .  Cu t t l e ' s  apparently murderous in ten t ion ,  however, 

is quickly s t i l l e d ,  j u s t  a s  the  Captain's v i s ion  of an incomprehensible 

world i s  r e c t i f i e d ,  by the  re-assert ion of the  Holy Innocent 's Chr is t ian  

values : 

The Captain glanced, i n  passing through the  ou te r  countinghouse, 
a t  the  desk where he knew poor Walter had been used t o  si t ,  now 
occupied by another young boy, with a face almost a s  f resh  and 
hopeful as h i s  on the  day when they tapped the  famous l a s t  b o t t l e  
b u t  one of t h e  o ld  Madeira, i n  the l i t t l e  back parlour.  The 
associa t ion of ideas ,  thus awakened, did the  Captain a great  deal  
of good; i t  softened him i n  the  very height  of h i s  anger, and 
brought the  t e a r s  i n t o  h i s  eyes. 

Arrived a t  the  Wooden Midshipman's again,  and s i t t i n g  down i n  a 
corner of the  dark shop, the  Captain's indignation,  s t rong as it was, 
could make no head agains t  h i s  g r i e f .  Passion seemed not  only t o  do 
wrong and violence t o  the  memory of the  dead, but  t o  be  infected  by 
death, and t o  droop and decl ine  beside i t .  A l l  t h e  l i v i n g  knaves 
and l i a r s  i n  the  world, were nothing t o  the  honesty and t r u t h  of one 
dead f r iend . (468-9) 

Whereas the  mere existence of "knaves and l i a r s "  was previously outs ide  the 

Captain's experience, h i s  g r i e f ,  together with h i s  g rea te r  understanding of 

death, has enlarged and matured h i s  world-view. The "whole world of Captain 

Cut t l e  had been drowned," but  a s  he contemplates the  day's events "to the  

e n t i r e  exclusion of h i s  own injury" (469), Cu t t l e  repeats  the  Pickwickian 

motif ,  h i s  dedicat ion t o  h i s  Chr is t ian  i d e a l s  transcending any des i re  f o r  

vengeance o r  any disi l lusionment.  Dickens does not emphasize the  point ,  but  

Cu t t l e  a l s o  gains from t h i s  experience, f e e l i n g  "a se r ious  misgiving t h a t  

he had done more harm than good" (39, 542) through h i s  naive&; and h i s  l a t e r  

ac t ions  (though no less innocently char i t ab le )  a r e  f a r  more conaidered, even 

i n t e l l i g e n t :  he befriends M r .  Toots (but,  "rendered cautioue by h i s  l a t e  

experience," only a f t e r  he is convinced t h a t  Toots is  not  "a profoundly a r t -  

f u l  and dissimulat ing hypocrite" [39, 544]), a c t s  with g rea t  del icacy and 



t a c t  towards Florence, and ca re fu l ly  arranges he r  eventual  reunion with 

Walter. Like e a r l i e r  Pickwickian foo l s ,  Cu t t l e  d isplays  a r e s i l i e n t  y e t  

f l e x i b l e  moral na ture ,  able  t o  confront new and p o t e n t i a l l y  des t ruc t ive  

experience, and convert i t  i n t o  s t rength .  

Throughout Dombey and Son, f i n a l l y ,  as Kathleen T i l lo t son  notes ,  the  

s e a  is  a major image pa t t e rn ,  represent ing "associat ions of separa t ion and 

reunion, death and e t e r n a l  l i f e ,  "20 and fu r the r  i l luminat ing the  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between the  Doabey and Cut t l e  worlds. To the  f irm of -bey and Son, the  

sea is merely a m a u s  of accumulating wealth; the  anti-fools  can display  no 

emotional or imaginative response t o  " r ive r s  and seas" t h a t  "were formed t o  

f l o a t  t h e i r  ships" (1, 2) and contr ibute  only t o  t h e i r  business en te rp r i se .  

The fools '  associa t ions  with the  sea ,  i n  con t ras t ,  (Paul 's "voices i n  t h e  

waves," Walter's death and r e b i r t h ,  old Glubb's t a l e s ,  the  Wooden Midshipman, 

even "The Toots's Joy") connote mystery, imagination, and re l ig ious  ideals .  

Paul d i e s  d r i f t i n g  on the  metaphorical waves towards Chr i s t  h i m e l f  (16, 226), 

and the  sea  whispers t o  Florence "of love, e t e r n a l  and i l l i m i t a b l e ,  not  

bounded by the  confines of t h i s  world, o r  by the  end of time . . ." (67, 811). 

Captain Cut t l e ,  whose m a r i t i m e  name, jargon, and experience place him a t  the  

h e a r t  of t h i s  image pa t t e rn ,  who speaks of t h e  sea  "reverent ia l ly ,"  and who 

has learned from h i s  adventures on the  ocean t o  honour an ethos t h a t  denies 

c a l l o w  self-absorption ("'I 've seen my share of bad weather . . . and I ' ve  

had my share  of knocking about; but-but i t  an ' t  of myself a s  I w a s  a meaning 

t o  speak''' [49, 689-9011, expresses the  c e n t r a l  meaning of the  sea symbol: 

'There's p e r i l s  and dangers on the  deep, my beauty, '  aa id  t h e  
Captain; 'and over many a brave ship ,  and many and many a bould 
h e a r t ,  the  s e c r e t  waters has closed up, and never t o l d  no t a l e s .  
But the re ' s  escapes upon the  deep, too, and sometimes one laan 
out of a score,--ah! maybe out  of a hundred, pretty,--has been 
saved by the  mercy of God, and come home a f t e r  being given over 
f o r  dead, and t o l d  of a l l  hands los t . '  (690) 



A t  one level, t h i s  passage is  a straightforward account of Walter 's miracu- 

lous  escape; a t  another l e v e l ,  i t  has much wider thematic implicat ions.  

"There are p e r i l s "  even f o r  foo l s  ( the  Captain himself ,  f o r  example, has 

endured them both a t  sea ,  and, more important,  i n  Carker's o f f i c e ) ,  but  

It t he re  a r e  escapes'' a s  w e l l ,  f o r  those granted God's mercy, f o r  those pro- 

t ec ted  by Providence. The passage is, i n  e f f e c t ,  both l i t e r a l  and a l l egor i -  

ca l :  l i teral i n  t h a t  the  fools '  values produce a commtnity of shared sympathy 

and support invulnerable t o  the  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  forces of t h e  Dombey world, 

and a l l e g o r i c a l  i n  t h a t  t h e  foo l s ,  the  favoured chi ldren of God, who acknav- 

ledge t h e i r  l i n k s  t o  the  d ivine  through t h e i r  response t o  t h e  sea, a r e  i n  a 

s p e c i a l  state of grace, protected through a l l  t h e i r  innocent f o l l i e s .  

Allegory, moreover, dominates the  novel 's conclusion. The Dombey world 

i s  defeated,  Walter and Florence marry ( thus j u s t i f y i n g  the Captain's "Dick 

Whittington" prophecy), and Sol G i l l s ' s  f i n a n c i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a r e  remedied. 

The chi ldren of God emerge v ic to r ious  over t h e  chi ldren of Hamaon. Carker, 

moreover, meets an appropriate end, while t h e  chast ised M r .  Doutbey confirms 

h i s  regenerat ion by enter ing the  charmed circle of the fools: "'To Wal'r 

and h i s  wife!' exclaims the  Captain. 'Hooroar!' and t h e  Captain exh ib i t ing  

a s t rong d e s i r e  t o  c l ink  h i s  g lass  agains t  soole other  g lass ,  M r .  Donbey, with 

a ready hand, holds out  h i s .  The o the rs  follow; and the re  is a b l i t h e  and 

merry r inging,  as of a l i t t l e  peal  of marriage be l l s "  (62, 873). 

This heavily a l l e g o r i c a l  conclusion, however, is  not without some dis-  

qu ie t ing  elements. The Holy Innocents' v ic to ry ,  although c l e a r l y  j u s t i f i e d  

i n  l i g h t  of the  novel 's moral framework, is somewhat contrived. Dickens has, 

i n  f a c t ,  manipulated events,  claiming, f o r  example, t h a t  Sol G i l l s ' s  invest-  

ments (whatever they may be) "instead of being behind t h e  time" w e r e  " in 

t r u t h ,  a l i t t l e  ahead of it. . ." (62, 874) .  One might j u s t l y  specula te  



whether t h e  foo l s  a r e  protected by God o r  Dickens. More important,  Dickens's 

ana lys i s  of s o c i a l  e v i l  has becolae increas ingly  soph i s t i ca ted .  Whereas the  

Holy Innocent 's e a r l i e r  opponents--Jingle, Ralph Nickleby, Mulberry Hawk, 

Seth Pecksniff--+sere, f o r  the  most p a r t ,  individual  o r  i s o l a t e d  evils, the  

fools  of Dombey and Son confront f a r  more pervasive antagonis ts ;  and although 

the  personif ica t ions  of these  e v i l s  follow a se l f -des t ruc t ive  way of l i f e ,  

the  forces  t h a t  they represent--the railway, mercanti le  philosophy, indus- 

trialism-continue unabated. J u s t  as the s o c i a l  and economic theor ies  

v i l i f i e d  i n  The Chimes cannot be remedied by Toby Veck's personal r e b i r t h ,  

s o  the  forces  behind the  Dombey facade a r e  impervious t o  t h e  Midshipman's 

Holy Innocents. 

Similar  reservat ions  occur throughout the  l a t e r  novels; following Dombey 

and Son, Dickens's uses of the  Holy Innocent convention cont inual ly  quest ion 

the poss ib le  shortcomings of the  foo l  community, even the  l a t e n t  weaknesses 

of the  Pickwickian fool  himself-his c o n f l i c t  with s o c i a l  e v i l ,  h i s  own 

l i m i t a t i o n s  i n  v i s ion ,  i n s i g h t ,  and s t rength .  The r e s u l t  of such quest ioning 

is an increas ingly  sophis t ica ted  and ambivalent ana lys i s ,  a s  Dickens vaci l -  

l a t e s  between h i s  emphasis on the Holy Innocent's Chr is t ian  values and major 

symbolic functions,  and h i s  growing recognit ion t h a t  such t r a d i t i o n a l  elements 

have l o s t  much of t h e i r  former trenchancy. 

As e a r l y  a s  Nicholas and Martin Chuzzlewit, Dickens had tenta-  

t i v e l y  explored the  p o t e n t i a l  weaknesses of the  foo l  c~~lllllunity (both Smike 

and Tom Pinch display some i n a b i l i t y  t o  f u l l y  accept t h e i r  ro les  wi th in  t h a t  

body, although t h e i r  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  r e s u l t s  from highly individual  causes-- 

t h e i r  sexual  and romantic impulses-rather than any e x p l i c i t  f a i l i n g  i n  the  

community i t s e l f ) .  For the  most p e r t ,  however, the  foo l ' s  anti-society 

remains a f a i r l y  s t a b l e  and e f f e c t i v e  body i n  the  e a r l y  novels, protec t ing 



i ts  members and enhancing t h e  Holy Innocent 's function a s  an ameliorat ive 

counterbalance. One should r e c a l l ,  nonetheless,  t h a t  Dickens had o r i g i n a l l y  

intended t o  test the  highly cohesive Midshipman by the  moral d e t e r i o r a t i o n  

of Walter Gay, and although t h a t  plan was not  executed, the  need t o  explore 

the  limits of the  foo l  community evident ly  remained, Once again,  the  con- 

f ron ta t ion  with e v i l  i s  the dominant motif,  ye t  Dickens has s l i g h t l y  a l t e r e d  

t h e  na tu re  of the  s t rugg le ;  f o r  the  next few works, the  l a r g e r  soc ie ty  be- 

comes a s  much a tempter a s  an adversary, inducing members of the  fool  com- 

munity t o  r e j e c t  t h e  innocently utopian sanctuary and embrace t h e  power and 

seductiveness of wealth. L i t t l e  ErPily's farewell  letter t o  the  Peggotty 

family, f o r  example, although primari ly remorseful, expresses some d i s s a t i s -  

f ac t ion  with the  l i f e  of the  fool  community ("If he don't  b r ing  m e  back a 

lady" 131, 4521); Richard Carstone i s  lured i n t o  Chancery by t h e  prospect of 

unearned wealth; Pip longs f o r  the  p r iv i l eges  of s o c i a l  prominence. 

I n i t i a l l y  a t  l e a s t ,  Dickens's a t t e n t i o n  is  focussed on the  e f f e c t s  of 

such r e j e c t i o n  on the  coxnmunity i t s e l f .  The Peggotty household, c l e a r l y  re- 

l a t e d  t o  the Midshipman through the nau t i ca l  imagery, experiences the  precise  

t r i a l  t h a t  the  foo l s  of Dombey and Son were spared. And t h e  consequence of 

Emily's f a l l  from grace is ,  a s  David observes, in tense ly  dramatic: 

I remember a g rea t  wai l  and cry,  and the  women hanging about him 
[Mr .  Peggotty], and we a l l  s tanding i n  the room; I with a paper 
i n  my hand, which Ham had given me;  M r .  Peggotty, with h i s  vest 
torn  open, h i s  h a i r  wild,  h i s  face and l i p s  q u i t e  white, and blood 
t r i c k l i n g  d m  h i s  bosom ( i t  had sprung from h i s  mouth, I th ink) ,  
looking f ixedly  a t  me. (451-2) 

The l a r g e r  socie ty ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  i n  the  seductive and corrupting person of James 

S tee r fo r th ,  thoroughly d i s rup t s  the se ren i ty  of the  Yarmouth ant i -socie ty ,  a s  

Emily's f l i g h t ,  Mr. Peggotty's compulsive search,  and Ham's  death represent  

an apparently i r recoverable  des t ruct ion.  I n  Dickens's v i s ion ,  however, the  

foo l  community s t i l l  possesses considerable r e s i l i e n c y ,  and j u s t  a s  the Holy 



Innocent alone gains s t r eng th  from h i s  confrontat ion with e v i l  and remains 

dedicated t o  h i s  innate  idealism, s o  h i s  community rests upon the  l i f e -  

sus ta in ing  power of i ts  moral b e l i e f s .  Loyalty, Chr is t ian  forgiveness, and 

the  r e f u s a l  t o  harbour vengeance o r  hatred a l l  preserve the  Peggotty family 

through its t r i a l s ,  while t h i s  example of s t r eng th  and mutual sympathy exer t s  

a regenerat ive e f f e c t  on Martha and Mrs. Gumnidge. The community, moreover, 

re-established and even extended (by the  addi t ion  of t h e  Xicawbere), is  f igur-  

a t i v e l y  reborn i n  i ts  eventual emigration, and, a s  Martha's presence i n  t h e  

resurrec ted  family reveals ,  i ts  values have become stronger.  Rosa Dar t le ,  

f o r  example, can f e e l  only contempt f o r  Emily (31, 471), but  the  Peggotty 

anti-society,  honouring values denied by the upper echelons of the  s o c i a l  

hierarchy,  extends i ts  forgiveness and sympathy i n  t rue  Chr is t - l ike  fashion 

(Luly! 7: 37-50). 

The vu lnerab i l i ty  of the  fool  community, however, s t e a d i l y  increases  

(even t h e  Peggottys' emigration can be seen a s  a r e t r e a t  from t h e  corrupting 

socie ty  they have encountered), and i n  Dickens's next account of such a con- 

f l i c t ,  the  community may maintain i ts moral values,  but  the  capacity t o  

preserve its members is f a r  more l imi ted .  Richard Carstone, s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  

although assimilated i n t o  the Bleak House ant i -socie ty ,  is destroyed by the  

very forces t h a t  Jarndyce's sanctuary was designed t o  resist: the  vain  

temptation of t h e  Chancery s u i t .  Despite a l l  the  counsel of Jarndyce, 

Esther,  and Ada, Richard is  led  t o  dese r t  the  Bleak House coleplunity, while h i s  

in t roduct ion t o  a more worldly mil ieu d i s t o r t s  and corrupts  h i s  moral vision:  

'If any man had t o l d  m e ,  when I f i r s t  went t o  John Jarndyce's house, 
t h a t  he was anything but  the  d i s in te res ted  f r i end  he seemed--that he 
was what he has gradually turned out  t o  be--I could have found no 
words s t rong enough t o  r e p e l  the  s lander ;  I could not  have defended 
him too ardently.  So l i t t l e  did  I know of the  world! Whereas, now, 
I do declare  t o  you t h a t  he becomes t o  me t h e  embodiment of the  s u i t ;  
t h a t ,  i n  place of i ts  being an abs t rac t ion ,  i t  i s  John Jarndyce; t h a t  



t h e  more I s u f f e r ,  the  more indignant I am with him; t h a t  every 
new delay,  and every new disappointment, i s  only a new i n j u r y  
from John Jarndyce's hand.' (BH, - 39, 552) 

The more v i t a l  e a r l i e r  coxanunities ac t ive ly  enlarged t h e i r  c i r c l e  and in- 

fluence through t h e i r  example and ameliorat ive e f f e c t ;  t h e  Bleak House an t i -  

soc ie ty ,  with Richard's deser t ion  and Ada's i l l -advised marriage, has l o s t  

much of t h a t  l i f e - sus ta in ing  power, and, a s  Jarndyce i s  forced t o  admit, 

"Bleak House is thinning fas t "  (51, 700).  Even though i t  is  strengthened by 

i ts grea te r  knowledge of su f fe r ing ,  by the  eventual termination of the  

Chancery s u i t ,  and by the  addi t ion  of the  d i l i g e n t  and experienced (though 

r a t h e r  shadowy) Allan Woodcourt, f o r  the  f i r s t  time i n  Dickens's novels, the  

Holy Innocent's sanctuary has been revealed a s  e s s e n t i a l l y  defenseless.  

Unlike L i t t l e  Emily, then, Richard does not re-enter the  fool  comnamity, and 

i n  l i g h t  of Dickens's g rea te r  ins i s t ence  upon i ts  vu lnerab i l i ty ,  the  f i n a l  

re-appearance of "Bleak House" is but  a q u a l i f i e d  success. 

Equally important,  throughout the works of Dickens's darker period, h i s  

reservat ions  about the  fool  co~munity a re  pa ra l l e l ed  by a s i m i l a r  quest ioning 

of the  Holy Innocent 's moral power and personal character .  Jarndyce's an t i -  

soc ie ty ,  f o r  example, executes some p r a c t i c a l  personal philanthropy, but  i t  

possesses no power t o  ameliorate o r  even se r ious ly  challenge t h e  ever present  

i n j u s t i c e  of the  cour ts ,  the  slums, and the  fashionable world. Pickwick 

could not remedy the corruption of Dodson and Fogg, but  t h e  cor rec t ive  p w e r  

of the  e a r l i e r  fool-figures was s u f f i c i e n t  t o  defeat  the  rapacious in ten t ions  

of J ing le ,  Squeers, Ralph Nickleby, and Pecksniff ,  and t o  a s s i s t  i n  Martin's 

and Dombey's r eb i r th .  I n  a world dominated by Chancery and Tom-all-Alone's, 

however, such correc t ive  power is v i r t u a l l y  negl ig ib le .  Dismissing Jarndyce ' s 

object ions  t o  the  j u d i c i a l  system, Conversation Kenge, "gently moving h i s  

r i g h t  hand, a s  i f  i t  were a s i l v e r  trowel, with which t o  spread t h e  cement of 



h i s  words on the  s t r u c t u r e  of the  system, and consol ida te  i t  f o r  a thousand 

ages" (62, 844), is impervious t o  the  Holy Innocent 's redemptive e f f e c t .  

A s i m i l a r  qua l i fy ing  p a t t e r n  recurs  i n  Hard Times, where the  performers i n  

Sleary ' s  c i r c u s ,  l i k e  the  innocent-hearted foo l  communities of previous 

novels ,  d isp lay  "a remarkable gentleness and chi ld ishness  . . . a s p e c i a l  

inap t i tude  f o r  any sharp p rac t i ce ,  and an u n t i r i n g  readiness t o  he lp  and 

p i t y  one another" e, I, 6, 35); and y e t ,  although t h i s  community represents  

the  inoral values and imaginative energy needed t o  redeem o r  de fea t  individual  

e v i l s  l i k e  Gradgrind and Harthouse, the  l a r g e r  s o c i a l  forces  t h a t  give b i r t h  

t o  Coketown and i ts philosophy a r e  proof aga ins t  any degree of  sympathetic 

imagination and a r t i s t i c  "fancy ." 
Whereas the  Holy Innocent has l o s t  much of h i s  power t o  pos i t ive ly  a f f e c t  

s o c i a l  e v i l s ,  the  l a r g e r  soc ie ty  has gained s u f f i c i e n t  power t o  a f f e c t  the  

Holy Innocent. An e x p l i c i t  v a r i a t i o n  on the  Pickwickian foo l ,  Jarndyce demon- 

s t r a t e s  how t h i s  e a r l i e s t  example of the  Dickensian Holy Innocent has under- 

gone some s i g n i f i c a n t  evolut ion.  On the  one hand, l i k e  Pickwick, Jarndyce 

is  an innocent wealthy avuncular f igure  whose confrontat ion with e v i l  stimu- 

l a t e s  g rea te r  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  human pain and an a l t r u i s t i c  wish t o  t r a n s l a t e  

h i s  knowledge i n t o  personal  char i ty .  Even t h e i r  adversar ies  a r e  s i m i l a r ,  

Pickwick b a t t l i n g  the  lawyers Dodson and Fogg, Jarndyce confronting the  

l e g a l i s t i c  "fog" of Chancery. Lady Dedlock, furthermore, s trengthens the  

p a r a l l e l ,  claiming t h a t  Jarndyce possesses a "Don Quixote character"  (18, 2 5 5 ) .  

and i n  h i s  comic e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  and chivalrous des i re  t o  rescue the  vict ims 

of s o c i a l  corruption,  he s u b s t a n t i a t e s  h e r  appra isa l .  

On t he  o the r  hand, j u s t  a s  Jarndyce's sanctuary breaks with the  s t a b l e  

conxunit ies  of pas t  novels ,  s o  Jarndyce himself ,  i n  h i s  r e l a t ionsh ip  with 

Harold Skimpole, is subjected t o  se r ious  c r i t i c i s m .  In  Jarndyce's mind, 



Skimpole embodies those  va lues  t h a t  Jarndyce ( d i s i l l u s i o n e d  by t h e  l a r g e r  

s o c i e t y )  despe ra t e ly  needs t o  b e l i e v e  can e x i s t :  an innocent  ch i ld - l i ke  

romanticism ob l iv ious  t o  any co r rup t ing  in f luences  o r  mercenary motives. 

Skimpole, however, whether o r  n o t  h i s  ch i ld i shness  is  genuine, is a man who 

acknowledges no r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o r  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  and whose innocence is  

u l t i m a t e l y  in sepa rab le  from s e l f - i n t e r e s t  and o u t r i g h t  c r u e l t y .  For example, 

as he  t akes  advantage of Es ther  and Richard, s e l l s  J o  t o  Bucket, c a s t s  asper-  

s i o n s  on Jarndyce 's  cha rac t e r ,  d i s p l a y s  a t o t a l  i n d i f f e r e n c e  t o  s l a v e r y ,  and 

in t roduces  Richard t o  t h e  "respectable"  Vholes, Skimpole r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e  

t o t a l l y  unworldly f o o l  is v i r t u a l l y  i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  from t h e  mst pern ic ious  

v i l l a i n  i n  Dickens's dramatis  personae. Jarndyce 's  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  such a 

f i g u r e ,  then,  is  h ighly  s i g n i f i c a n t .  Jarndyce is, i n  f a c t ,  as h i s  explana- 

t i o n  f o r  Skimpole's ch i ld i shness  i n d i c a t e s ,  l a r g e l y  respons ib le  f o r  h i s  

dependent 's  cha rac t e r :  

'Why,' he  slowly r e p l i e d ,  roughening h i s  head more and more, 'he  
is  a l l  sent iment ,  and--and s u s c e p t i b i l i t y ,  and--and sens ib i l i ty - -and  
--and imagination. And these  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  not  regula ted  i n  him, 
somehow. I suppose the  people who admired him f o r  them i n  h i a  youth, 
a t t ached  too  much importance t o  them, and too  l i t t l e  t o  any t r a i n i n g  
t h a t  would have balanced and ad jus ted  them; and s o  he became what 
he is. ' (43, 592-3) 

Constant ly excusing (and indeed j u s t i f y i n g )  Skimpole's a c t i o n s ,  Jarndyce r e v e a l s  

a dangerous b l indness .  His i n a b i l i t y  ( o r  r e f u s a l )  t o  recognize t h e  t r u t h  about 

Skimpole m a t e r i a l l y  con t r ibu te s  t o  Richard 's  d e s t r u c t i o n  and J o ' s  dea th ,  

though t o  Jarndyce (who r ep res ses  most misg iv ings) ,  Skimpole's a c t i o n s  a r e  

merely proof of h i s  unworldly na tu re .  Jarndyce 's  response t o  Skimpole, a f t e r  

h i s  dependent has  borrowed money from the  inexperienced Es ther  and Richard, 

is r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  A t  f i r s t  tormented by t h e  ubiqui tous  east wind, Jarndyce 

only recovers  h i s  f a i t h  by t h e  assurance t h a t  Skimpole's a c t i o n s  were t o t a l l y  

without  g u i l e .  "It w a s  s o  d e l i c i o u s  t o  see t h e  clouds about h i s  b r i g h t  f a c e  



clear ing ,  and t o  s e e  him s o  h e a r t i l y  pleased,  and t o  know . . . t h a t  the  

source of h i s  pleasure w a s  the  goodness which was to r tu red  by condemning, o r  

mis t rus t ing ,  o r  s e c r e t l y  accusing any one" (6, 791, o r  by being forced t o  

acknowledge the  f a c t  t h a t  the  values Skimpole embodies f o r  Jarndyce a r e  f a l s e :  

'Why, what a cod's head and shoulders I am,' s a i d  M r .  Jarndyce, ' t o  
r equ i re  reminding of it! The whole business shows the  c h i l d  from 
beginning t o  end. Nobody bu t  a c h i l d  would have thought of s i n g l i n g  
you two out  f o r  p a r t i e s  i n  the  a f f a i r !  Nobody but  a c h i l d  would 
have thought of =hav ing  the  money! I f  i t  had been a thousand 
pounds, i t  would have been j u s t  the  same!' s a i d  M r .  Jarndyce, with 
hie whole face  i n  a glow. (79) 

A l a r g e  p a r t  of the  problem is t h a t  Jarndyce, i n  the  more corrupt  world 

of Bleak Howe, has not  f u l l y  undergone the  educational  process enunciated i n  

Pickwick Papers. Esther notes  t h a t  the  suit of Jarndyce and Jarndyce has no t  

t a in ted  he r  benefactor  "because . . . h i s  i s  an uncommon charac te r ,  and he 

has r e so lu te ly  kept himself outs ide  the  c i rc le ' '  (37, 525), and Jarndyce him- 

s e l f  states, "the p l a i n  t r u t h  is, I have forsworn and abjured the  whole 

business these many years ,  and my sou l  is  s i c k  of i t  . . ." (62, 842). As 

noted e a r l i e r ,  Lady Dedlock compares Jarndyce t o  Don Quixote,  and while 

J a q d y c e ' s  soul-sick withdrawal is not a despai r ing  res igna t ion  l i k e  Quixote 's  

disenchanted death, the re  i s  a s u b t l e  and s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f ference  between 

~ a r n d y c e ' s  and Pickwick's response t o  evil. Pickwick's ac t ions  during and 

a f t e r  h i s  Flee t  experiences a r e  a s ign  of inna te  s t r eng th :  he emerges from 

prison i n t o  the  world, s t i l l  a c t i v e l y  engaged i n  h i s  primary ques t ,  s trength-  

ened ra the r  than harmed by h i s  i n i t i a t i o n  i n t o  darker scenes. Jarndyce, i n  

con t ras t ,  r e t r e a t s  from h i s  confrontat ion with s o c i a l  corruption,  "forswearing 

and abjur ing  the  whole business," and withdrawing i n t o  h i s  community sanctuary,  

Af ter  hur l ing  h i s  pa r t ing  invect ive  a t  the  egregious lawyers, Pickwick f e e l s  

"perfect ly comfortable and happy," prepared t o  continue t o  share  and transmit  

joy and love. Jarndyce, s t i l l  tormented by the  "east wind," and needing the  



"Grawlery" t o  maintain h i s  good-spir i ts ,  d isplays  s i m i l a r  moral values ye t  

f a r  g rea te r  vu lne rab i l i ty .  

The Holy Innocent 's inna te  res i l i ency ,  then, a c r u c i a l  aspect  of 

Dickens's e a r l i e r  fool-f igures,  se r ious ly  decl ines  i n  the  darker novels. 

Following Bleak House, the  manifestat ions of the  Pickwickian fool  a r e  l a rge ly  

denuded of t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  vigour and se l f -suff ic iency.  William Dorr i t  suc- 

cumbs t o  the  prison world t h a t  Pickwick transcended, undergoing no growth 

i n  s t r eng th  o r  ins ight .  H i s  b rother  Frederick presents  a s t i l l  more complex 

image. On the  one hand, l i k e  a t r u e  Dickensian Holy Innocent, he can r i s e  

from h i s  meek subservience and proclaim, "Brother, I p r o t e s t  agains t  pr ide .  

I p r o t e s t  agains t  ingra t i tude .  I p r o t e s t  agains t  any one of us here . . . 
s e t t i n g  up any pretension tha t  puts  Amy a t  a moment's disadvantage, o r  t o  

t h e  cos t  of a amment's pain," ye t  h i s  moral indignation i s  not only unable 

t o  e x e r t  any cor rec t ive  e f f e c t ,  but  is i t s e l f  ephemeral. For although 

Frederick's r i s i n g  hand momentarily "might have been a blacksmith's" i n  

s t r eng th ,  i t  quickly 

relaxed i n t o  i ts  usual weak condition. H e  went round t o  h i s  
brother  with h i s  ordinary shuf f l ing  s t e p ,  put the hand on h i s  
shoulder, and s a i d ,  i n  a softened voice, 'William, my dear,  I 
f e l t  obliged t o  say i t ;  forgive m e ,  f o r  I f e l t  obliged t o  say it!' 
and then went, i n  h i s  bowed way, out  of the  palace h a l l ,  j u s t  a s  
he might have gone out  of the  Marshalsea room. (I&, 11, 5, 485-6) 

Torn between h i s  own ethos and the  demands of the  mercanti le  world, the  Holy 

Innocent must ( i f  he is  not t o  f a l l  i n t o  Frederick 's  enervated despondency) 

make some accommodations. M r .  Lorry i n  A Tale of Two Cities, f o r  example, 

exclaims, "Feelings! I have no time f o r  them, no chance of them. I pass my 

whole l i f e ,  miss, i n  turning an immense pecuniary Mangle" (I, 4,  21), although, 

l i k e  h i s  predecessors, he commits himself t o  a more kindly course of act ion.  

Wemmick, on the o ther  hand, maintains t h i s  d iv is ion,  t o t a l l y  separa t ing the  

Walworth community from the  "pecuniary" world of L i t t l e  Br i ta in .  Walworth, 



i n  f a c t ,  described a s  a " for t ress"  with "the top of it . . . cu t  out  and 

painted l i k e  a b a t t e r y  mounted with guns" (GE, - 25, 195), is  an extreme des- 

cendant of the Bleak House sanctuary,  and apparently necessary t o  preserve 

even a l imited sense of the  foo l  community i n  the  harsher s o c i a l  world. 

Following these inves t iga t ions ,  the  l o g i c a l  f igure  t o  consider next  is 

Boffin of Our Mutual Friend, a foo l  who renounces ( a l b e i t ,  f a l s e l y )  the 

Pickwickian vis ion and embraces the  mercenary e t h i c  of Wemmick's L i t t l e  

Br i ta in .  Before Mckens re tu rns  t o  h i e  cen t ra l  l i n e  of argument, however, 

Great Expectations presents  a s u b t l e  y e t  s i g n i f i c a n t  va r ia t ion  on the  

Pickwickian fool-type. Dickene's previous Pickwickian foo l s  are, f o r  t h e  

most p a r t ,  wealthy avuncular gentlemen; there  may be an occasional  Cu t t l e  o r  

Peggotty, but  the  p r inc ipa l  l i n e  of descent remains a t  a f a i r l y  elevated 

s o c i a l  l eve l .  With Joe Gargery, however, t h i s  fool-type decl ines  severa l  

s o c i a l  ranks, a development of some thematic importance. 

F i r s t ,  Gargery is a somewhat more credible  Piclcwickian fool ,  t h a t  i e ,  

a Holy Innocent more immdiate ly  involved i n  the r e a l  world. For while 

fool-figures l i k e  Pickwick and Jarndyce, however in tense  t h e i r  confrontat ions 

with e v i l ,  a r e  protected by t h e i r  wealth and s o c i a l  posi t ion,  Gargery, obliged 

t o  labour f o r  h i s  l ive l ihood i n  "a place t h a t  he is  competent t o  f i l l ,  and 

f i l l s  wel l  and with respect' '  (19, 141), possesses no resources o ther  than the  

s t r eng th  of h i s  moral v is ion.  This emphasis on Joe'e productive work is, 

of course, primari ly intended as  an i r o n i c  and c r i t i c a l  comment on Pip ' s  

gentlemanly id leness ;  but i t  a l s o  contains an impl ic i t  reservat ion about 

e a r l i e r  Pickwickian foo l s ,  suggesting t h a t  the  i d e a l i s t i c  v i r i o n  must be nei- 

the r  l imi ted  t o  high s o c i a l  s t r a t a  nor dependent upon the sh ie ld  of wealth 

f o r  i t s  e f f e c t i v e  expression. I n  Joe Gargery, then,  Dickene preeents  a more 

humanly meaningful version of the  Pickwickian fool  (meaningful t o  t h e  majori ty 



of human beings) ,  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  i t  is  Joe ' s  s t rong  sense of h i s  own worth 

and d ign i ty ,  r a t h e r  than any s p e c i a l  p r iv i l ege  of wealth o r  s o c i a l  pos i t ion ,  

t h a t  makes poss ib le  h i s  moral i n t e g r i t y .  

Second, an equally important contr ibut ion t o  the  Holy Innocent 's s o c i a l  

decl ine  s t e m s  from Dickens's d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  with the e x i s t i n g  s o c i a l  order 

and h i s  skepticism about its p o t e n t i a l  f o r  moral growth. I ron ica l ly ,  Dickens's 

depict ions of soc ie ty ' s  upper echelons now frequently stress the  "fol ly" of 

governmental o r  mercanti le  representa t ives .  A s  Welsford observes, the  terms 

"fool" and "knave" were sometimes held t o  be synonymous, and t o  some s a t i -  

rists the  f o o l  was "the ac tua l ly  worthless character  t h a t  lurked beneath the 

veneer of wealth, learning,  and respec tab i l i ty .  "21 Erasinus s imi la r ly  vili- 

f i e d  those "foolieh" Princes who a r e  "onely taken up with themselves, not  

admitting any one t o  t h e i r  ea re  but  such a s  know how t o  speak pleasant  th ings ,  

and not t rouble ' e m  with business,"22 a s a t i r i c  motif culminating i n  Dickens's 

own Circumlocution Office where the  dim-witted T i t e  Barnacle ("'Upon my soul  

you mustn't come i n t o  the  place saying you want t o  know, you know"' [LD, I, 

10, 1131) spreads the  philosophy of '*How Not To Do It." Confronted with such 

pernicious "foolishness" among monarchs and e c c l e s i a s t i c s ,  Erasmius turned 

t o  t h e  wise f o l l y  of the  Chr is t ian  fool ;  Dickens's Joe Gargery, " t h i s  gentle 

Chr is t ian  man" (57, 4 3 9 ) ,  f a r  removed from the  corrupt  cent res  of s o c i a l  

power, represents  a  s imi la r  ameliorat ive counterbalance. 

I n  addi t ion  t o  enhancing the  meaningfulness and relevance of the  Holy 

Innocent 's character ,  the  Pickwickian foo l ' s  s o c i a l  decl ine  v a s t l y  augments 

Dickens's m j o r  s a t i r i c  purposes, extending Joe ' s  primary fool-function a s  

the symbolic con t ras t  t o  s o c i a l  evil. H i s  interview with Miss Havisham, fo r  

example, i l luminates  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and o f f e r s  an informative comment on 

the perverted innocence of Harold Skimpole: 



'You expected, ' s a i d  Miss Havisham, a s  she looked them [Pip 's  
indentures]  over, 'no premium with the  boy?' 

'Joe!' I remonstrated; f o r  he made no reply a t  a l l .  'Why don' t  
you answer---' 

'Pip, '  returned Joe, c u t t i n g  me s h o r t  a s  i f  he were h u r t ,  'which 
I meantersay t h a t  were not a quest ion requ i r ing  a answer betwixt 
yourself  and me, and which you know the  answer t o  be f u l l  wel l  No. 
You know i t  t o  be No, Pip, and wherefore should I say i t ? '  (13, 95, 
my i t a l i c s )  

Like Skimpole, Joe lacks the  capacity t o  apprecia te  o r  comprehend t h e  language 

of money; y e t  while Skimpole denies the values of t h e  pecuniary world simply 

because no values have meaning f o r  him, Joe cannot address himself t o  Hiss 

Havlsham's quest ions because he acknowledges values beyond those of t h e  money 

e t h i c .  

Hr. Jaggers, l ikewise,  when Joe expresses h i s  d e s i r e  not t o  impede o r  

p r o f i t  from Pip's expectat ions,  considers the unworldly blacksmith "a fool  

f o r  h i s  disinterestedness" (18, 130) : 

'Pip is t h a t  hearty welcome,' s a i d  Joe, ' t o  go f r e e  with h i s  
se rv ices ,  t o  honour and fo r tun ' ,  a s  no words can t e l l  him. But 
i f  you think a s  Money can make compensation t o  me f o r  the  l o s s  
of t h e  l i t t l e  child--what come t o  the  forge--and ever t h e  b e s t  of 
f r iends  1 --' (133) 

Accustomed t o  dealing with l e s s  morally honest characters ,  Jaggers can only 

look upon a l l  t h i s  "as one who recognised i n  Joe the  v i l l a g e  id io t "  (134). 

oblivious t o  the  genuine t r u t h  Joe col~llliunicates. It should be noted, fur ther-  

more, t h a t  Jaggers 's  ins inuat ions  and overbearing a t t i t u d e  provoke one of 

Joe ' s  few displays of proper ( i f  incoherent) indignation: "'Which I mean- 

te rsay, '  c r i ed  Joe, ' t h a t  i f  you come i n t o  my place bul l -bai t ing  and badger- 

i n g  rse, come out! Which I meantersay a s  sech i f  you're a man, come on! 

Which I meantersay t h a t  what I say,  I meantersay and stand o r  f a l l  by!"' 

(134). Their c o n f l i c t ,  r e l a t i v e l y  unimportant i n  i t s e l f ,  gains some s i g n i f i -  

cance when seen i n  conjunction with Dickens's l a t e r  revela t ions  of Jaggers 's  

character .  So contemptuous of the  th ieves  and murderers he dea l s  with and 



s o  self-assured i n  h i s  personal  and profess ional  power t h a t  he d isdains  t o  

lock h i s  house a t  n igh t  (25, 194), the  lawyer, f o r  the  only time i n  the  

novel,  f e a r f u l l y  retreats before  an opponent he cannot con t ro l  o r  in t imidate .  

Dickens does no t  emphasize t h e  po in t ,  but  t h e  i m p l i c i t  assumption i s  t h a t  

even the  masterful  Jaggers must f e a r  Joe ' s  r ighteous anger, and t h a t  Joe 

(alone among the  novel 's  major charac ters)  is completely beyond Jaggers 's  

power, f r e e  of t h e  g u i l t  and base motives t h a t  Jaggers e x p l o i t s  t o  achieve 

domination over others .  

The e s e e n t i a l  c o n f l i c t  between Joe and the  perverse r ep resen ta t ives  of 

the  urban cu l tu re  is f u r t h e r  s i g n i f i e d  through Dickens's soph i s t i ca ted  use 

of imagery. I n  con t ras t  t o  t h e  image p a t t e r n s  of g u i l t  and c r imina l i ty  t h a t  

dominate t h e  l a r g e r  s o c i e t y  throughout Great Expectations, the  images sur- 

rounding Joe ( l i k e  Cut t le )  accentuate h i s  Chr is t ian  nature .  Joe "sanct i f ied"  

(14, 100) the  home i n  Pip ' s  childhood; h i s  touch is l i k e  "the r u s t l e  of an 

angel 's  wing" (18, 133); t h e  wreaths of smoke from h i s  pipe a r e  " l ike  a 

b less ing"  (138); and Dickens's memorandum concerning Pip ' s  i l l n e s s  mentions 

the  "Ministering Angel - Joe.  1'23 H i s  name, s i m i l a r l y ,  and "strong sense of 

t h e  v i r t u e  of industry" (101), r e c a l l  Sain t  Joseph, the  patron of workers, 

an a l l u s i o n  which is  a l s o  suggested (though r a t h e r  obliquely)  when Joe re- 

counts how he welcomed the  i n f a n t  Pip t o  h i s  home, saying, "And b r ing  the  

poor l i t t l e  ch i ld  . . . t h e r e ' s  room f o r  - him a t  the  forge!" (7 ,  44). Joe 's  

response t o  Hagwitch ("'God knows you're welcome t o  i t  . . . w e  wouldn't have 

you s tarved t o  death f o r  i t ,  poor miserable fellow-creatur"' [S, 36]),  and 

h i e  r e f u s a l  t o  "rise" agains t  M r s .  Joe lest he dup l i ca te  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  c rue l ty  

(45), a l s o  cont r ibute  t o  the  Chr i s t i an  imagery. 

This image pa t t e rn ,  moreover, o f t e n  expresses a sense of ac t ion ,  s igni -  

fy ing t h a t  Joe, der iv ing h i s  moral s t r eng th  from these  fundamental values,  



is not  only the  moral touchstone revealed i n  h i s  encounters with M i s s  

Havisham and M r .  Jaggers,  but  e x e r t s  a p o s i t i v e  redemptive e f f e c t :  

It is not  poss ib le  t o  know how f a r  the  inf luence  of any amiable 
honest-hearted duty-doing man f l i e s  out  i n t o  the  world; bu t  i t  
is  very poss ib le  t o  know i t  has touched one's s e l f  i n  going by, 
and I know r i g h t  we l l  t h a t  any good t h a t  intermixed i t s e l f  with 
my apprenticeship came of p l a i n  contented Joe, and not  of r e s t l e s s  
a s p i r i n g  discontented me. (101) 

Q. D. Leavis takes Joe t o  t a sk  f o r  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  "protect  l i t t l e  Pip from 

Mrs. Joe, as he ougbt, he knew, t o  have done, '12' an ar-nt overlooking both 

Joe ' s  explanation f o r  t h i s  " fa i lu re , "  and t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  i n  lnatters f a r  more 

important,  Joe is indeed Pip 's  p ro tec t ive  guardian. Spec i f i ca l ly ,  he serves  

a s  a constant  source of moral t r u t h ,  i n s i g h t ,  and unse l f i sh  love, always 

occupying an ac t ive  (though submerged) pos i t ion  i n  Pip ' s  conscience, and 

eventual ly t r iuuphing over Pip 's  de te r io ra t ion .  Joe is no more able  t o  pro- 

t e c t  Pip from h i s  i n i t i a l  f a l l  from grace than Jarndyce could redeem Richard, 

but  h i s  s u b t l e  r o l e  i n  Pip ' s  sa lva t ion  is nonetheless e f f i cac ious ,  and when 

Pip u l t imate ly  accepts  Magwitch's love,  i t  is thoughts of Joe t h a t  necessa r i ly  

rise i n  h i s  mind: "I only saw i n  him a much b e t t e r  man than I had been t o  

Joe" (54, 423). Although p r a c t i c a l  considerat ions of business and marriage 

prevent Pip ' s  physical  re-entry i n t o  the  forge,  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  r e b i r t h  (with 

Joe as the  "ministering angel") t e s t i f i e s  t o  Joe ' s  redemptive power, while 

Gargery's marriage t o  Biddy and the  b i r t h  of t h e i r  c h i l d  "Pip" promise a 

continuation i n  the  l i f e  of Joe 's  community. 

This conclusion, however, l i k e  the  r e su r rec t ion  of the  Bleak House sanc- 

tuary ,  expresses a r a t h e r  l imi ted  optimism, f a r  removed from the  rad ian t ly  

hopeful fu ture  promised by Pickwick's, t he  Cheerybles', o r  the  Midshipman's 

communities. Even Gargery, i n  f a c t ,  although a powerful re-assert ion of the  

i n c o r r u p t i b i l i t y ,  moral i n s i g h t ,  and r e s i l i e n t  charac ter  of M r .  Pickwick, 

s tanding apar t  from the  main arena of s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t  as a potent symbolic 



con t ras t ,  is  not  without l imi ta t ions .  Through the  foo l ' s  decl ine  i n  s o c i a l  

s t a t u s ,  Dickens enlarged the  Holy Innocent 's symbolic and s a t i r i c  functions,  

bu t  t h i s  descent a l s o  produced a less s a t i s f a c t o r y  consequence. Socia l ly  

i s o l a t e d  among t h e  lower c lasses  of a small v i l l a g e  d i s t a n t  from London, Joe 

can p a r t i c i p a t e  only per iphera l ly  i n  the  major ac t ion  of the  Holy Innocent 's 

evolution:  t h e  foo l ' s  confrontat ion with an e v i l  increas ingly  centered i n  

the  mercantile philosophy and corrupting temptation of the  urban world. 

Despite a l l  h i s  moral power and thematic relevance, Gargery is not  an adequate 

response t o  t h e  i s sues  t h a t  have dominated Dickens's por t rayal  of t h e  

Pickwickian foo l  throughout the  l a t e r  novels. I f  these  i s s u e s  are t o  be 

resolved,  the  Holy Innocent must re-enter the  primary t h e a t r e  of c o n f l i c t ;  

and i n  the  polluted r i v e r  and excremental duet-heaps of Our Mutual Friend, 

where the  money e t h i c  dominates and corrupts  a l l  personal r e la t ionsh ips ,  

Mckens re turns  t o  these  c e n t r a l  concerns with a vengeance. 

'%ne of t h e  b igges t  disappointments i n  l i t e r a t u r e , "  writes Graham 

Smith, "occurs i n  Our Mutual Friend a t  the moment when w e  discover t h a t  

Boffin 's  moral degeneration has been nothing but  a well-intentioned sham. 1125 

This appears t o  be the  general consensus, and few c r i t i c s  have endeavoured 

t o  expla in  Mckens's motives. Smith, fo r  example, despair ingly continues, 

"Our resentment may be contained i f  we f e l t  t h a t  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  'uiystery' 

enclosed a spec ia l  meaning, but  the  reason f o r  Boffin 's  absurd pre tense  

[ the  homeopathic cure of Bel la ' s  ven ia l i ty ]  is  a s  disappointing a s  the  pre- 

tense  i t s e l f .  "26 While Smith's judgment i s  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  cor rec t ,  the re  i s  

nonetheless a s p e c i a l  meaning t o  Boffin 's  character ,  and Bella 's  education 

(though not  ins ign i f i can t  i n  some ways) is l i t t l e  more than an excuse f o r  

Dickena t o  inves t iga te  t h a t  meaning. 

I have suggested t h a t  Dickens's darker novels, presenting the  l a r g e r  



s o c i e t y  a s  both  an odious adversary and a l l u r i n g  c o r r u p t e r ,  i n i t i a l l y  examined 

t h e  community's response t o  t h e  moral d e t e r i o r a t i o n  of a  fel low-fool .  I n  

Our Mutual Fr iend ,  t h i s  i n t e r e s t  i s  now focussed on the  Pickwickian f o o l  him- 

s e l f ,  and al though merely a  p re t ense ,  Bof f in ' s  p l aus ib ly  and pe r suas ive ly  

de l inea t ed  degenerat ion is t h e  culmination of t h e  long c o l l a p s e  of t h e  Holy 

Innocent 's  moral cha rac t e r .  The importance of Boff in ' s  i nve r t ed  change of 

h e a r t ,  then ,  is not  l imi t ed  t o  Our Mutual Fr iend ,  b u t  reaches back t o  Pickwick's 

F l e e t  exper iences ,  Pinch's d i s i l l u s ionmen t ,  Veck's l o s s  of f a i t h ,  C u t t l e ' s  

c o n f l i c t  wi th  Carker,  and Jarndyce 's  r e t r e a t .  Throughout t he  evo lu t ion  of 

t h i s  f i g u r e ,  Dickens has moved s t e a d i l y  towards t h i s  f i n a l  s ta tement ,  and 

whi le  he could not  u l t ima te ly  embrace despa i r ,  t he  very f a c t  t h a t  Boff in ' s  

mi se r l i nes s  is presented i n  a f a r  more convincing fash ion  than h i s  " t rue" 

n a t u r e  c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e s  Dickens's genuine ( i f  unacknowledged) conclusion. 

Although, l i k e  Pickwick, "an o ld  fe l low of r a r e  s imp l i c i ty"  (I, 5 ,  53) 

who suspec t s  no d e c e i t  o r  mercenary des igns  even from t h e  t r a n s p a r e n t l y  

malicious S i l a s  Wegg, Boff in i n h a b i t s  a f a r  more dangerous and co r rup t ing  

world than t h a t  of Pickwick Papers. The only Dickensian novel s e t  i n  contem- 

porary London, Our Mutual Friend p re sen t s  Dickens's most s ca th ing  indictment  

of t h e  s o c i a l  o rde r ;  from the  narrow-minded Podsnap, t h e  shallow Veneerings, 

and t h e  mercenary Lammles, t o  t he  ava r i c ious  Fledgeby, t h e  murderous Bradley 

Headstone, the  s p i t e f u l  s e l f i s h n e s s  of Charley Hexam, and t h e  debased greed 

of Rogue Riderhood, a l l  l e v e l s  of t h i s  s o c i a l  system m i l i t a t e  a g a i n s t  t he  

s u r v i v a l  of Pickwickian innocence. Pickwick's and Bof f in ' s  c o n t r a s t i n g  

servant-mentors ( subt ly  l inked  by t h e i r  i n i t i a l s ) ,  f o r  example, r e v e a l  t h e  

e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r ence .  Whereas Sam Weller va lues  Pickwick's innocence, seek- 

i n g  t o  p r o t e c t  and educa te  h i s  master  through h i s  own more experienced per- 

cep t ion ,  t h e  scheming S i l a s  Wegg e x p l o i t s  Bof f in ' s  g u i l e l e s s  n a t u r e  f o r  h i s  



own advantage. And, a s  Dickens observes,  " the man of low cunning had, of 

course ,  acquired a mastery over t h e  man of high s imp l i c i ty"  ( I ,  15, 185, my 

i t a l i c s ) ,  an unprecedented acknowledgement of t h e  Holy ~ n n o c e n t ' s  now 

seemingly i n e v i t a b l e  defense lessness .  Secondary f i g u r e s  l i k e  Riah and 

'hemlow, s i m i l a r l y ,  sha re  t h e  f o o l ' s  moral n a t u r e ,  y e t  n e i t h e r  can r e s i s t  

I t h e  "low cunning" of even a l i m i t e d  i n t e l l e c t  l i k e  Fasc ina t ion  Fledgeby. 

Riah, i n  f a c t ,  a s  Harry Levin a p t l y  p o i n t s  out,* '  p a r a l l e l s  Boff in ' s  p re t ense ,  

h i d i n g  h i s  t r u e  n a t u r e  behind a mask of mercenary r u t h l e s s n e s s ;  and even h i s  

even tua l  r e l e a s e  occurs  through the  genuinely r u t h l e s s  Alfred Lammle's a t t a c k o n  

Fledgeby, r a t h e r  than through any s p e c i a l  q u a l i t y  of holy innocence. Twemlow, 

l i kewise ,  a Q u i x o t i c  "Knight of t h e  Simple Heart" (111, 13 ,  569), may preach 

t r u e  gentlemanly conduct,  b u t  can e f f e c t  no change i n  t he  c l a s s  snobbery of 

t h e  Podsnap world. H i s  speech merely drops "a canopy of wet b lanket  . . . 
upon the  company, and Lady Tippins was never known t o  t u r n  s o  very greedy, o r  

s o  very cross"  (IV, 820) a f t e r  Twemlow has made h i s  i n e f f e c t u a l  p r o t e s t ,  a 

cons iderable  l o s s  i n  the  Holy Innocent ' s  redemptive power. The s t i l l  more 

i n e f f e c t u a l  Reginald Wi l f e r ,  f i n a l l y ,  p re sen t s  h i s  "cherubic" innocence, b u t  

remains a t o t a l l y  impotent c ipher  throughout.  

So i n t e n s e  is Dickens's v i s i o n  of t h i s  new world, i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  Boff in ' s  

d e t e r i o r a t i o n  is  i n i t i a t e d  long before  t he  educa t iona l  charade is planned. 

Once aga in ,  a p a r a l l e l  between Our Mutual Friend and an e a r l i e r  vork i s  sug- 

ges t ive .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  when Nicholas Nickleby approached Charles  Cheeryble 

i n  t he  s t r e e t ,  penn i l e s s  and seeking  a p o s i t i o n ,  Cheeryble responded wi th  an 

i n j u d i c i o u s  y e t  generous outpouring of sympathy and concern. I n  t h e  more 

co r rup t ing  and susp ic ious  world of t h e  l a t e r  novel ,  Rokesmith's f i r s t  en- 

counter  wi th  Boff in ,  (though occuring under v i r t u a l l y  i d e n t i c a l  circumstances) 

t r a n s p i r e s  somewhat d i f f e r e n t l y :  



'I am nobody, ' s a i d  the  s t r anger ,  'and not l i k e l y  t o  be known; 
b u t  Mr. Boffin's wealth---' 

'Oh! t h a t ' s  got about already,  has i t ? '  muttered M r .  Boffin. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
' I f  I don't mistake, you have followed me from my lawyer's and 

t r i e d  t o  f i x  my a t t en t ion .  Say out! Have you? O r  haven't  you?' 
demanded M r .  Boffin, r a t h e r  angry. 

('Now,' thought M r .  Boffin, ' i f  he proposes a game a t  s k i t t l e s ,  o r  
meets a country gentleman j u s t  come i n t o  property, o r  produces 
any a r t i c l e  of jewellery he has found, I ' l l  knock him dovn!'). ( I ,  
8, 95) 

Even p r i o r  t o  the  f a l s e  d isplay  of miser l iness  and mis t rus t ,  Boffin has learned 

t h a t  a suepicious,  defensive a t t i t u d e  is necessary f o r  su rv iva l  i n  the  l a t e r  

work's p a r a s i t i c  world. Complementing Boffin 's  apprehensiveness, Mrs. Boffin 

a l s o  reveals  a l a t e n t  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  the  morally corrupting temptations 

of wealth and s o c i a l  prominence: 

'Now, I'll t e l l  you want I want, Noddy,' s a i d  M r s .  Boffin, 
smoothing her  dress  with an a i r  of immense enjoyment, ' I  want 
Society . ' 

'Fashionable Society,  my dear? '  
'Yea!' c r i ed  Mrs. Boffin, laughing with the  g lee  of a chi ld .  

'Yes! It 's no good my being kept here l i k e  Wax-Work; is i t  now?' 
'People have t o  pay t o  see Wax-Work, my dear , '  returned he r  

husband, 'whereas (though you'd be cheap a t  the  same money) the  
neighbours i s  welcome t o  see you f o r  nothing.' 

'But i t  don't  answer,' s a i d  the  cheerful  W r s .  Boffin. 'When 
we worked l i k e  the  neighboura, we su i t ed  one another. Now we have 
l e f t  work o f f ,  w e  have l e f t  o f f  s u i t i n g  one another.' ( I ,  9,  99) 

It is now the  Gargery-like Boffins,  then, (or ig inat ing i n  the  same s o c i a l  

c l a m  as Joe) who display  Pip ' s  snobbish a t t i t u d e ;  and although "the cheerful  

M r s .  Boffin" may laugh "with the  g lee  of a child,"  the  haughty dismissal  of 

her  former f r iends  is, i n  Dickens's lexicon, decidedly unchild-like. 

The p r inc ipa l  d e w l o p e n t  of Boffin's de te r io ra t ion  is not  presented 

u n t i l  midway through the  novel,  but  Dickens has prepared the  necessary found- 

a t ion ,  and the  "sources" of Boffin 's  miser l iness  a r e  a s  r e a l i s t i c  a s  the  pre- 

tense i t s e l f .  I n  addi t ion  t o  t h e  image of wealth as corruption t h a t  runs 

throughout Our Mutual Friend, and the  Boffins'  own inchoate vu lne rab i l i ty  t o  



t h a t  corrupting force ,  the  " D i s m a l  Swamp" of continuous and abusive begging 

letters ("and i f  you have t h e  meanness t o  refuse  i t ,  count upon being despised 

by these  g rea t  s p i r i t s "  [I, 17,  212]), a l s o  contr ibutes  t o  Boffin's decline.  

For, as the  Golden Dustman is  compelled t o  acknowledge, 

'Our o l d  selves wouldn't do he re ,  o ld  lady. Haven't you found 
t h a t  ou t  ye t?  Our o ld  se lves  would be f i t  f o r  nothing here but  
t o  be robbed and imposed upon . . . . We've got t o  hold our own 
now, aga ins t  everybody ( fo r  everybody's hand is  s t re tched  out  
t o  be dipped i n t o  our pockets),  and w e  have got t o  r e c o l l e c t  t h a t  
money Qakes money, a s  we l l  a s  makes everything e l s e .  . . . I have 
found out  t h a t  you must e i t h e r  scrunch them, o r  l e t  them scrunch 
you. I f  you a i n ' t  imperious with ' e m ,  they won't be l i eve  i n  your 
being any b e t t e r  than themselves, i f  a s  good, a f t e r  the  s t o r i e s  
( l i e s  mostly) t h a t  they have heard of your beginnings. There's 
nothing betwixt s t i f f e n i n g  yourself  up, and throwing yourself  
away: take  my word f o r  t h a t ,  o ld  lady. '  (111, 5, 464) 

Other P i c W c k i a n  fools  (a poss ib le  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the "old selves" i n  

Boffin 's  speech) passed through s i m i l a r  t r i a l s  and emerged strengthened. 

Like Tom Pinch, who refused t o  revenge himself "upon mankind i n  general ,  by 

mis t rus t ing  them one and a l l "  when h i s  f a i t h  was betrayed by Pecksniff ,  the  

"old selves" tempered t h e i r  n a i v e t i  by a g rea te r  knowledge of e v i l  t o  produce 

a more mature moral v is ion.  In the  des t ruc t ive ly  uninnocent world of t h i s  

l a t e r  work, however, Boffin must l ea rn  the "wisdom" of suspicion,  "passing 

through the  furnace of proof and coming out dross" (111, 5, 661). In  an 

obvious parodic a l lus ion  t o  e a r l i e r  Pickwickian foo l s ,  Boffin, "with the  ardour 

of Don Quixote f o r  h i s  books of chivalry" ( 4 6 7 ) ,  c o l l e c t s  biographies of 

infamous misers, and, f u r t h e r  parodying the  i d e a l i s t i c  knight ,  sets ou t  on 

h i s  anti-quest  t o  dupl ica te  t h e i r  f e a t s :  

A kind of i l l e g i b i l i t y ,  though of a d i f f e r e n t  kind, s t o l e  over 
Mr. Boffin's face. Its old s impl ic i ty  of expression got maeked by 
a c e r t a i n  c r a f t i n e s s  t h a t  ass imi la ted  even h i s  good-humour t o  i t s e l f .  
H i s  very smile was cunning, a s  i f  he had been studying smiles among 
the  p o r t r a i t s  of h i s  misers. Saving an occasional  b u r s t  of impatience, 
o r  coarse a s s e r t i o n  of h i s  mastery, h i s  good-humour remained t o  him, 
but  it  had now a sordid  a l loy  of d i s t r u s t ;  and though h i s  eyes should 
twinkle and a l l  h i s  face should laugh, he  would sit holding himself 



i n  h i s  own arms, a s  i f  he had an i n c l i n a t i o n  t o  hoard himeelf up, 
and must always grudgingly stand on the  defensive. ( 4 7 2 )  

Boffin may r e t a i n  some good-humour and comic e c c e n t r i c i t y ,  but  h i s  new 

character  represents  the f i n a l  statement of Dickens's i n t e r e s t  i n  the  

Pickwickian fool ,  the  outcome of an evolutionary process t h a t  Dickens fo l -  

lowed t o  its l o g i c a l  conclusion. 

The f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  process is f i n a l l y  compromised, therefore ,  generates 

ser ioue  c r i t i c a l  problems. Is Dickens's assurance t h a t  Boffin is, a f t e r  a l l ,  

incor rup t ib le ,  a  v a l i d  demonstration of h i s  unconquerable f a i t h  i n  the Holy 

Innocent o r  an a r t i s t i c a l l y  dishonest  consequence of h i s  desperate wish t o  

believe? While i t  is not  my in ten t ion  t o  defend t h e  pretense,  a  f u l l  account 

of Boffin 's  thematic importance must acknowledge h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  the  motifs  

and functions of the  Pickwickian archetype. 

A t  the  r i s k  of seeming unwisely fool ish ,  one might argue t h a t  Boffin not 

only represents  the  f i n a l  s t age  of the  Holy Innocent's decl ine ,  but  the  

apotheosis of h i s  moral s t rength .  I n  one sense,  f o r  example, the  sham i t s e l f  

t e s t i f i e s  t o  h i s  r e s i l i e n t  moral power and redemptive e f f e c t .  For, desp i t e  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Our Mutual Friend o f f e r s  Dickens's most unsparing del ineat ion 

of s o c i a l  and mercantile pervers i ty ,  Boffin emerges from t h i s  dismal swamp 

of p a r a s i t i c  and corrupting forces re ta in ing  h i s  e s s e n t i a l  good-nature and 

moral i n t e g r i t y .  Beyond t h i s ,  moreover, Boffin represents  the  Pickwickian 

foo l  a t  the  zeni th  of h i s  regenerat ive capacity,  e f f e c t i n g  a pos i t ive  and 

l a s t i n g  transformation i n  Bel la ' s  character .  The Boffins, l ikewise,  i n  t h e i r  

dealings with Johnny and Sloppy, experience some s i g n i f i c a n t  s trengthening of 

t h e i r  moral v i s ion ,  transcending the  inc ip ien t  se l f i shness  and p r i d e  d is -  

played e a r l y  i n  the  novel. I n i t i a l l y  revealing a form of se l f -g ra t i fy ing  

benevolence (however generous t h e i r  i n t e n t i o n s ) ,  they a r e  l ed  t o  acknowledge 

t h a t  t h e i r  vagrant philanthropic impulses must be d i rec ted  i n  a t r u l y  produc- 



t i v e  and s e l f l e s s  fashion. Johnny's death,  f o r  example, M r s .  Boffin observes, 

'has made m e  ask myself the  quest ion,  se r ious ly ,  whether I wasn't 
too bent  upon pleas ing myself. E l s e  why did  I seek out  s o  much 
f o r  a p r e t t y  ch i ld ,  and a ch i ld  q u i t e  t o  my l i k i n g ?  Wanting t o  do 
good, why not  do it f o r  i ts  own sake,  and put  my t a s t e  and l i k i n g s  
by?' (11, 10, 334) 

Acting from more d i s i n t e r e s t e d  motives and g r e a t e r  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  o thers ,  then, 

t h e  Boffins adopt the  f a r  less "prepossessing" y e t  "honest and industr ious" 

(335) Sloppy, play an e f f i c a c i o u s  r o l e  i n  Be l l a ' s  sa lva t ion ,  and s e l f l e s s l y  

a s s i s t  Rokesmith. Boff in ' s  charac ter  and ac t ions ,  f i n a l l y ,  o f f e r  a powerful 

re-asser t ion  of t h e  Pickwickian f o o l ' s  e s s e n t i a l  symbolic and moral functions,  

preserving h i s  innocence i n  a world fraught  with corruption,  and expressing 

h i s  moral na ture  i n  t r u e  productive benevolence. 

Even a l l  t h i s ,  however, cannot o f f s e t  the  g rea te r  a u t h e n t i c i t y  of the  

decl ine  o r  j u s t i f y  i t s  unconvincing explanation.  Apparently lacking the  con- 

v i c t i o n  t o  o f f e r  an unsul l ied  image of e i t h e r  a l t e rna t ive - -dec l ine  o r  re- 

assertion--Dickens opted f o r  a compromise. And, depending on the  reader ' s  

generosi ty,  he may be condemned f o r  be t raying the  t e n e t s  of a r t i s t i c  honesty, 

o r  pra ised  f o r  presenting a s  much of the  t r u t h  a s  he does. Whatever a t t i t u d e  

is  adopted, I think i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  Dickens himself is aware t h a t  Boffin is  

no more than a pseudo-apotheosis, embodying both Dickens's hope t h a t  the  

Piclwickian fool  could maintain h i s  redemptive power, and Dickens's c e r t a i n  

(though unacknowledged) recognit ion t h a t  even the  wise and holy foo l  has no 

f u r t h e r  miracles t o  o f f e r .  

Although the  evolut ion of Dickens's Pickwickian f o o l  terminates i n  such 

ambiguous asse r t ions  and q u a l i f i c a t i o n s ,  the  unremit t ing impulses of t h a t  

p a r t i c u l a r  evolut ion remain c l e a r ,  the  moral r e s i l i e n c y  and ameliorat ive power 

of the  Pickwickian foo l  undergoing a gradual y e t  inexorable decl ine  as h i s  

social-moral antagonis ts  become increas ingly  menacing. Simultaneously, however, 
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it is equally c l ea r  t ha t  the moral values t ha t  t h i s  fool-figure incarnates,  

the pr inciples  and b e l i e f s  necessary fo r  the  preservation of a human com- 

munity i n  the midst of soc i a l  chaos and moral impoverishment, a s  well  as  the 

individual  characters '  capacity fo r  growth and maturation, have exerted a 

powerful influence throughout Mckens's f i c t ion .  Dickens re turns  t o  the  

Holy Innocent again and again (often subjecting him t o  s t i l l  fu r ther  c r i t i c a l  

sc ru t iny) ,  and while the  foo l ' s  power t o  remedy o r  even r e s i s t  the  darkness 

has proved seemingly inadequate, he always re-surfaces, of ten i n  d i f f e r en t  

forma, t o  continue the  s t ruggle .  Although a cen t ra l  element i n  Dickens's use 

of t he  fool  t r ad i t i on ,  the  decline of the  Pickwickian fool is not the complete 

s tory;  and, i n  order t o  appreciate the  multi-faceted innovations among , 
$ 

Dickensian fools ,  one must consider the  Holy Innocent's o ther  manifestations k.i 
i 

and re la ted  motifs. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Divine and Demonic Madness : The Ambiguous Fool-Lunatic 

For t h e  Vic tor ian  mind, a s  Dickens g raph ica l ly  p o i n t s  o u t ,  " the main 

i d e a  of an i d i o t  would be of a hopeless ,  i r r e c l a i m a b l e ,  unimprovable be ing  

. . . wallowing i n  t he  lowest  depths of degradat ion and neg lec t :  a miserable  

monster,  whom nobody may put  t o  dea th ,  b u t  whom every one must wish dead, 

and be d i s t r e s s e d  t o  s e e  a l i v e "  (" Id io ts , "  Household Words, 7 ,  4 June 1853, 

313). Like a l l  Dickensian Holy Innocents ,  t he  foo l - luna t i c  s u f f e r s  from 

s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  o r  r e j e c t i o n ,  a f a c t  t h a t  Dickens imbues wi th  va r i ed  thema- 

t i c  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  

Underlying Dickens's dep ic t ions  of the  mental ly  incompetent,  f o r  example, 

is  an e x p l i c i t  s o c i a l  propagandizing, an appeal  f o r  a proper understanding 

of t h e  causes and na tu re  of lunacy and a r ecogn i t i on  of t h e  l u n a t i c  a s  a 

s u f f e r i n g  fellow-human r e q u i r i n g  sympathy and love .  Smike i n  Nicholas 

Nickleby, M r .  Dick i n  David Copperf ie ld ,  and Maggy i n  L i t t l e  D o r r i t ,  Dickens's 

most psychologica l ly  coherent  s t u d i e s  of t h e  b r u t a l  mistreatment ,  emotional 

trauma, and childhood i l l n e s s  t h a t  produce an  a t rophied  i n t e l l e c t ,  exemplify 

1 
t h i s  theme. Smike may be regarded by one c r i t i c  a s  l i t t l e  more than  "a 

shadowy symbolic f i g u r e Y n 2  b u t  h i s  mental and phys i ca l  i n f i r m i t i e s  a r e  t h e  

l o g i c a l  consequence of h i s  dehudtanized l i f e  a t  Dotheboys Hal l .  M r .  Dick's 

e a r l y  yea r s ,  l i kewise ,  were f raught  wi th  mental-emotional anguish,  and t h e  

hardships  h i s  f a v o u r i t e  s i s t e r  endured a t  t h e  hands of h e r  b r u t a l  husband 

"had such an e f f e c t  upon the  mind of M r .  Dick . . . t h a t ,  combined wi th  h i s  

f e a r  of h i s  b r o t h e r ,  and h i s  sense  of h i s  unkindness, i t  threw him i n t o  a 

fever"  (DC, - 14,  2 0 5 ) .  And Maggy, f i n a l l y ,  abused by h e r  c r u e l  grandmother 



("'Broom-handles and pokers"') u n t i l  t h e  g i r l  contracted a fever a t  t en  years  

of age and "has never grown any o lde r  ever  s ince" (LD, - I, 9 ,  101),  is a 

s i m i l a r l y  p laus ib le  f igure .  Far from being "miserable monsters, whom every 

one must wish dead," moreover, when removed from t h e i r  dismal e a r l y  environ- 

ments, Smike, M r .  Dick, and Maggy repay t h e i r  benefactors '  kindness with 

a f f e c t i o n a t e  devotion, making l imi ted  but  conscientious e f f o r t s  a t  s e l f -  

improvement and se l f - r e l i ance .  Dickens seeks t o  present  h i s  mental defec t ives  

with c l i n i c a l  accuracy, o f f e r i n g  s c i e n t i f i c  explanation r a t h e r  than r e l i g i o u s  

and fo lk  s u p e r s t i t i o n ,  and suggest ing more l o g i c a l  and humane methods of 

t reatment.  

A s  an outcas t , fur thermore ,  the l u n a t i c  r e i t e r a t e s  Dickens's use of the  

Holy ~ n n o c e n t  a s  the  moral antagonis t  of the  l a r g e r  soc ie ty .  Although, l i k e  

h i s  Pickwickian counterpar t ,  the  d iv ine  i d i o t  undergoes a gradual decl ine  i n  

Dickens's works a s  t h e  more dominant pe r son i f i ca t ions  descend t o  less potent  

f igures ,  he o f t en  performs s i g n i f i c a n t  moral and s a t i r i c  ro les .  One of the  

most damaged vict ims of s o c i a l  c r u e l t y  i n  Dickens's f i c t i o n ,  the  l u n a t i c  

nonetheless preserves the  innate  innocence t o  form s t rongly  loving personal 

r e l a t ionsh ips  with h i s  p ro tec to r ,  counterbalancing the  inhumanity responsible 

f o r  h i s  mental weakness. 

Neither  the  f o o l ' s  c o n f l i c t  with e v i l ,  nor the  evolut ion of t h e  Holy 

Innocent, however, is the  dominant motif i n  Dickens's use of t h i s  fool-type. 

Rather, even while emphasizing psychological real ism, s o c i a l  propaganda, and 

the  n a t u r a l  foo l ' s  inna te  moral innocence, Dickens repeatedly explores the  

i d i o t ' s  most t r a d i t i o n a l  q u a l i t y ,  h i s  supernatura l  powers of prophecy and 

mystic insp i ra t ion .  Lacking a normal i n t e l l e c t  and possessed by a heightened 

power of non-rational perception,  the  fool - lunat ic  a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been P 
regarded a s  the  spokesman f o r  more powerful s p i r i t u a l  forces  (both angel ic  



and demonic), a c rea tu re  who, lacking w i l l  and ind iv idua l i ty ,  can rece ive  

and express thoughts and knowledge from beyond the  human world. This power 

of o racu la r  possession, i n  f a c t ,  engenders one of the  Dickensian f o o l ' s  more 

complex and innovative thematic r o l e s ;  f o r  Dickens extends the  l u n a t i c ' s  

t r a d i t i o n a l  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y ,  making him an unconscious o r  unwit t ing r e f l e c t o r  

n o t  only of supernatura l  fo rces ,  bu t  of the  dominant impulses, concepts,  and 

c o n f l i c t s  i n  the  world of man and s o c i e t y  a s  The pecu l i a r  empathy of 

t h e  n a t u r a l  f o o l  possesses considerable thematic v e r s a t i l i t y .  The i nna te ly  

ambiguous na tu re  of t h e  Pickwickian foo l ' s  f i n a l  manifestat ions,  f o r  example, 

is a longstanding aspect  of t h i s  o the r  fool-type; even i n  the  e a r l y  novels 

where the  Holy Innocent 's redemptive power is seemingly ascendant,  the  

l u n a t i c ' s  capaci ty  t o  r e f l e c t  a wide spectrum of s o c i a l  forces  o f t e n  serves  

a s  an ind ica t ion  of t h e i r  menacing des t ruc t ive  power, and thus i m p l i c i t l y  

q u a l i f i e s  the  o p t i m i s t i c  depict ion of the  Pickwickian fool ' s  triumphs. A l -  

though the  n a t u r a l  foo l  shares  the  moral na ture  of h i s  Pickwickian counter- 

p a r t s ,  he can embody more corrupt  impulses--violence, greed, anger, s e l f -  

absorption--and h i s  ambiguous protean charac ter  incarnates  the  l a t e n t  ambiva- 

lence and confusion i n  Dickens's own response t o  s o c i a l  quest ions and the  

Holy Innocent 's major c o n f l i c t .  

Barnaby Rudge is  the  most soph i s t i ca ted  pe r son i f i ca t ion  of t h i s  bas ic  

motif.  Although partaking of the  Holy Innocent 's s impl ic i ty ,  goodness, and 

i n s i g h t ,  Barnaby is a l s o  associa ted  with such d i s r u p t i v e  forces  a s  the  n i h i l i s -  

t i c  r i o t e r s ,  h i s  murderous f a t h e r ,  and the  demonic raven ("'Grip t h e  c l eve r ,  

Grip the  wicked, Grip t h e  knowing"' [47, 3561). This ambiguity has generated 

some c r i t i c a l  confusion. Jack Lindsay, f o r  example, while recognizing the  

inf luence  of the  folk-fool,  f a i l s  t o  apprecia te  Barnaby's s u b t l e  r o l e  i n  

Dickens's ambivalent s o c i a l  v is ion:  



The fo lk- fool ,  who is prophet and l i b e r a t o r ,  Merlin and P a r s i f a l ,  
is a po ten t  symbol i n  t he  medieval world, and s o  is s t i l l  a v a i l a b l e  
f o r  t h e  t r a g i c  universe of Shakespeare; bu t  i n  t he  world of developing 
i n d u s t r i a l i s m  h i s  magic dwindles . . . . Dickens conjures  him up 
v a l i a n t l y  i n  Barnaby, bu t  is unable t o  make him c a r r y  a l l  t h e  weight 
of meaning t h a t  t h e  f a b l e  demands. P a r t  of t he  reason f o r  t h e  
nove l ' s  weaknesses lies i n  Dickens's ambivalence towards t h e  theme. 
A t  h i s  deepes t  c r e a t i v e  l e v e l s  he i s  drawn wi th  i n t e n s e  sympathy 
towards the  dep ic t ion  of a popular  up r i s ing ,  ye t  a t  t h e  same time 
he f e a r s  such events  a s  merely d e s t r u c t i v e  and revengeful .4  

This  a n a l y s i s  is  i l l u m i n a t i n g  y e t  l i m i t e d .  I n  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  Dickens's r e f u s a l  

t o  endorse t h e  r i o t e r s '  a c t i o n s  unequivocally has  s e r i o u s l y  weakened the  novel ,  

Lindsay 's  approach is  excess ive ly  d o c t r i n a i r e .  H i s  v i s i o n  of Barnaby i s  cor-  

respondingly narrow. Perhaps Barnaby cannot "carry a l l  t he  weight of meaning" 

demanded by t h e  Ar thur ian  f a b l e ,  b u t  he is  i n t r i c a t e l y  connected wi th  

Dickens's major theme. Barnaby Rudge is undoubtedly ambiguous, y e t  does no t  

Bamaby's own ambiguity s e rve  a s  t h e  p e r f e c t  veh ic l e  f o r  Dickens's moral 

unce r t a in ty?  Employing the  f o l k  and Shakespearean t r a d i t i o n s  of t h e  f o o l ,  

i d e n t i f y i n g  Barnaby both wi th  the  demonic fo rces  of d e s t r u c t i o n  and wi th  the  

redemptive power of innocence, Dickens r e v i t a l i z e s  t h a t  "dwindling magic." 

Barnaby's appearance and costume c l e a r l y  e s t a b l i s h  h i s  l i n k s  wi th  the  

f o o l  t r a d i t i o n :  

H i s  d r e s s  was of green,  c lumsily trimmed here  and there--apparently 
by h i s  own hands--with gaudy l a c e  . . . A p a i r  of tawdry r u f f l e s  
dangled a t  h i s  w r i s t s ,  while  h i s  t h r o a t  was n e a r l y  bare .  He had 
ornamented h i s  h a t  with a c l u s t e r  of peacock's f e a t h e r s ,  bu t  they 
were limp and broken, and now t r a i l e d  neg l igen t ly  down h i s  back. 
G i r t  t o  h i s  s i d e  was t h e  s t e e l  h i l t  of an o l d  sword without  b lade  
o r  scabbard; and some pa r t i co lou red  ends of r ibands  and poor g l a s s  
t oys  completed t h e  ornamental po r t ion  of h i s  a t t i r e .  The f l u t t e r e d  
and confused d i s p o s i t i o n  of a l l  t he  motley s c r a p s  t h a t  formed h i s  
d r e s s ,  bespoke, i n  a s c a r c e l y  l e s s  degree than  h i s  eager  and u n s e t t l e d  
manner, t h e  d i s o r d e r  of h i s  mind, and by a grotesque c o n t r a s t  set o f f  
and heightened the  more impressive wildness  of h i s  f ace .  (BR, 3 ,  28) - 

I n  h i s  primary dramatic  func t ions ,  l i kewise ,  Barnaby i s  der ived  from the  con- 

ven t iona l  l i t e r a r y  folk-fool .  I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  sane y e t  o f t e n  impercept ive 

cha rac t e r s ,  he possesses  an i n t u i t i v e  capac i ty  t o  grasp e s s e n t i a l  t r u t h .  



Gabriel Varden recognizes M r s .  Rudge's anxiety,  f o r  example, but  only Barnaby 

( a l b e i t ,  unconsciously) a s soc ia tes  h e r  d i s t r e s s  with the  events  surrounding 

the  Haredale murder (17, 132-5). Barnaby cannot fully'comprehend h i s  mother's 

sorrowful h i s t o r y ,  y e t  h i s  wild imaginings--connecting h e r  apprehensions with 

h i s  blood-stained wr i s t - - in tu i t ive ly  express the  t r u t h .  H i s  i n s i g h t ,  more- 

over, is  o f t e n  c la i rvoyant .  A s  Welsford s t a t e s ,  the  fool - lunat ic  has t r ad i -  

t i o n a l l y  been regarded a s  "an awe-inspiring f i g u r e  whose reason has ceased t o  

funct ion  normally because h e  has become t h e  mouthpiece of a s p i r i t ,  o r  power 

e x t e r n a l  t o  himself ,  and s o  has access t o  hidden knowledge--especially t o  

knowledge of t h e  f u t u r e  . "5 Barnaby ' s devil-haunted dreams, f o r  example, those 

' 1  s t r ange  c rea tu res  crowded up together  neck and hee l s ,  t o  s i t  upon the  bed" 

(6, 4 8 ) ,  and h i s  capacity t o  "see" a tumultuous, menacing world lu rk ing  be- 

neath the  su r face  of r e a l i t y ,  symbolically f o r e t e l l  the  demonic energy wai t ing  

t o  be released i n  the  r i o t s .  H i s  "shadowy people," "voices i n  the  a i r , "  and 

"men s t a l k i n g  i n  the  sky" (10, 81-2) a r e  the  pe r fec t  poe t i c  metaphors f o r  the  

tensions and unres t  t h a t  w i l l  explode i n  London. 

S i r  John Chester 's  response t o  Barnaby's prophetic  f a n t a s i e s  is  illumin- 

a t ing .  Chester and Barnaby meet a t  the  Maypole where Barnaby, gazing a t  the  

c lo thes  drying on a l i n e ,  imaginatively perceives a world of p l o t t i n g ,  con- 

s p i r a t o r i a l  phantoms lurking beneath prosa ic  real i ty--a divinely-inspired 

f o o l ' s  i n s i g h t  t h a t  succ inc t ly  captures Chester 's  devious charac ter :  

'Look down there , '  he  s a i d  s o f t l y ;  'do you mark how they whisper 
i n  each o the r ' s  e a r s ;  then dance and leap ,  t o  make bel ieve  they 
a r e  i n  s p o r t ?  Do you see  how they s t o p  f o r  a moment, when they 
th ink the re  is no one looking, and mutter among themselves again; 
and then how they r o l l  and gambol, de l ighted  with the  mischief 
they've been p lo t t ing? '  (81) 

Barnaby implies,  moreover, t h a t  Chester himself is i n t r i c a t e l y  involved i n  

t h i s  shadowy conspiracy ('"Isay-what is it t h a t  they p l o t  and hatch? Do you 

know? "') , a remark c l e a r l y  d isconcer t ing  t o  t h e  fashionable knight: '" These 



insane crea tures  make such very odd and embarrassing remarks, t h a t  they 

r e a l l y  ought t o  be  hanged f o r  t h e  comfort of society"' (75, 574). Like the  

t r a d i t i o n a l  divine i d i o t ,  Barnaby does not grasp t h e  t r u t h  of h i s  percep- 

t ions ,  but  h i s  supra-rat ional  v i s ion  i n t u i t i v e l y  d iscerns  the  moral impover- 

ishment of Chester 's shallow world. More important,  Barnaby's n a t u r a l  good- 

ness is not  merely an a t t a c k  on the  "comfort of socie ty ,"  bu t  on its moral 

bl indness a s  w e l l .  H i s  joy and imagination ("You're the  d u l l  men. We're 

t h e  b r i g h t  ones"' [82]) a r e  a reproach t o  the  fashionable world, an image of 

i t s  l o s t  values,  a symbol of i ts  needed reform. Barnaby, i n  e f f e c t ,  is both 

the  c r i t i c  and a n t i t h e s i s  of Chester 's  ethos:  

'Now do, Ned, & n o t , '  s a i d  M r .  Chester,  r a i s i n g  h i s  d e l i c a t e  hand 
i m p l o ~ n g l y ,  ' t a l k  i n  t h a t  monstrous manner. About t o  speak from 
your hear t .  Don't you know t h a t  the  h e a r t  is an ingenious p a r t  of 
our formation--the cen t re  of t h e  blood-vessels and a l l  t h a t  s o r t  of 
thing--which has no more t o  do with what you say o r  th ink,  than your 
knees have? How can you be so  very vulgar and absurd? These 
anatomical a l l u s i o n s  should be l e f t  t o  gentlemen of the  medical 
profession. They a r e  r e a l l y  no t  agreeable i n  socie ty .  You q u i t e  
s u r p r i s e  m e ,  Ned. ' (32, 243) 

I n  addi t ion  t o  h i s  functions a s  innocent moral s a t i r i s t ,  Barnaby is  the  

cen t re  of Dickens's l a r g e r  thematic s t r u c t u r e .  Further  enhancing Barnaby's 

r o l e  a s  fool-mystic, Dickens introduces a major theme p a r t l y  derived from 

6 
King Lear--the quest ion of d iv ine  j u s t i c e .  Albany's prayer,  

I f  t h a t  the  heavens do not  t h e i r  v i s i b l e  s p i r i t s  
Send quickly down t o  tame these  v i l d e  offences,  
It w i l l  conre, 
Humanity must perforce  prey on i t s e l f ,  
Like monsters of the  deep 

(ZV. 2. 46-50) 

is thematical ly echoed i n  Barnaby's quest ion about the  i n d i f f e r e n t  s t a r s :  

"'If they a r e  angels,' eyes,  why do they look down here  and see  good men h u r t ,  

and only wink and spa rk le  a l l  t h e  night?"' (3, 28-9). As Jamas K. Got tshal l  

s t a t e s ,  "Dickens saw imaginatively t h a t ,  however pa la tab le  and comforting was 

the  p ic tu re  of a benign God ca r ing  f o r  the  pure i n  h e a r t ,  i t  was simply not  



an accura te  picture."7 The "v i s ib le  s p i r i t s "  of heaven do not  in tercede  

and t h e  s t a r s  stare down he lp less ly  on the  ru ins  of t h e  Warren (55, 508). 

This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  however, i s  somewhat l imi ted ,  f o r  Bamaby's fool- 

function a s  an innocent ch i ld  of God possessed by higher forces  l igh tens  

t h i s  bleak atmosphere. The forces  of na ture ,  symbols of a heaven t h a t  is 

i n d i f f e r e n t  o r  h o s t i l e  t o  o the r s ,  a r e  wondrous and joyful  t o  Barnaby: "The 

world t o  him was f u l l  of happiness; i n  every tree, and p l a n t ,  and flower, i n  

every b i r d ,  and b e a s t ,  and t i n y  i n s e c t  whom a b rea th  of summer wind l a i d  low 

upon the  ground, he  had del ight"  (47, 355). Like Wordsworth's I d i o t  Boy, 

Barnaby enjoys an empathetic contact  with na ture ,  a contact  not  merely 

emotional bu t  moral and re l ig ious .  Barnaby, i n  f a c t ,  i n  a world t o m  by 

s e c t a r i a n  b i t t e r n e s s ,  is among the  few charac ters  possessing n a t u r a l  r e l i g i o u s  

impulses, and the  only charac ter  t o  achieve a s p i r i t u a l l y  u p l i f t i n g  v is ion:  

But t h e  moon came slowly up i n  a l l  h e r  gen t l e  glory,  and t h e  s t a r s  
looked out ,  and through the small  compass of the  grated window, a s  
through the  narrow crevice of one good deed i n  a murky l i f e  of 
g u i l t ,  the  f ace  of Heaven shone b r i g h t  and merciful.  H e  r a i sed  h i s  
head; gazed upward a t  the  qu ie t  sky, which seemed t o  smile upon the  
e a r t h  i n  sadness, a s  i f  the  n igh t ,  more thoughtful  than the  day, 
looked down i n  sorrow on the  su f fe r ings  and e v i l  deeds of men; and 
f e l t  i ts  peace s ink  deep i n t o  his h e a r t .  He, a poor i d i o t ,  caged i n  
h i s  narrow c e l l ,  was a s  much l i f t e d  up t o  God, while gazing on the  
mild l i g h t ,  a s  the  f r e e s t  and most favoured man i n  a l l  t he  spacious 
c i t y ;  and i n  h i s  ill-remembered prayer,  and i n  the  fragment of the  
c h i l d i s h  hymn, with which he sung and crooned himself as leep ,  there  
breathed a s  t r u e  a s p i r i t  a s  ever  s tudied  homily expressed, o r  old 
ca thedra l  arches echoed. (73, 563) 8 

"The thoughts of worldly men," i n  con t ras t ,  "are f o r  ever  regulated by a moral 

law of g rav i t a t ion ,  which, l i k e  the  physica l  one, holds them down t o  ear th .  

The b r i g h t  glory of day, and the  s i l e n t  wonders of a s t a r l i t  n igh t ,  appeal t o  

t h e i r  minds i n  vain. There a r e  no s igns  i n  the  sun, o r  i n  the  moon, o r  i n  

the  s t a r s ,  f o r  t h e i r  reading1' (29, 217). Unlike these  worldly-wise men, who 

"have q u i t e  forgot ten  such small  heavenly c o n s t e l l a t i o n s  a s  Chari ty,  Fore- 

bearance, Universal Love, and Mercy" (217), Barnaby--the favoured c h i l d  of God 



and archetypal  fool-seer--experiences an innocent, imaginative communion 

with heaven. Got tshal l ' s  suggestion t h a t  Barnaby Rudge is governed by an 

i n d i f f e r e n t  cosmos, therefore ,  acknowledges only p a r t  of t h e  star-heaven 

image pat tern .  The s t a r s  do not  descend t o  redress  man's grievances, but 

man (through h i s  imagination and love) may symbolically ascend. I n  h i s  

mystic i h s i g h t ,  h i s  loving h e a r t ,  h i s  r o l e  a s  a Chr i s t i an  foo l ,  and h i s  mis- 

guided (yet  fervent)  idealism, Barnaby represents  those forces  of goodness 

and innocence needed t o  redeem t h e  Chester-Gashford world. "The foo l  among 

us is a perpetual  l i n k  t o  the  l i g h t  and t h e  l i f e  i n  t h a t  d a r k n e ~ s , " ~  and 

although other  characters  doubt heaven's j u s t i c e  , Barnaby approaches the  scaf  - 
fo ld  hopefully: "'Hugh, w e  s h a l l  know what makes the  s t a r s  shine,  now!'' 

(77 ,  595). 

I n  conjunction with h i s  r o l e  a s  fool-seer ,  Barnaby i s  a l s o  a moral mirror ,  

r e f l e c t i n g  the  wisdom and f o l l y  of o thers .  The country s q u i r e ' s  ve rd ic t  t h a t  

Barnaby is sane,  f o r  example, o r  John Wil le t ' s  suggestion t h a t  Barnaby "wants 

imagination" (10, 82) ,  i r o n i c a l l y  reveal  t h e i r  own imperturbable obtuseness. 

A s imi la r  i rony,  although f a r  more s i g n i f i c a n t  thematical ly,  operates i n  

Barnaby's r e la t ionsh ip  with Lord Gordon, a f igure  who, a s  Lindsay has suggest- 

ed, is  a l s o  derived from the fool  tradition.' '  Gordon's b e l i e f  i n  Barnaby's 

s a n i t y  i s  both a ludicrous and i n s i g h t f u l  observation, f o r  although Barnaby 

cannot comprehend the  i s sues  involved i n  Gordon's campaign, h i s  innocent v i r -  

t u e  is  prec i se ly  the  q u a l i t y  needed t o  make the  movement more than mere 

anarchy. A s  Gordon s t a t e s ,  "those who c l i n g  t o  the  t r u t h  and support the  

r i g h t  cause, a r e  set down a s  mad" (48, 366). Barnaby and Gordon a r e  mad f o r  

b l i n d l y  embracing a des t ruc t ive  crusade, y e t  t h a t  same madness--their unworldly, 

"unwiee" idealism--belongs, i n  the  world of Barnaby Rudge (and throughout many 

of ~ i c k e n s ' s  novels),  only t o  those "who c l i n g  t o  t h e  t ru th , "  only t o  the  Holy 



Innocents. Gordon f u r t h e r  exclaims t o  Barnaby, "I am proud t o  be the  leader  

of such men a s  you" (57, 437), a  dec la ra t ion  t h a t  i r o n i c a l l y  reveals  h i s  

l imi ted  worldly v i s ion ,  and h i s  perceptive fool-sense. 

Despite t h e i r  moral s t r eng ths ,  however, Barnaby and Gordon a r e  not  

symbols of an unta in ted  redemptive goodness, a  f a c t  of c r u c i a l  importance 

t o  the  novel 's  v i s ion  of s o c i a l  violence.  I have suggested t h a t  Barnaby i n  

p a r t  r e f l e c t s  the  forces  around him, and, a s  Mrs. Rudge notes ,  he is charac- 

t e r i z e d  no t  merely by innocence o r  "dulness but  . . . something i n f i n i t e l y  

worse, s o  ghast ly and unchild-l ike i n  its cunning" (25, 189). The t a i n t e d  

legacy of h i s  f a t h e r ,  moreover, symbolically represented by the  blood-like 

s t a i n  on Barnaby's w r i s t ,  i s  another  suggest ion of corruption: "He twisted 

h i s  handkerchief round h i s  head, pulled h i s  h a t  upon h i s  brow, wrapped h i s  

cloak about him, and stood before her ;  s o  l i k e  t h e  o r i g i n a l  he counter fe i ted ,  

t h a t  the  dark f i g u r e  peering out  behind him might have been h i s  own shadow" 

(17, 133). H i s  worshipful a t t i t u d e  t o  the  demonic Grip ("'He's the  master,  

and I ' m  the  man"' 16, 51]) ,  h i s  unhealthy fasc ina t ion  with the  power of gold, 

and h i s  periodic outbreaks of violence f u r t h e r  qua l i fy  h i s  s t a t u s  as a 

Chr i s t i an  fool .  H i s  r e l a t ionsh ip  with Hugh and Dennis--two f igures  peripher- 

a l l y  associa ted  with the  foo l  t radi t ion--a lso  i n d i c a t e s  the  darker aspects  

of Barnaby 's character .  l1 Barnaby cannot comprehend t h e  passions of Hugh's 

embittered s p i r i t  o r  Dennis's twisted love of punishment, b u t  he becomes 

t h e i r  comrade and standard-bearer,  con t r ibu t ing  t o  the  corrupt  crusade with 

equal violence: 

Covered with soot ,  and d i r t ,  and dus t ,  and l i m e ;  t h e i r  garments 
to rn  t o  rags;  t h e i r  h a i r  hanging wi ld ly  about them; t h e i r  hands 
and faces jagged and bleeding with the  wounds of rus ty  n a i l s  ; 
Barnaby, Hugh, and Dennis hur r i ed  on before  them a l l  [ the  r i o t e r s ] ,  
l i k e  hideous madnen. Af ter  them, the  dense throng c a m  f i g h t i n g  on: 
some singing,  some shouting i n  triumph; some q u a r r e l l i n g  among 
themselves; some menacing the  spec ta to r s  as they passed; some with 



grea t  wooden fragments, on which they spent  t h e i r  rage a s  i f  
they had been a l i v e ,  rending them limb from limb, and hur l ing  
the  sca t t e red  morsels high i n t o  the  a i r ;  some i n  a drunken 
s t a t e ,  unconscious of the  h u r t s  they had received from f a l l i n g  
b r icks ,  and s tones ,  and beams; one borne upon a s h u t t e r ,  i n  
the  very midst, covered with a dingy c l o t h ,  a senseless ,  ghast ly 
heap. (50, 385-6) 

Partaking of t h i s  widespread violence ,  Barnaby a l s o  d isplays  murderous 

aggression: "Next moment he was back i n  the s t a b l e ,  dealing blows about 

him l i k e  a madman. Wo of the  men l a y  s t r e tched  a t  h i s  f ee t :  t h e  one he  

had marked, dropped f i rs t -he  had a thought f o r  t h a t ,  even i n  the  hot  blood 

and hurry of the  s t ruggle .  Another blow--another!" (57,  439-40). A s  the  

madman b a t t l e s  l i k e  a madman, Dickens's i n t r i c a t e l y  i r o n i c  word-play is s k i l l -  

f u l l y  presented. Barnaby, possessed by the  d ivine  madness of n a t u r a l  morali ty 

and r e l i g i o u s  i n s i g h t ,  yet  t a in ted  by h i s  demonic associa t ions  and h i s  own 

clouded in te l l igence ,  embraces the des t ruc t ive  madness of senseless  aggres- 

s ion.  H e  may bel ieve  t h a t  he is f igh t ing  f o r  the  t r u e  cause (and, i n  one 

sense, he alone among the combatants i n  t h i s  scene has pure i n t e n t i o n s ) ,  ye t  

h i s  v i r t u e  i s  inseparable from Hugh's and Dennis's b r u t a l i t y .  

J u s t  a s  the  contradictory nature of Barnaby's d iv ine  and demonic madness 

exemplifies h i s  thematical ly i l luminat ing ambiguity, so  Gordon's r o l e  i n  the  

campaign presents  a s imi la r  complexity. H i s  r e l ig ious  zea lo t ry  and l imi ted  

understanding re lease  ungovernable forces  of des t ruct ion;  he is the pawn of 

power-seekers, contr ibut ing by h i s  self-delusion t o  t h e  spreading t e r r o r :  

This lo rd  was s ince re  i n  h i s  violence and i n  h i s  wavering. A nature  
prone t o  f a l s e  enthusiasm, and the  vanity of being a leader ,  were 
t h e  worst q u a l i t i e s  apparent i n  h i s  composition. A l l  t he  rest was 
weaknees-sheer weakness; and i t  is the unhappy l o t  of thoroughly 
weak men, t h a t  t h e i r  very sympathies, a f fec t ions ,  confidences--all 
t h e  q u a l i t i e s  which i n  b e t t e r  cons t i tu ted  minds a r e  virtues--dwindle 
i n t o  fo ib les ,  o r  tu rn  i n t o  downright vices.  (36, 275) 

Even with these  darker c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  however, Barnaby and Gordon a r e  

too f irmly s i t u a t e d  within the  Erasmian-Pauline t r a d i t i o n  t o  be wholly convinc- 



i n g  symbols of evil. Functioning a s  both t h e  fool-seer and t h e  embodiment 

of n a t u r a l  moral p r inc ip le ,  Barnaby continues t o  a c t  a s  a chor ic  voice,  

i n t u i t i v e l y  penet ra t ing  the  atmosphere of fanaticism: "This f l i g h t  and 

pursu i t ,  t h i s  c rue l  burning and destroying,  these  dreadful  c r i e s  and stun- 

ning noises ,  were they the  good l o r d ' s  noble cause!" (68, 524). H e  re-enters  

London only t o  f ind  i t  "peopled by a legion of devi ls"  (524), while he himself 
' .. 

is " f u l l  of cares  now, and r e g r e t s ,  and dismal r eco l l ec t ions ;  and wishes 

(qu i t e  unknown t o  him before) t h a t  t h i s  o r  t h a t  event had never happened, and 

t h a t  the  sorrow and s u f f e r i n g  of s o  many people had been spared" (69, 529). 

Gordon, l ikewise,  desp i t e  h i s  deluded madness, a l s o  comes t o  represent  the 

forces of v i r t u e  and (paradoxically) of san i ty :  

He had h i s  mourners. The prisoners bemoaned h i s  l o s s ,  and missed 
him; f o r  though h i s  means were not  l a rge ,  h i s  c h a r i t y  was g rea t ,  
and i n  bestowing alms among them he considered the  n e c e s s i t i e s  of 
a l l  a l i k e ,  and knew no d i s t i n c t i o n  of s e c t  o r  creed. There a r e  w i s e  
men i n  the highways of t h e  world who may l ea rn  something, even from 
t h i s  poor crazy lord  who died i n  Newgate. (629) 

They may contr ibute  t o  the r i o t s '  horror ,  but  Barnaby and Gordon r e t a i n  an 

innocent moral s e n s i b i l i t y .  Their f o l l y  leads  them i n t o  violence, y e t ,  a s  

holy fools ,  they represent  t h e  forces an tagon i s t i c  t o  violence, the  forces ,  

i n  f a c t ,  which redeem the  world from violence.  

Barnaby Rudge, therefore ,  c l e a r l y  c a r r i e s  " a l l  t h e  weight of meaning 

t h a t  [Dickens's] f ab le  demands." H e  i s  the  Holy Innocent, the  fool-seer, the  

s o c i a l  c r i t i c ,  and the  moral touchstone who reveals  the  wisdom and f o l l y  of 

others.  As the  t r a d i t i o n a l  clairvoyant  foo l ,  he f o r e t e l l s  and e luc ida tes  the  

fo rces  of des t ruct ion t h a t  under l ie  h i s  socie ty .  H e  is  the  standard-bearer 

f o r  the  rioters--innocent, unenlightened, yearning, and demonic--and he is 

t h e i r  symbolic counterbalance. Mckens recognizes both the  n o b i l i t y  and 

t e r r o r  of t h i s  "popular uprising,"  t a c i t l y  approving i t s  life-energy while 

damning i ts  excesses, p ra i s ing  the  foo l i sh  idealism of Gordon, and condemning 



the  savagery t h a t  h i s  f o l l y  i n i t i a t e s .  Barnaby, the  ambiguous fool - lunat ic  

whose addled mind can see both the  consp i ra to r i a l  phantoms and the  "face of 

Heaven," is  the  embodiment of Dickens's cont radic tory  response. 

Barnabyts involvement with the  r i o t s ,  f i n a l l y ,  although leaving un- 

impaired 'his love of freedom and i n t e r e s t  i n  a l l  t h a t  moved o r  grew," e f f e c t s  

a . subt le  change i n  h i s  fool-nature: 

But he recovered by degrees: and although he could never sepa ra te  
h i s  condemnation and escape from the  idea  of a t e r r i f i c  dream, he 
became, i n  o the r  respects ,  more r a t i o n a l .  Dating from the  t i e  of 
h i s  recovery, he had a b e t t e r  memory and g rea te r  s t ead iness  of 
purpose; bu t  a dark cloud overhung h i s  whole previous exis tence ,  
and never c leared  away. (633) 

Even the  fool - lunat ic  can gain s t r eng th  from h i s  confrontat ion with e v i l ,  and 

although Barnaby r e t a i n s  h i s  innocence and n a t u r a l  a f f e c t i o n s ,  the  more mys- rn~q 
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t i c a l ,  s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s  vanish, leaving him grea te r  l u c i d i t y  and l e s s  magic. 1mnL ""i 
The "dark cloud,'' however, ly ing  a t  the  h e a r t  of h i s  charac ter  and connecting * @  
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purpose cannot be d i spe l l ed .  

No other  fool - lunat ic  i n  Dickens's f i c t i o n  possesses a s  prominent a pos- 

i t i o n  a s  Barnaby Rudge and few a r e  a s  morally ambiguous ye t  a l l  ( t o  some 

degree) share  h i s  b a s i c  thematic function,  serving a s  the  unwit t ing embodiment 

of d i spa ra te  forces.  Even Smike, an e a r l i e r  fool-f igure,  while apparently 

more c lose ly  r e l a t e d  t o  the  moral innocence of the  Pickwickian foo l  than the  

ambiguity of subsequent Dickensian i d i o t s ,  r evea l s  (though admittedly i n  

embryonic form only) t h e  o r i g i n s  of t h i s  concept. "The most g r a t e f u l ,  s ingle-  

hear ted ,  a f f e c t i o n a t e  crea ture ,  t h a t  ever  breathed" (NN, 30, 386), Smike is - 
a unique adaptat ion of a c l a s s i c  character-type--the servant-mentor. He may 

lack  the  s e l f - r e l i a n t  pe r sona l i ty  and worldly experience of Sancho Panza o r  

Dickens's own Sam Weller, but ,  "at  once the  cause and par tner  of [Nicholas's] 



t o i l "  (15, 172), h i s  r o l e  i n  Nicholas's maturation is  no l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  than 

~ a n c h o ' s  o r  Weller's re la t ionsh ips  with t h e i r  naive masters: " the unhappy 

being had es tab l i shed  a hold upon h i s  sympathy and compassion, which made 

h i s  h e a r t  ache a t  t h e  prospect of t h e  s u f f e r i n g  [Smike] was des t ined t o  

undergo" (13, 151). J u s t  a s  the  Fool 's t e r r o r  and s u f f e r i n g  i n  the  tempest 

evoke King Lear 's  sympathy and support  (11, 2, 68-73), so  Snike's pains awaken 

Nicholas from h i s  self-preoccupation and obl ige  him t o  take  a moral s tand 

aga ins t  t h e  savagely v i n d i c t i v e  Squeers, while h i s  mere presence bes ide  

Nicholas throughout t h e i r  t r a v e l s  serves  a l i k e  purpose, reminding Nicholas 

(and the  reader)  t h a t ,  even i n  the  p leasant  company of the  Crummles and the  

i d y l l i c  Cheeryble foo l  community, the  b r u t a l  inhumanity of the  outs ide  world 

undeniably exists. V i r g i l  G r i l l o  o f f e r s  a s i m i l a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n :  

Smike is a symbol of Nicholas' l o s s  of innocence i n  h i s  encounter 
with the  e v i l  of Dotheboys Hall.  Appropriately, when Nicholas 
leaves  the  Ha l l ,  Smike goes wi th  him. Moreover, a s  Nicholas moves 
towards a f i rm alignment with the absolute  good of the  Chearybles, 
Smike begins t o  grow ill. The l o g i c  of h i s  symbolic r o l e  r equ i res  
t h a t  he d i e  once Nicholas has f i n a l l y  overcome t h e  e v i l  fo rces  
t h a t  have crea ted  c rea tu res  such a s  ~mike .12 

Although I would argue t h a t  Smike's c e n t r a l  funct ions ,  including t h e  meaning 

of h i s  i l l n e s s  and death, a r e  b e t t e r  explained i n  terms of h i s  complex re la -  

t ionsbip  with Kate Nickleby (see  Chapter Four), G r i l l o ' s  argument i s  nonethe- 

less i l l d n a t i n g ,  ind ica t ing  Smike's thematic connections with the  p a t t e r n  

developed i n  Barnaby Rudge. Unlike Barnaby, Smike does not  a c t i v e l y  p a r t i c i -  

pa te  i n  these  " e v i l  forces,"  but  the  ever v i s i b l e  e f f e c t s  of h i s  v ic t imiza t ion  

perform a s i m i l a r  dramatic purpose. Barnaby combined the  cont radic tory  images 

of d iv ine  and demonic madness; Smike, though ass imi la ted  i n t o  the  joyful  and 

loving f o o l  community, is  a constant  image of the  ant i -socie ty ' s  opposing 

impulses. H i s  g r a t i t u d e  t o  Nicholas may s t imula te  some improvemat i n  h i s  

mental-emotional s t a t e ,  bu t ,  i n  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  h i s  appearances, he represents  



and r e c a l l s  the  su f fe r ing ,  s ickness ,  despai r ,  and death a l s o  rampant i n  the  

human world, and beyond the  power of holy innocence t o  r e c t i f y .  

A t  Dotheboys, f o r  example, when Nicholas, "wishing t o  rouse the  poor 

h a l f - w i t t e d  crea ture  t o  reason," t r i e s  t o  comfort Smike with the  f a c i l e  

assurance t h a t  "there is  always hope," Smike responds, 

'What faces w i l l  smile on me when I die! . . . Who w i l l  t a l k  t o  
me i n  those long nights!  They cannot come from home; they would 
f r igh ten  me, i f  they d id ,  f o r  I don't know what i t  is, and 
shouldn' t  know them. Pain and f e a r ,  pain and f e a r  f o r  me,  a l i v e  
o r  dead. No hope, no hope!' (8, 97) 

Smike's v is ion,  i n  f a c t ,  warped by h i s  childhood experience, seldom rises 

above h i s  obsession with death; he escapes with Nicholas, vowing "to go with 

you--an-ere--everywhere--to the  world's end--to the churchyard grave" (13, 

159), and even the promise of a home with Kate and M r s .  Nickleby only in- 

creases h i s  morbid speculat ions:  

' I  could not  p a r t  from you t o  go t o  any home on ea r th , '  r ep l i ed  
Smike, pressing h i s  hand; 'except one, except one. I s h a l l  never 
be an old man; and i f  your hand placed m e  i n  the  grave, and I could 
think,  before I died,  t h a t  you would come and look upon i t  sometimes 
with one of your kind smiles, and i n  the summer weather, when every- 
th ing was alive--not dead l i k e  =--I could go t o  t h a t  home, almost 
without a t ea r .  ' 

'Why do you t a l k  thus,  poor boy, i f  your l i f e  is a happy one with 
me? ' s a i d  Nicholas. 

'Because I should change; not those about me.  And i f  they forgot  
ne, 2 should-never know i t ,  ' rep l i ed  Smike. ' I n  the  churchyard w e  
a r e  a l l  a l i k e ,  but  here the re  a r e  none l i k e  me. I am a poor crea ture ,  
but  I know tha t .  ' (35, 443) 

Even when accepted i n t o  the loving household es tab l i shed  by the  Cheeryblea, 

Smike i s  dis t raught  by h i s  confused fee l ings  towards Kate and her s u i t o r ,  

Frank Cheeryble, and cannot f ind  peace ("Who was t h a t  who, i n  the  s i l e n c e  of 

h i s  own chamber, sunk upon h i s  knees t o  pray a s  h i s  f i r s t  f r i end  had taught 

him, and fo lding h i s  hands and s t r e t c h i n g  them wildly i n  the a i r ,  f e l l  upon 

h i s  face i n  a passion of b i t t e r  gr ief?"  [ 4 3 ,  5 6 6 ] ) ,  f o r ,  despi te  t h e  s o l i c i -  

tous a t t e n t i o n s  of h i s  new family, Smike remains mentally paralysed, h i e  



development a t roph ied  by h i s  e a r l y  experience of s u f f e r i n g .  Re-captured by 

Squeers ,  f o r  example, Smike immediately f e l l  i n t o  a " s t a t e  of apathy and 

t e r r o r "  and "crept  t o  bed t h e  same l i s t l e s s ,  hopeless ,  b l i g h t e d  c r e a t u r e ,  

t h a t  Nicholas had f i r s t  found him a t  t h e  Yorkshire school" (38, 500).  H i s  

f l i g h t  wi th  Nicholas from Dotheboys had been only phys i ca l ,  and Squeers 's  

tyranny,  deeply-ingrained i n t o  Smike's psyche, had never  been genuinely 

vanquished o r  escaped. 

The 
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"dark cloud" which overhung Barnaby's l i f e  and "never c l ea red  away" 

t h a t  t h e  f o o l ' s  i n n a t e  ambiguity would cont inue  unabated; and, 

V i r g i l  G r i l l o  is  c o r r e c t  i n  po in t ing  out  t h a t  Smike's symbolic r o l e  

i n  dea th ,  death i s  n o t ,  paradoxica l ly ,  t h e  end of Smike's thematic  I I 

I 
I 

The holy  foo l s  d e f e a t  the  darker  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and f u t u r e  happiness  is I 

c l e a r l y  promised by the  marr iages of Frank and Kate,  Nicholas and Madeline, 
l 

and by the  re-establ ishment  of t h e  Nickleby family home i n  i t s  p a s t o r a l  s e t t i n g .  

Yet even i n  t h e  midst of t h i s  i d y l l i c  conclusion,  t he  f i n a l  scene (and i l l u s -  

t r a t i o n )  i n  the  novel r e t u r n  t o  t h e  work's dominant symbol of innocent ,  

i r remediable  s u f f e r i n g :  

The g ra s s  was green above t h e  dead boy's  grave,  and trodden by f e e t  
s o  smal l  and l i g h t ,  t h a t  no t  a da i sy  drooped i t s  head beneath t h e i r  
p ressure .  Through a l l  t he  s p r i n g  and summer-time, gar lands  of 
f r e s h  f lowers ,  wreathed by i n f a n t  hands, r e s t e d  on t h e  s tone ;  and, 
when t h e  ch i ld ren  came t h e r e  t o  change them lest they should wi the r  
and be  p l easan t  t o  him no longer ,  t h e i r  eyes f i l l e d  wi th  tears, and 
they spoke low and s o f t l y  of t h e i r  poor dead cousin.  (65, 831) 

Like Barnaby, f i n a l l y ,  Smike sha re s  t he  f o o l - l u n a t i c ' s  capac i ty  t o  r ep re sen t  

con t r ad ic to ry  fo rces  and elements ,  d i sp l ay ing  t h e  f a i t h f u l  devot ion and 

n a t u r a l  a f f e c t i o n  of t h e  Holy Innocent ,  a s  we l l  a s  the  s u f f e r i n g ,  neg lec t ,  and 

d e s p a i r  t h a t  cha rac t e r i ze  t h e  Squeers-Ralph Nickleby world. While he  does not  

possess  any morally ambiguous motives (he is a pass ive  r a t h e r  than  a c t i v e  

image of co r rup t ion ) ,  h i s  major fool-function--bringing i n t o  t h e  Cheeryble 



community a l i v i n g  symbol of the  dest ruct ive  forces reigning i n  the  l a rger  

society--clearly foreshadows the more developed use of the  fool-lunatic i n  

Barnaby Rudge, and enriches the  sophis t ica t ion of Nicholas Nickleby's 

thematic concerns by tempering the novel's prevai l ing optimism. 

From h i s  e a r l i e s t  appearances, then, the Dickensian i d i o t  plays a some- 

what d i f fe ren t  r o l e  i n  the  Holy Innocent's con f l i c t  with e v i l  than the  

Piclarickian fool. He shares the basic  function of counterbalancing soc i a l  

corruption, but  h i s  cen t ra l  thematic ro l e s  a r e  more varied and complex. 

Ranging from Smike's function a s  a necessary mnemonic symbol of pain and 

death, to  Barnaby's ambiguous par t i c ipa t ion  i n  the  Gordon r i o t s ,  i n  several  

cases when Dickens's v is ion of the Holy Innocent's conf l i c t  is fraught with 

doubt, unease, o r  ambivalence, the  fool-lunatic i s  the concrete expression 

of such contradiction and uncer ta int ies .  This pat tern  pe r s i s t s  even a f t e r  

Barnaby Rudge. I have e a r l i e r  argued, f o r  instance,  t ha t  The Chimes, though 

s t ress ing  the  pos s ib i l i t y  of moral redemption, presents one of the  f i r s t  

indications of ~ i c k e n s ' s  waning f a i t h  i n  the Holy Innocent's moral power; 

and, i n  such a t r ans i t i ona l  work, i t  i s  not surpr i s ing  t ha t  the  fool-lunatic 

is  again the chosen motif fo r  Dickens's complex vision.13 Ostensibly, - The 

Chimes deals with Toby Veck's moral conversion, and while I do not question 

Dickens's s i nce r i t y ,  the work's f a c i l e  conclusion, as a br ief  account of 

Toby's re la t ionship  with the fool-lunatic convention w i l l  demonstrate, cannot 

mask Dickens's deep-rooted doubts. 

Like Barnaby, who "sees" t he  conf l i c t ing  impulses of h i s  world re f lec ted  

i n  clothes and moonlight, Toby "hears" s imi la r ly  a n t i t h e t i c a l  concepts i n  the 

peals of the  church-bells. Trot ty ' s  psychological-spiri tual  associat ion with 

the chimes (obliquely suggested by t h e i r  ac tua l  physical resemblances [I, 851) 

is, moreover, a highly developed usage of t he  fool-lunatic 's  bas ic  motif. The 



B 

F Bells, the  voice ( f o r  Toby) through which the  s o c i a l  world speaks, a r e  i n  

tu rn  the  ex te rna l  manifestat ions of h i s  fool- insights;  t h e i r  r e l a t ionsh ip ,  

i n  e f f e c t ,  is c i r c u l a r ,  Toby's s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  animating the  Bells' voice,  

the  Bells then o f fe r ing  him a more a r t i c u l a t e  image of h i s  own confused 

thoughts. Early i n  the work, f o r  example, Toby scorns the  suggest ion of the  

i chimes "being connected with any Ev i l  thing" (86), and t h e i r  peals  sympathet- 

i c a l l y  echo h i s  own hopefulness: "'Toby Veck, Toby Veck, keep a good h e a r t ,  

Toby! . . . Toby Veck, Toby Veck, job coming soon, Toby!"' (90-1). As Toby's 

suscep t ib le  fool-nature ( l i k e  Barnaby's e a s i l y  deluded innocence) succumbs 

t o  the  perverse influence of F i l e r  and Cute, however, the  Bel ls ,  a t  once t h e  

voice of soc ie ty  and of h i s  own mental pe rp lex i ty ,  sound a t o t a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  

pea l  : 

'Wrong every way. Wrong every way!' s a i d  Trot ty ,  c lasping h i s  
hands. 'Born bad. No business here!' 

The Chiues came c lashing i n  upon him a s  he s a i d  the  words. Fu l l ,  
loud, and sounding--but with no encouragement. No, not a drop. 

'The tune ' s  changed,' c r i ed  the  o ld  man, a s  he l i s t ened .  'There's 
not  a word of a l l  t h a t  fancy i n  i t .  Why should the re  be? I have no 
business with the New Year nor with the  old one ne i the r .  Let me die! '  

S t i l l  the  Bel ls ,  peal ing f o r t h  t h e i r  changes, made the  very a i r  
spin. Put ' e m  down, Put ' e m  down! Good old  Times, Good old  Times! 
Facts  and Figures, Facts  and Figures! Put 'em down, Put 'em down! 
I f  they s a i d  anything they s a i d  t h i s ,  u n t i l  t he  b r a i n  of Toby reeled.  
(100-1) 

J u s t  a s  Barnaby unwittingly incorporated c o n f l i c t i n g  extremes, opposing and 

p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  s o c i a l  violence,  so  Toby, unconsciously r e f l e c t i n g  d i spa ra te  

supernatura l  and s o c i a l  forces ,  d isplays  some inna te  moral ambiguity. H e  may 

s t i l l  a c t  wfth cha r i ty  towards W i l l  Fern and L i l i a n  (11, 113), but ,  i n  h i s  

response t o  the newspaper account of the  d e s t i t u t e  mother, he endorses the  

Filer-Cute viewpoint: "'Unnatural and cruel ! '  Toby cr ied .  'Unnatural and 

cruel!  None b u t  people who were bad a t  h e a r t ,  born bad, who had no business 

on the  e a r t h ,  could do such deeds. It's too t rue ,  a l l  I ' ve  heard to-day; 

too j u s t ,  too f u l l  of proof. We're Bad! "I (117). 



Even Toby's c l imac t i c  r eve la t ion  i s  marked by uncer ta in ty  r a t h e r  than 

c l a r i t y .  A s  the  c h i l d - s p i r i t  s t a t e s ,  i n  a passage pe r fec t ly  descr ib ing the  

fool - lunat ic  himself ,  the  phantoms of the  Bel ls  "take such shapes and occupa- 

t ions  a s  the  hopes and thoughts of mortals ,  and the  r eco l l ec t ions  they have 

s to red  up, give them" (111, 125). And thus,  although one p a r t  of  Veck's mind 

s t i l l  holds f a s t  t o  the  Holy Innocent vision--manifested a s  t h e  Goblin of 

the  Bells--and acknowledges the  chimes a s  a Heavenly force  beyond any imputa- 

t i o n  of human e v i l  (122-4), these s p e c t r a l  f igures ,  "ugly, handsome, cr ippled ,  

exqu i s i t e ly  formed," a l s o  embody Tro t ty ' s  fool -sens i t ive  awareness of man's 

weaknesses and absurd pursu i t s :  

H e  saw these  c rea tu res ,  not  only among s leeping men but  waking a l s o ,  
a c t i v e  i n  pursu i t s  i r r econc i l ab le  with one another ,  and possessing o r  
assuming natures  the  most opposi te .  He saw one buckling on innumer- 
able  wings t o  increase  h i s  speed; another loading himself with chains 
and weights,  t o  r e t a rd  h i s .  He saw some pu t t ing  the  hands of clocks 
forward, some pu t t ing  the  hands of clocks backward, some endeavouring 
t o  s t o p  the  clock e n t i r e l y .  He saw them representing,  here  a marriage 
ceremony, there  a funera l ;  i n  t h i s  chamber an e l e c t i o n ,  i n  t h a t  a b a l l ;  
he saw, everywhere, r e s t l e s s  and u n t i r i n g  motion. (120-1) 

Toby may wish t o  be l ieve  t h a t  the  Bel ls  represent  unsul l ied  spi r i tua l -moral  

fo rces ,  b u t ,  i n  t h e i r  symbiotic r e l a t ionsh ip  with h i s  own mind, they a r t i c u l a t e  

an equally ambiguous v i s ion ,  present ing  a dual image of d iv ine  wisdom and 

human corruption. 

This d u a l i t y  gains considerable importance when seen i n  conjunction with 

The Chimes's l a r g e r  thematic i ssues .  The v is ion  of pain and desperat ion t h a t  

the Bells impart t o  Toby does, of course, serve  a s  a homeopathic cure f o r  h i s  

moral confusion, and while I am not  suggest ing t h a t  h i s  conversion is merely 

a sham o r  t h a t  Trot ty  remains a s  morally impoverished a s  Cute, F i l e r ,  o r  

Bawley, o the r  f a c t o r s  tend t o  confuse and undermine t h i s  seemingly s t r a i g h t -  

forward resolu t ion .  F i r s t ,  a s  noted i n  the  previous chapter ,  The Chimes 

presents  a doubtful  conclusion, the  Holy Innocent re-asser t ing  h i s  n a t u r a l  



mora l i t y  b u t  e x e r t i n g  no s u b s t a n t i a l  redemptive e f f e c t  on the  pervas ive  

s o c i a l  e v i l s .  I n  t h i s  connection i t  i s  perhaps worth no t ing  t h a t  Dickens's 

o r i g i n a l  o u t l i n e  f o r  t h e  s t o r y  proposed t h a t  "Toby on h i s  knees w i l l  beg and 

pray f o r  mercy; and i n  t he  end t h e  b e l l s  w i l l  s t o p  h e r  [Meg], by t h e i r  vo ices ,  

J u s t  i n  t i m e .  "14 I n  the  f i n a l  ve r s ion  of t h e  t a l e ,  t h e  b e l l s  do no such 

th ing ,  t h e  conclusion remaining d e l i b e r a t e l y  ambiguous, a s s e r t i n g  d e s t r u c t i o n  . 

and redemption concurrent ly.  Second, j u s t  a s  Dickens's response t o  Barnaby 

Rudge's r evo lu t iona ry  v io l ence  was obviously ambivalent ,  s o  h i s  apparent  

a f f i rma t ion  of T r o t t y ' s  b e l i e f  i n  the  v i r t u e  of pa t i ence ,  i n  t he  pas s ive  hope 

t h a t  ( i n  some unexplained manner) t h e  oppressed w i l l  b e  v ind ica t ed ,  is no t  

convincing. Even without  re ference  t o  the foo l - luna t i c  mot i f ,  Michael 

Goldberg's a n a l y s i s  of t he  Carlyean in f luence  i n  The Chimes a r r i v e s  a t  a 

s i m i l a r  conclusion,  a rguing  t h a t  " the ambiguity of T ro t ty  Veck's v i s i o n  of 

t h e  f u t u r e  

The Chimes 

dep ic t ions  

conclusion 

Ill' t t14 

is the  express ion  of genuine p o l i t i c a l  confusion on Dickens' p a r t .  mi!! 
9 

may end wi th  a Dickensian Christmas f e s t i v a l ,  b u t ,  a s  Dickens's rnl~rl % 

x 
J ur 

have become inc reas ing ly  menacing and powerful, t he  work's r o s e a t e  .Irlil 

(and, by imp l i ca t ion ,  Dickens's b e l i e f  i n  t h a t  conelusion)  i s  

s e r i o u s l y  q u a l i f i e d .  

Barnaby Rudge achieved a s p i r i t u a l l y  e d i f y i n g  r e v e l a t i o n  denied t o  t he  

"wiser" cha rac t e r s  of h i s  s o c i a l  world, and y e t ,  t he  "dark cloud" and t h e  

demonic Grip remain wi th  him even a f t e r  h i s  renuncia t ion  of t h e  Gordon r i o t s ,  

f o r  h i s  thematic  importance i n  Dickens's v i s i o n  n e c e s s a r i l y  der ived  from t h e  

i n n a t e  ambiguity of h i s  moral n a t u r e .  S u f f i c i e n t  doubts ,  l i kewise ,  a r e  en ter -  

t a ined  i n  The Qlimes t o  c l e a r l y  sugges t  t h a t  Toby's r e - a s se r t i on  of t h e  

Christmas Carol  philosophy is  e s s e n t i a l l y  t e n t a t i v e ,  and, l i k e  Barnaby's, 

i t  is Toby's r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  both the  Holy Innocent and foo l - luna t i c  con- 

vent ions  t h a t  exempl i f ies  t h i s  atmosphere of a f f i rma t ion  and misgiving. On 



t h e  one hand, a s  Holy Innocent ,  Veck r e p r e s e n t s  t he  work's i n t e n s e l y  o p t i -  

m i s t i c  s u r f a c e  l e v e l ,  c e l e b r a t i n g  the  Dickensian f o o l ' s  r e s i l i e n c y  and 

moral s t r eng th .  On the o t h e r  hand, a t  a  deeper (and perhaps t r u e r )  l e v e l ,  

r e g i s t e r i n g  a l l  Dickens's doubts  and u n c e r t a i n t i e s  about t he  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t ,  

Toby, as ambiguous foo l - luna t i c ,  i s  t h e  necessary  counters ta tement .  Confirm- 

i n g  and ques t ion ing  h i s  own redemption, t he  v e r s a t i l e  foo l - luna t i c  once 

aga in  exempl i f ies  the  complexi t ies  of Dickens's s o c i a l  and moral a n a l y s i s .  

Such is t h e  Dickensian f o o l ' s  thematic  v e r s a t i l i t y ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  even 

the  f r equen t ly  ambiguous o r  confused foo l - luna t i c  can be adapted t o  more 

p o s i t i v e  moral purposes. While Barnaby's, Gordon's, and Toby's primary fool -  

func t ions  involve  t h e  i n n a t e  t ens ion  between t h e i r  Holy Innocent p u r i t y  and 

t h e i r  foo l - luna t i c  ambiguity, t h e  two mot i f s  can be s u c c e s s f u l l y  fused ,  pro- 

ducing a  more va r i ed  fool - f igure ,  more i n t r i c a t e l y  connected wi th  the  

Pickwickian f o o l ' s  power t o  present  an ame l io ra t ive  counterbalance t o  s o c i a l  

e v i l .  I n  such an innovat ive  metamorphosis, t he  foo l - luna t i c  s t i l l  r e t a i n s  

h i s  e s s e n t i a l  capac i ty  t o  r e f l e c t  c o n f l i c t i n g  s o c i a l  fo rces ,  bu t  t h i s  primary 

fool-funct ion is  s u b t l y  transformed, while  t he  n a t u r a l  f o o l  himself  evolves 

from a quasi-corrupt  p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  s o c i a l  e v i l ,  t o  an uncorrupt s a t i r i c  

f i g u r e  unconsciously parodying the  world he r e f l e c t s .  This motif (among 

o t h e r s )  w a s  p a r t l y  introduced i n  Barnaby Rudge, whose f e e b l e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  

provides an i r o n i c  comment on h i s  s e l f - s a t i s f i e d  f e l low- r io t e r s ,  and then 

more e l a b o r a t e l y  developed i n  such g e n t l e r  fool - f igures  a s  M r .  Toots and 

M r .  Dick, cha rac t e r s  who, r a t h e r  than embodying any t ens ion  o r  confusion i n  

Dickens's v i s i o n  of s o c i a l  c o n f l i c t ,  echo and a t t a c k  t h e  confusion i n  t h e  

l a r g e r  s o c i a l  world. To t h i s  end, Toots and M r .  Dick, whi le  s t i l l  sha r ing  

t h e i r  l u n a t i c  precursors '  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  s o c i a l  impulses and r o l e  a s  a  

mnemonic image of t hose  impulses '  d e s t r u c t i v e  power, are more thoroughly 



imbued wi th  the  Holy ~ n n o c e n t ' s  moral insight:  and r e s i l i e n c y ,  even tua l ly  

forming a  major innovat ion  i n  Dickens's use of t he  i d i o t  convention. 

I n i t i a l l y  a t  l e a s t ,  M r .  Toots ,  i n  add i t i on  t o  i l l u m i n a t i n g  such primary 

f a c e t s  of t h e  Dickensian f o o l  t r a d i t i o n  a s  t he  f o o l ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  wi th  the  

innocent  c h i l d  and the  i d e a l i z e d  woman, p re sen t s  a  complex image of t h e  b a s i c  

s a t i r i c - p a r o d i c  funct ion.  Although f a r  l e s s  dehumanized than  Smike o r  morally 

ambiguous than Barnaby and Toby, Toots s e r v e s  s i m i l a r  thematic  r o l e s .  Both 

Smike and Toots,  f o r  example, experience a  damaging educa t ion  and cannot 

advance beyond a  r e l a t i v e l y  simple i n t e l l e c t u a l  l e v e l ,  t h e i r  mental i n f e r i o r -  

i t y  symbolizing t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  by an unenl ightened s o c i a l  

system. Toots 's  i m b e c i l i t y ,  moreover, a s  i n  the  cases  of Barnaby and Veck, 

he ightens  h i s  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  more powerful p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and in f luences ;  

t he  source of h i s  s a t i r i c  a b i l i t y  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  l i k e  previous foo l - luna t i c s ' ,  

p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  l ack  of i nd iv idua l  w i l l  o r  consciousness .  "Fired wi th  a  noble 

emulation t o  pursue a  b r i l l i a n t  and d i s t i ngu i shed  ca ree r "  ( 2 2 ,  313, my i t a l i c s ) ,  

Toots surrounds himself wi th  meaningless l u x u r i e s  and t h e  semblances of r e f ine -  

ment, au tomat ica l ly  (and confusedly) r e f l e c t i n g  whatever impulses present  

themselves t o  h i s  addled mind. In  gene ra l ,  t h i s  motif ope ra t e s  a t  two l e v e l s :  

f i r s t ,  a s t r a igh t fo rward  parody, mocking by b e l i t t l i n g ,  and second, a  more 

s e r i o u s  c r i t i c i s m ,  exposing t h e  i n n e r  core  of t h e  non-fool world-view. On 

t he  one hand, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  Barnaby and Veck, who r e f l e c t  profound 

phi losophic-soc ia l  c o n f l i c t s ,  t he  c o n f l i c t s  embodied by t h e  comic Toots in-  

volve a  somewhat l e s s e r  o rde r  of i n f luences :  

But n o t  wi ths tanding  t h i s  modest confidence i n  h imse l f ,  M r .  Toots 
appeared t o  be involved i n  a  good dea l  of unce r t a in ty  whether,  on 
t h e  whole, i t  was jud ic ious  t o  bu t ton  the  bottom bu t ton  of h i s  
wa i s t coa t ,  and whether,  on a calm r e v i s i o n  of a l l  t h e  circumstances,  
i t  w a s  b e s t  t o  wear h i s  wris tbands turned up o r  turned down. 
Observing t h a t  M r .  Feeder 's  were turned up, M r .  Toots turned h i s  up; 
b u t  t he  wris tbands of t h e  next  a r r i v a l  be ing  turned down, M r .  Toots 
turned h i s  down. The d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  po in t  of wa i s t coa t  bu t toning ,  



n o t  only  a t  t h e  bottom, b u t  a t  t he  t o p  too ,  became s o  numerous 
and complicated a s  the  a r r i v a l s  thickened,  t h a t  M r .  Toots was 
con t inua l ly  f i n g e r i n g  t h a t  a r t i c l e  of d r e s s ,  a s  i f  he were 
performing on some instrument;  and appeared t o  f i n d  t h e  inces san t  
execut ion  i t  demanded, q u i t e  bewildering.  (14, 196) 

On the  o t h e r  hand, a l though M r .  Toots embodies f a r  l e s s  momentous c o n f l i c t s  

than previous foo l - luna t i c s ,  Dickens's new recogn i t i on  of t h e  i d i o t ' s  comic 

16 
p o t e n t i a l  ( inc luding ,  f o r  example, the  even more imbec i l i c  Jack Bunsby ) 

does n o t  impair  t h e  f o o l ' s  thematic  importance. And Toot ' s  foo l - luna t i c  

s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  not  only produces such comic bur lesques  of t h e  fash ionable  

world 's  a f f e c t a t i o n s  as these  inces san t  bu t tonings  and unbuttonings,  b u t  

c r i t i c i z e s  t h a t  world 's  moral impoverishment a s  wel l .  

As  Kathleen T i l l o t s o n  sugges t s ,  "speech a f t e r  speech, l1 o r ,  I submit,  

a c t i o n  a f t e r  a c t i o n ,  "of Toots could be s e l e c t e d  f o r  i t s  lud ic rous  b u t  unerr-  

i n g  pene t r a t ion  t o  t h e  h e a r t  of a  s i t u a t i o n ,  "I7 f o r ,  i n  h i s  "noble emulation" 

of t h e  h ighe r  s o c i a l  echelons,  t he  imbeci le  Toots parodies  t h a t  s o c i e t y ' s  

o s t e n s i b l y  cu l tu red  va lues ,  unwi t t ing ly  r e f l e c t i n g  and d e f l a t i n g  i t s  f o r a s  

and i d e a l s .  Rendered permanently feeble-minded by Blimber's educa t iona l  

system, Toots (with i n s p i r e d  fool-sense) begins "h is  own course of s tudy:  

which was c h i e f l y  t o  w r i t e  long l e t t e r s  t o  himself  from persons of d i s t i n c t i o n  

[ inc luding  M r .  Dombey]" ( 1 2 ,  153), and which absurdly r i d i c u l e s  both h i s  

imaginary correspondents  and the  mercant i le  s o c i e t y ' s  p ro fe s s iona l  dea l ings .  

A t  t he  same t i m e ,  Toots ' s  f u t i l e  l e t t e r - w r i t i n g  i m p l i c i t l y  r e p r e s e n t s  a more 

sea rch ing  c r i t i c i s m  of t he  non-communication t h a t  i n f e s t s  and obscures  per- 

sona l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  the  Dombey world, while  h i s  innocent  p r ide  i n  t h e  

s a r t o r i a l  c r e a t i o n s  of "Burgess and Co.," though p r imar i ly  enhancing h i s  

comic e f f e c t ,  a l s o  mi r ro r s  and s a t i r i z e s  the  "wise" s o c i e t y ' s  s u p e r f i c i a l  

concern f o r  appearance r a t h e r  than t r u e  cha rac t e r .  H i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  

p u g i l i s t i c  Game Chicken, l i kewise ,  cont inues t h i s  s a t i r i c  a t t a c k ,  One might 



argue,  f o r  example, t h a t  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a comic coun te rpa r t  of Dornbey's 

f r i endsh ip  wi th  Major Bagstock, p re sen t ing  a  grotesque parody of personal  

a s s o c i a t i o n s  and patronage i n  t h e  fash ionable  world. Toots ,  eager  t o  en l a rge  

h i s  s o c i a l  accomplishments, bef r iended  t h e  Chicken i n  o rde r  t o  b e n e f i t  from 

t h i s  obtuse mentor 's company and i n s t r u c t i o n  ( i n  i t s e l f ,  a  s u f f i c i e n t l y  sca th-  

i n g  denunciat ion of s o c i a l  i d e a l s ) ;  and when one r e c a l l s  t h a t  Dombey, "dis- 

posed t o  regard [ ~ a g s t o c k ]  a s  a  choice s p i r i t  who shone i n  soc i e ty"  (20, 272), 

has  a  s i m i l a r  b e l i e f  about the  Major, t he  parody i s  complete. Even whi le  

e x i s t i n g  as p e r f e c t l y  comic elements i n  t h e i r  own r i g h t ,  Toots 's  foo l - luna t i c  

r e f l e c t i o n s  of  dominant s o c i a l  fo rces  a r e  i n t r i c a t e l y  l i nked  t o  t he  novel ' s  4 d 

il 
ongoing s a t i r i c  c r i t i c i s m ,  p re sen t ing  " ludicrous  but  unerr ing" i n s i g h t s  i n t o  nlrPH ,ii 

RW.sr, 

s o c i a l  a f f e c t a t i o n s  and cor rupt ions .  ;2 
b ''7 

As noted e a r l i e r ,  Toots is an uncorrupt s o c i a l  s a t i r i s t ;  h i s  unwi t t ing  
- hi* 
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l i n k s  t o  t h e  Dombey world a r e  der ived from t h e  foo l - luna t i c ' s  mir ror ing  
< 7 

'lull t 
n a t u r e ,  b u t  he i s  f r e e  of t h e  moral ambiguity t h a t  pervades Barnaby's and 

t 
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Toby's fool-natures .  H i s  r ecu r ren t  phrase,  "It's of no consequence," f o r  

example, although i n  p a r t  r ep re sen t ing  a  p o t e n t i a l l y  dangerous Dombey precept  

--the non-fools' a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t he  f o l l y  of love is indeed inconsequential--  

is  transformed t o  innocent  parody by Toots ' s  serio-comic melancholia.  Toots ,  

i n  f a c t ,  whose f e e l i n g s  f o r  Florence a r e  "of t he  g r e a t e s t  consequence never- 

t he l e s s "  (41, 582) ,  he re  r evea l s  a  f u r t h e r  v a r i a t i o n  on the  Dickensian fool- 

l u n a t i c  convention. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  un l ike  o t h e r  foo l - luna t i c s ,  who, a l though 

pa r t ak ing  of t he  Holy Innocent ' s  moral na tu re ,  de r ive  t h e i r  g r e a t e s t  thematic  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  from t h e i r  t a i n t i n g  ambiguity,  Toots,  r epea t ing  the  Pickwickian 

p a t t e r n ,  ga ins  s u f f i c i e n t  i n s i g h t  and s t r e n g t h  of c h a r a c t e r  t o  t ranscend h i s  

s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  s o c i a l  fo rces .  This  is n o t ,  of course ,  a r a d i c a l  t r a n s f o r -  

mation (Toots,  introduced a s  "a g r e a t l y  overgrown cherub" (11, 1421, has 



always shared  t h e  Holy ~ n n o c e n t ' s  C h r i s t i a n  v i s i o n ) ;  neve r the l e s s ,  a s  

M r .  Toots de r ives  s t r e n g t h  from the  pa in  and p u r i t y  of h i s  love  f o r  Florence,  

t he  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  of h i s  l una t i c -na tu re  i s  transformed t o  g r e a t e r  moral 

awareness and independence of mind. Like t h e  Pickwickian f o o l ,  moreover, 

Toots achieves h i s  increased  i n s i g h t f u l n e s s  through a  sympathet ic  i d e n t i f i c a -  

t i o n  wi th  h i s  s u f f e r i n g  fellow-men: 

'Oh, upon my word and honour, '  c r i e d  M r .  Toots,  whose tender  
h e a r t  w a s  mved  by the  Capta in ' s  unexpected d i s t r e s s  [ a t  t h e  news 
of  Walter's presumed dea th] ,  ' t h i s  i s  a most wretched s o r t  of 
a f f a i r  t h i s  world is! Somebody's always dying, o r  going and doing 
something uncomfortable i n  i t .  I ' m  s u r e  I never  should have looked 
forward s o  much, t o  coming i n t o  my proper ty ,  i f  I had known t h i s .  
I never  s a w  such a world. It 's a g r e a t  d e a l  worse than Blimber's.  
(32, 462) 

Toots,  thus ,  though d i s i l l u s i o n e d  by t h i s  bleak world, sha re s  t he  Pickwickian 

f o o l ' s  r e s i l i e n c y ,  and, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t he  non-imbecilic members of t h e  Dombey 

c l i q u e ,  even tua l ly  recognizes  t he  shallowness of h i s  own fash ionable  facade 

and ambitions: 

'Although I am very w e l l  o f f , '  s a i d  M r .  Toots ,  wi th  energy, 'you 
can ' t  t h ink  what a  miserable  Beast I am. The hollow crowd, you 
know, when they s e e  me wi th  the  Chicken, and cha rac t e r s  of 
d i s t i n c t i o n  l i k e  t h a t ,  suppose me t o  be happy; bu t  I ' m  wretched. 
I s u f f e r  f o r  M i s s  Dombey, Captain G i l l s .  I c a n ' t  ge t  through my 
meals; I have no p l easu re  i n  my t a i l o r ;  I o f t e n  c ry  when I ' m  a lone. '  
(464-5) 

Although Toots has  no t  l o s t  h i s  dominant comic q u a l i t i e s  ( t h i s  lament,  f o r  

example, b lends  s i n c e r e  remorse wi th  a  bur lesque  of c h i v a l r i c  devot ion) ,  h i s  

renuncia t ion  of t h e  "hollow crowd" and the  fash ionable  Burgess and Co., i n d i -  

c a t i n g  h i s  diminishing v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  t h e  Dombey world 's  pseudo-values, 

c l e a r l y  r e v e a l s  h i s  developing moral v i s i o n  and more independent judgment. 

Even a  "charac te r  of d i s t i n c t i o n "  l i k e  t h e  Game Chicken even tua l ly  proves un- 

s a t i s f y i n g ,  and must be dismissed due t o  an " incompat ib i l i ty  of moral percep- 

t ion"  (56, 803, my i t a l i c s )  and, more impor tan t ,  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Toots has 

advanced beyond any f a l s e  s o c i a l  ambitions.  He has  become, i n  f a c t ,  a s  much 



an an tagon i s t  a s  a  s a t i r i s t  of t h e  Dombey philosophy: 

'There is  one t h i n g , '  s a i d  M r .  Toots . . . ' t h a t  I hope y o u ' l l  
bea r  i n  mind, Captain G i l l s ,  and t h a t  I should wish Lieutenant  
Walters  t o  be made acquainted with.  I have q u i t e  come i n t o  my 
proper ty  now, you know, and --and I don' t  know what t o  do wi th  i t .  
I f  I could be a t  a l l  u s e f u l  i n  a  pecuniary po in t  of view, I should 
g l i d e  i n t o  t h e  s i l e n t  tomb wi th  e a s e  and smoothness. '  (50, 708) 

Wishing t o  use  h i s  c a p i t a l  f o r  something o t h e r  than  "a b r i l l i a n t  and d i s -  

t inguished  ca ree r , "  and i m p l i c i t l y  a s s e r t i n g  ( l i k e  t h e  Captain)  t h a t  money 

is v a l u e l e s s  without  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  human we l f a re ,  M r .  Toots r e v e a l s  a  

complete break wi th  the  d i s t u r b i n g  Dombey in f luences .  The s a t i r i c  r e f l e c t o r  

of s o c i a l  impulses has  become t h e i r  symbolic counterbalance.  

A s  noted e a r l i e r ,  a  s i m i l a r  complexity of fool - func t ions ,  merging the  

Dickensian i d i o t ' s  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  and t h e  Pickwickian f o o l ' s  r e s i l i e n t  moral 

s t r e n g t h ,  is evident  i n  David Copperf ie ld ' s  M r .  Dick. In  M r .  Dick, i n  f a c t ,  

Dickens extends the  innovat ion developed i n  Toots;  M r .  Dick's s a t i r i c  and 

mir ror ing  func t ions  (though s t i l l  possessing cons iderable  thematic  importance) 

a r e  not  merely a l t e r e d  b u t  a r e  even tua l ly  subsumed by h i s  c l o s e r  l i n k s  wi th  

t h e  moral v i s i o n  of the  Holy Innocent convention. 

Like Toots ' s ,  nonethe less ,  M r .  Dick's b a s i c  s a t i r i c a l  func t ions  der ive  

from h i s  connections wi th  e a r l i e r  foo l - luna t i c s .  Some de r ive ,  i n  p a r t ,  from 

Toots h imsel f ,  a s  M r .  Dick d i s p l a y s  a s i m i l a r  union of comic absu rd i ty  and 

pene t r a t ing  s a t i r i c  c r i t i c i s m :  

'Ha! Phoebus!' s a i d  M r .  Dick, l a y i n g  down h i s  pen. 'How does the  
world go? 1'11 t e l l  you what, '  he  added, i n  a  lower tone,  'I 
shouldn ' t  wish i t  t o  be mentioned, bu t  i t ' s  a--' he re  he beckoned 
t o  me,  and pu t  h i s  l i p s  c l o s e  t o  my e a r - - ' i t ' s  a  mad world. Mad as 
Bedlam, boy!' s a i d  M r .  Dick, t ak ing  snuff  from a round box on the  
t a b l e ,  and laughing h e a r t i l y .  (14, 202) 

M r .  Dick's i r o n i c  quibble ,  on "mad" and "Bedlam, " though obviously unconscious, 

r ep re sen t s  a  comic y e t  s c a t h i n g  a t t a c k  on those  who, deeming him deranged, 

t r e a t e d  him wi th  c a l l o u s  inhumanity. Reca l l ing  another  foo l - luna t i c  an tecedent ,  



moreover, M r .  Dick's permanently damaged men ta l i t y  d u p l i c a t e s  Smike's 

mnemonic r o l e ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  a cons t an t  image of human c r u e l t y  and t h e  limits 

of philanthropic.benevo1ence t o  remedy s o c i a l  e v i l .  M r .  Dick's mental abnor- 

m a l i t y ,  f i n a l l y ,  a s  wi th  many previous foo l - l una t i c s ,  by reducing h i s  own 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  s t a b i l i t y ,  permi ts  him t o  embody d i s p a r a t e ,  ambiguous, o r  con- 

f l i c t i n g  forces .  M r .  Dick 's  power t o  r e f l e c t ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  i n t roduces  still  

f u r t h e r  v a r i a t i o n s  on t h i s  most p ro tean  foo l - func t ion ,  and has  s i g n i f i c a n t  

connect ions t o  Dickens's deepest  psychologica l  problems. A s  S tan ley  Tick has  

convincingly argued, M r .  Dick 's  cons t an t  s t r u g g l e  t o  f r e e  h i e  Memorial from 

t h e  t rouble- laden head of Char les  I mi r ro r s  Dickens 's  

t h e  semi-autobiographical  David Copperfield--the need 

t h e  a n x i e t i e s  and humi l i a t i ons  of h i s  youth. 
1 8  

Ul t imate ly ,  however, M r .  Dick's more t r a d i t i o n a l  

own c e n t r a l  concern i n  

t o  express  and exo rc i ze  hCo 
b ~ m  4, 

foo l - l una t i c  q u a l i t i e s  
dl YUl 

merge w i t h  t h e  uncorrupted moral c l a r i t y  of t h e  Holy Innocent ,  and M r .  Dick's ,a # 
( d  n 

i d i o t  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y ,  r a t h e r  than r e f l e c t i n g  ambiguity o r  co r rup t ion ,  becomes 1111 1 

It 

t h e  foundat ion of h i s  spontaneous i n t u i t i v e  sympathy: :Xi 4 

He was by n a t u r e  s o  exceedingly compassionate of  any one who seemed 
t o  be ill at  ea se ,  and was s o  quick t o  f i nd  any such person o u t ,  
t h a t  h e  shook hands wi th  M r .  Micawber, a t  l e a s t  half-a-dozen t i m e s  
i n  f i v e  minutes.  To M r .  Micawber, i n  h i s  t r oub le ,  t h i s  warmth, on 
t h e  p a r t  of a  s t r a n g e r ,  was s o  extremely touching,  t h a t  he  could 
on ly  say ,  on t h e  occasion of each success ive  shake, 'My dea r  sir,  
you overpower me!' Which g r a t i f i e d  M r .  Dick s o  much, t h a t  he went 
a t  it aga in  w i th  g r e a t e r  v igour  than  before .  ( 4 8 ,  708, my i t a l i c s )  

Unlike Barnaby o r  Veck, whose foo l - l una t i c  n a t u r e  r e f l e c t e d  d i s r u p t i v e  s o c i a l  

c o n f l i c t s ,  M r .  Dick is s e n s i t i v e  t o  ano the r ' s  i n n e r  pa in ,  d i sp l ay ing  an 

immediate sympathet ic  understanding of M r .  Wickfield 's  d i s t r a u g h t  emotional  

s t a t e ,  and responding t o  t h e  wayworn David wi th  a  h igh ly  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  fu s ion  

of t h e  Holy Innocent 's  humanity and t h e  foo l - l una t i c ' s  s u s c e p t i b l e  i n t u i t i o n .  

M r .  Dick's advice t o  Betsey Trotwood concerning David--"I should wash him" 

(13, 193);  "I should pu t  him t o  bed" (198); "Have him measured f o r  a s u i t  of 



c l o t h e s  d i r e c t l y "  (14, 212)--although c h i l d i s h l y  l i t e r a l ,  i s  an i n s t i n c t i v e l y  

h o s p i t a b l e  response,  express ing  t h e  c a r e  and compassion t h a t  Betsey ' s  more 

t a c i t u r n  n a t u r e  cannot e x p l i c i t l y  revea l .  Even i n  t h a t  l i t e r a l n e s s ,  moreover, 

M r .  Dick's recommendations, concen t r a t ing  on immediate phys i ca l  needs,  a r e  

perhaps more comforting and meaningful t o  t h e  o u t c a s t  c h i l d  than any more 

a b s t r a c t  advice  o r  sage counsel  could be. Edgar Johnson observes t h a t  M r .  

Dick i s  a "laughing bur lesque  of p a r e n t a l  inept i tude ,"19  and y e t ,  a s  M r .  Dick 

s t a t e s ,  "I s h a l l  be de l igh ted  . . . t o  be t h e  guardian of David's sonv' (214) ,  

f o r ,  ch i ld - l i ke  h imse l f ,  and possess ing  the  d iv ine  i d i o t ' s  i n s i g h t f u l  i n t u i -  

t i o n ,  M r .  Dick i n s t i n c t i v e l y  recognizes  and s a t i s f i e s  David's t r u e  emotional 

needs. 

The most no tab le  example of M r .  Dick's i n t u i t i v e  compassion is ,  of course,  

h i s  l ov ing  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  Doctor and Annie Strong and h i s  r o l e  i n  t he  

r e s o l u t i o n  of t h e i r  m a r i t a l  misunderstandings. A s  David observes,  " the re  is 

a s u b t l e t y  of percept ion  i n  r e a l  a t tachment ,  even when i t  is  borne towards man 

by one of t h e  lower animals,  which leaves  t h e  h i g h e s t  i n t e l l e c t  behind. To 

t h i s  mind of t h e  h e a r t ,  i f  I may c a l l  i t  so ,  i n  M r .  Dick, some b r i g h t  ray of 

t he  t r u t h  s h o t  s t r a i g h t f '  ( 4 2 ,  623).  Despi te  the  no te  of condescension i n  t h i s  

passage (an a spec t  of Dickens's response t o  t h e  Holy Innocent which w i l l  be 

examined l a t e r ) ,  David's judgment i s  accura te .  I n  h i s  " r e a l  attachment" t o  

t he  Strongs,  M r .  Dick "became what no one e l s e  could be--a l i n k  between them" 

(623). M r .  Dick himself  recognizes  t h i s  s p e c i a l  p o s i t i o n ,  and when David 

acknowledges t h a t  t h e  problem is  "too d e l i c a t e  and d i f f i c u l t  a s u b j e c t  f o r  . . . 
[David's and Betsey 's]  i n t e r f e r e n c e , "  M r .  Dick grasps t h a t  ( l i k e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n -  

a l  foo l )  h i s  simple-mindedness g r a n t s  him a p r i v i l e g e d  l i c e n s e :  

'Then, I have got  i t ,  boy!' s a i d  M r .  Dick. . . ' A  poor f e l l ow wi th  
a c r aze ,  sir . . . a s impleton,  a weak-minded person--present company, 
you know!' s t r i k i n g  himself  aga in ,  'may do what wonderful people may 
n o t  do. 1'11 b r i n g  them toge the r ,  boy. I ' l l  t r y .  They ' l l  no t  blame 



m e .  They ' l l  n o t  ob jec t  t o  me. They ' l l  n o t  mind what I do, - 
i f  i t ' s  wrong, I ' m  only M r .  Dick. And who minds ~ i c k ?  
Dick's a  nobody! Whoo!' (45, 653-4) 

M r .  Dick's a c t u a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n  is r e l a t i v e l y  s imple;  l ead ing  Annie i n t o  the  

Doctor 's  s tudy  where she  knee l s  bes ide  h e r  husband's c h a i r ,  M r .  Dick merely 

s t a t e s ,  "Doctor1 . . . What is  i t  t h a t ' s  amiss? Look here!": 

'Annie!' c r i e d  the  Doctor. 'Not a t  my f e e t ,  my dear! '  
'Yes!' she  s a i d .  'I beg and pray t h a t  no one w i l l  l e ave  t h e  room! 

Oh, my husband and f a t h e r ,  b reak  t h i s  long s i l e n c e .  Le t  us  both  know 
what i t  i s  t h a t  has  come between us!' (657) 

M r .  Dick 's  a c t i o n ,  then ,  however unpre ten t ious ,  breaks t h e  b a r r i e r s  between 

t h e  S t rongs  by al lowing Annie t o  r e v e a l  h e r  t r u e  f e e l i n g s ,  an achievement 

beyond t h e  g r e a t e r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  of t h e  unl icensed non-simpletons. M r .  Dick's 

b r i e f  speech, fur thermore,  is perhaps l e s s  t r a n s p a r e n t  than i t  i n i t i a l l y  

appears  (a q u a l i t y  f r equen t ly  found i n  t he  u t t e r a n c e s  of t h e  o racu la r  fool -  

l u n a t i c ) ,  h i s  s imple comment "look here" i n d i c a t i n g  both "what is  amiss" 

(Annie's sorrow) and t h e  remedy (Annie's l ove ) .  

Throughout Dickens's p re sen ta t ion  of Toots 's  and M r .  Dick's c h a r a c t e r ,  

then ,  t h e i r  foo l - luna t i c  qualities--comedy, s a t i r e ,  mi r ro r ing  power, mnemonic 

function--complement and support  t h e i r  moral r o l e s .  Whereas Barnaby's and 

Toby's thematic  importance der ived  from t h e  c o n f l i c t  between t h e i r  Holy 

Innocent n a t u r e  and t h e  s o c i a l  fo rces  they r e f l e c t e d ,  i n  Toots and M r .  Dick, 

t h e  two conventions a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  jo ined ,  t h e  f o o l - l u n a t i c ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  

a t t r i b u t e s  s t rengthened by t h e  moral i n s i g h t  and r e s i l i e n c y  of t h e  Holy 

Innocent.  I n  one sense ,  t h i s  innovat ion  seems a  p e r f e c t l y  l o g i c a l  development. 

Throughout h i s  use of t he  f o o l  t r a d i t i o n ,  Dickens has  s t r e s s e d  t h e  f o o l ' s  r o l e  

a s  t h e  o u t c a s t  y e t  redemptive opponent of s o c i a l  e v i l ;  and, a l though the  fool-  

l u n a t i c  permi ts  Dickens t o  explore  h i s  own ambivalent response t o  t h i s  c o n f l i c t ,  
I 

t h e  Holy Innocent 's  r o l e  a s  e v i l ' s  symbolic counterbalance remains the  

Dickensian f o o l ' s  dominant funct ion.  Toots and M r .  Dick, whose foo l - luna t i c  



q u a l i t i e s  become t h e  means by which they  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h a t  func t ion ,  a r e  

t h e  apotheos is  of t h e  d i v i n e  i d i o t  convention. 

This development, however, whatever its success  i n  Toots and Mr. Dick, 

paradoxica l ly  presages f u r t h e r  t r o u b l e s  i n ,  and t h e  even tua l  d e c l i n e  o f ,  t h e  

foo l - luna t i c  i n  Dickens's f i c t i o n .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  i t  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t ,  a s  t he  

s o c i a l  f o r c e s  which t h e  i d i o t  r e f l e c t s  become i n c r e a s i n g l y  menacing, t h e  

foo l - luna t i c  can only su rv ive  by pa r t ak ing  of t h e  Pickwickian mot i f ,  thus  

l o s i n g  the  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  of h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  convention. Those few manifesta- 

t i o n s  of t he  foo l - luna t i c  motif fol lowing David Copperf ield,  f o r  example, 

cannot equal  t h e  Toots-Dick p a t t e r n .  I n  novels  where even t h e  Pickwickian 

f o o l s  (such a s  Jarndyce and Boff in)  can no longer  s u c c e s s f u l l y  combat t he  

powerful fo rces  of t h e i r  moral an t agon i s t s ,  t h e  foo l - luna t i c s  become consider-  

ab ly  l e s s  a c t i v e ,  l e s s  d i r e c t l y  involved i n  counterbalancing s o c i a l  cor rupt ion .  

Miss F l i t e ,  though a f f e c t i o n a t e  and sympathet ic ,  and performing a  va luable  

satiric-mnemonic func t ion ,  i s  completely dominated by the  d e s t r u c t i v e  shadow 

of Chancery, becoming a  harmless y e t  impotent human being. Unlike t h e  d i v i n e  

i d i o t ,  moreover, possessed by heavenly i n s p i r a t i o n  ( f o r  example, Barnaby's 

s p i r i t u a l  communion wi th  n a t u r e ) ,  Miss F l i t e  regards  t h e  cor rupt  Court i n  

terms of r e l i g i o u s  imagery and supe rna tu ra l  powers (E, 3,  33). a s e v e r e d e c l i n e  

i n  t h e  fool -seer ' s  myst ic  i n s i g h t .  Those l a t e r  Dickensian i d i o t s  and mental 

d e f e c t i v e s  sha r ing  the  f o o l - l u n a t i c ' s  unconscious s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  ca r ry  t h e  

convention's degenerat ion s t i l l  f u r t h e r ,  o f t e n  embodying an unalloyed mimetic 

image of perverse  s o c i a l  i n f luences .  Co-existing wi th  Miss F l i t e  i n  Bleak 

House f o r  i n s t ance ,  is t h e  s e n i l e  Grandmother Smallweed, a  t o t a l l y  una t t rac-  -1 

t i v e  mani fes ta t ion  of t h e  foo l - luna t i c  mo t i f ,  whose vacuous g a r r u l i t y  r e f l e c t s  

bo th  h e r  own t a i n t e d  h i s t o r y  and t h e  co r rup t  e thos  of h e r  s o c i a l  mi l ieu :  

""Ibenty thousand pounds, twenty twenty-pound no te s  i n  a  money-box, twenty 



guineas,  twenty m i l l i o n  twenty per  cent .  twenty--'" (21, 298). 

More complex, t h e  equa l ly  s e n i l e  Mrs. Gradgrind sha re s  t h e  foo l - luna t i c ' s  

parodic  and mi r ro r ing  q u a l i t i e s ,  b u t  cannot r e s t o r e  t h a t  f i g u r e ' s  p rev ious ly  

prominent pos i t i on ,  On t he  one hand, she  s e r v e s  the  same comic-sa t i r ic  func- 

t i o n  a s  Toot6, mir ror ing  and parodying the  excesses  of Gradgrind's f a c t -  

dominated philosophy. P r a i s i n g  the  v i r t u e  of such cold-hearted " f ac t , "  

Gradgrind is pleased t o  note  t h a t  h i s  wi fe  has  "'no nonsense' about h e r , "  

though, a8 Dickens observes,  "by nonsense he meant fancy, and t r u l y  i t  is prob- 

a b l e  t h a t  she  w a s  a s  f r e e  from any a l l o y  of t h a t  na tu re ,  a s  any human be ing  

no t  a r r i v e d  a t  the  p e r f e c t i o n  of an abso lu t e  i d i o t ,  ever  was" (I ,  4 ,  18 ) .  

S imi l a r ly ,  i n  h e r  confusion over how t o  address  M r .  Bounderby (" ' I  cannot c a l l  

him Jos i ah ,  f o r  t h e  name is  insuppor tab le  t o  me. You yourse l f  wouldn't hear  

of Joe ,  you very we l l  know. Am I t o  c a l l  my own son-in-law, Mister?"' [15, 

103]), she ,  a lone  among t h e  nove l ' s  major c h a r a c t e r s ,  i n t u i t i v e l y  ques t ions  

t h e  n a t u r e  of Bounderby's facade. Her foo l - luna t i c  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  dominant 

e x t e r n a l  impulses,  fur thermore,  ( " ' I  t h ink  t h e r e ' s  a pa in  somewhere i n  the  

room,' s a i d  Mrs. Gradgrind, 'bu t  I couldn ' t  p o s i t i v e l y  say t h a t  I have got  it"' 

[11, 9, 1981) permits  h e r  t o  s e e  and experience the  f r u s t r a t i o n  and s u f f e r i n g  

rampant i n  t h e  Gradgrind-Coketown s o c i e t y .  

Although having v i r t u a l l y  "a r r ived  a t  t he  p e r f e c t i o n  of an abso lu t e  

i d i o t , ' '  however, Mrs. Gradgrind is s c a r c e l y  a Dickensian d iv ine  i d i o t .  Her 

moral r o l e  i n  t he  novel i s  n e g l i g i b l e ,  n e i t h e r  o f f e r i n g  any s e r i o u s  oppos i t ion  

t o  t h e  Gradgrind philosophy, nor  producing any ame l io ra t ive  e f f e c t .  I n  f a c t ,  

s o  thoroughly dominated and b a f f l e d  by h e r  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  t o  t h a t  world-view, 

M r s .  Gradgrind, d e s p i t e  h e r  deathbed remorse (11, 9 ,  199) ,  e x e r t s  a genuinely 

pe rn i c ious  e f f e c t  on Louisa and Tom. A t  one l e v e l ,  Dickens emphasizes t h e  

comic absu rd i ty  of h e r  p a r e n t a l  mismanagement, h e r  f requent  wish t h a t  she had 



never had a family ("'and then you would have known what i t  was t o  do without 

, I 11 [I, 8 ,  5 4 ] ) ,  and he r  obtuse in junc t ions  t o  he r  chi ldren  t o  "go and be 

+ .  

somethingological d i r e c t l y "  (I, 4 ,  17) .  H e r  whining se l f -absorpt ion ,  however, 

coupled with he r  confused r e f l e c t i o n  of Gradgrind's philosophy, undermining 

whatever humane q u a l i t i e s  she  once possessed, c r e a t e s  a more se r ious  image of 

pa ren ta l  inep t i tude ,  preventing he r  from expressing any proper comfort, 

guidance, o r  love. 

L i t t l e  Dor r i t ' s  Maggy, i n  con t ras t ,  represents  the  most successful  r e i t e r -  

a t i o n  i n  the  l a t e r  works of a fool - lunat ic  with a non-ambiguous and perceptive 

moral s e n s i t i v i t y .  Whereas many of the  novel ' s  supposedly wiser  charac ters  

a r e  obl iv ious  o r  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  L i t t l e  D o r r i t ' s  s e l f l e s s  labours,  Maggy res- 

ponds with the  g r a t e f u l ,  unaffected love of the  t r a d i t i o n a l  Erasmian fool:  

"'You can ' t  think how good she i s ,  s i r , '  s a i d  Dor r i t ,  with i n f i n i t e  tenderness. 

'Good - she  i s , '  echoed Maggy, t r a n s f e r r i n g  the  pronoun i n  a most expressive way 

from herse l f  t o  her  l i t t l e  mother" (I,  9 ,  101). Her l imi ted  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  

moreover, l i k e  Dick's, engenders an i n s i g h t f u l  i n t u i t i o n  i n t o  another 's  mind 

and emotions. Although she cannot,  f o r  ins tance ,  f u l l y  understand L i t t l e  

Dor r i t ' s  a l l e g o r i c a l  t a l e  of the  Pr incess ,  the  t iny  woman, and the  shadow ( I ,  

24, 292-S), she i n s t i n c t i v e l y  a s soc ia tes  the  s t o r y  with Amy's f ee l ings  f o r  

Arthur ( I ,  32, 382-3), and f i n a l l y  combines i t  with h e r  own i d y l l i c  v i s ion  of 

h o s p i t a l s  and "chicking" t o  express a confused y e t  appropriate image of L i t t l e  

D o r r i t ' s  regenerat ive e f f e c t  on the  physica l ly  and emotionally enervated 

Clennam: 

'Oh get  him i n t o  a hosp i t a l ;  do get  him i n t o  a h o s p i t a l ,  Mother! 
H e ' l l  never look l i k e  h i s s e l f  again, i f  he a n ' t  got i n t o  a h o s p i t a l .  
And then the  l i t t l e  woman a s  was always a spinning a t  he r  wheel, 
she can go t o  the  cupboard with the  Pr incess  and say,  what do you 
keep the  Chicking there  fo r?  and then they can take i t  out  and give 
i t  t o  him, and then a l l  be happy!' (11, 29, 761) 

Even with h e r  i n s i g h t f u l  i n t u i t i o n ,  however, Maggy is not  a pe r fec t  r e i t e r a t i o n  



of t h e  Toots-Dick p a t t e r n .  Among t h e  most i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  l i m i t e d  of 

Dickens's moral mental d e f e c t i v e s ,  she  p lays  only a  marginal r o l e  i n  L i t t l e  

D o r r i t ' s  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t s ,  and cannot (nor  does Dickens make any p re t ense  

t h a t  she  does) c a r r y  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  po r t ion  of t h e  n o v e l ' s  moral and thematic 

20 
s t r u c t u r e .  One might a l s o  no te ,  moreover, t h a t  t h i s  re-statement of a  

u n i f i e d  fool- lunat ic/Holy Innocent motif i s  f u r t h e r  q u a l i f i e d  by t h e  d i s t u r b i n g  

presence i n  L i t t l e  D o r r i t  of M r .  F ' s  Aunt, a  foo l - f igu re  who, whi le  occupying 

an important  p o s i t i o n  a s  t h e  unwi t t ing  embodiment of t h e  novel ' s  dominant 

impulses ,  cont inues  t h e  dec l ine  of t h e  Dickensian i d i o t  convent ion 's  moral and 

counterbalancing func t ions .  

Like e a r l i e r  foo l - luna t i c s ,  t he  unconscious spokesmen f o r  d i s p a r a t e  

fo rces ,  M r .  F 's  Aunt possesses  "a propens i ty  t o  o f f e r  remarks i n  a  deep warn- 

i n g  vo ice ,  which, be ing  t o t a l l y  unca l led  f o r  by anything s a i d  by anybody and 

t r a c e a b l e  t o  no a s s o c i a t i o n  of i d e a s ,  confounded and t e r r i f i e d  t h e  mind" ( I ,  

13 ,  157).  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  d i sp l ay ing  an "extreme s e v e r i t y  and grim t a c i t u r n i t y , "  

M r .  F 's  Aunt, untouched by any Holy Innocent q u a l i t i e s ,  r ep re sen t s  and ex- 

pres ses  a l l  t h e  rage,  anger ,  and b i t t e r n e s s  rampant i n  L i t t l e  D o r r i t ' s  s o c i a l  

world (Rigaud, Mrs. Clennam, Fl intwinch,  Miss Wade, Gowan, Tattycoram, Mrs. 

General,  and t h e  Marshalsea i t s e l f  a r e  a l l  r e f l e c t e d  i n  h e r  unappeasible  

h a t r e d ) .  
2 1 

She i s ,  moreover, a  h igh ly  complex image of t hese  pern ic ious  im-  

pu l se s ,  a t  once a  comic, p a t h e t i c ,  and t e r r i f y i n g  embodiment of t h e i r  shee r  

power. The absu rd i ty  of h e r  appearance and i r r a t i o n a l  pronouncements may 

s e r v e  t o  parody those d e s t r u c t i v e  s o c i a l  and personal  fo rces ,  bu t  t h e  l a r g e r  

e f f e c t  of  h e r  presence i n  t h e  work is f a r  less comic. The cumulative impact 

of t h e  f o r c e s  she  embodies has  s t i f l e d  and e r a d i c a t e d  any sense  of h e r  humanity; 

only h a l f - a l i v e  i n  a  s t a t e  of s e n i l e  and mindless s p i t e f u l n e s s ,  she  i s  a con- 

s t a n t  mnemonic image of t h e  s o c i a l  world 's  d e s t r u c t i v e  and d e b i l i t a t i n g  e f f e c t s .  



Not only does M r .  F ' s  Aunt represent  a  passive image of the  s o c i a l  world's 

power t o  v ic t imize ,  moreover, bu t ,  i n  he r  b a l e f u l  and contemptuous a t t i t u d e  

towards Arthur, she accura te ly  mirrors  and expresses the  ha t red  of the  non- 

f o o l  world f o r  those charac ters  not  shar ing  i ts  perverted ethos.  Even the 

idea l i zed  f igure  of L i t t l e  Dor r i t ,  a t  whom M r .  F ' s  Aunt d i r e c t s  "a sustained 

g l a r e  of defiance' '  (11, 34, 8 2 0 ) ,  can n e i t h e r  ameliorate nor escape t h a t  un- 

mit igated animosity. 

Although M r .  F's Aunt performs i l lumina t ing  thematic funct ions ,  however, 

they a r e  only achieved a t  the  expense of t h e  f o o l ' s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  the  Holy 

Innocent 's  c o n f l i c t  with s o c i a l  e v i l .  Her fool - lunat ic  s u s c e p t i b i l i t y ,  i n  

f a c t ,  destroying he r  w i l l ,  has reduced he r  t o  a  p e r f e c t  mimetic r e f l e c t i o n  

of t h a t  e v i l ,  and, with her  proclamation, "I ha te  a  fool!" (I ,  13, l 5 9 ) ,  the  

i n t u i t i v e  sympathy and symbolic counterbalancing function of the  Dickensian 

i d i o t  have f i n a l l y  wasted away. 

The dec l ine  of the Dickensian fool - lunat ic ,  then, is  a t  once more com- 

p l i ca ted  ( for  t h e  f igure ' s  power t o  r e f l e c t  ex te rna l  forces continues r e l a -  

t i v e l y  unimpaired from Barnaby t o  M r .  F 's Aunt), and yet  more c e r t a i n  ( f o r  

there  a r e  no Boffin-like pseudo-restatements) than the  descent of h i s  

Pickwickian counterpart .  The novels following L i t t l e  Dorr i t  a r e  q u i t e  devoid 

of t h i s  fool-type. There is no Barnaby Rudge i n  Tale of Two C i t i e s ,  repre- 

sen t ing  the  ambiguity of s o c i a l  revolut ion  and violence;  no M r .  Dick i n  Great 

LL 
Expectations, r e f l e c t i n g  Dickens's confused fee l ings  about h i s  pas t ;  no 

M r .  Toots i n  Our Mutual Friend, mirroring and s a t i r i z i n g  the  world of wealth. 

One might argue t h a t  Dickens has no f u r t h e r  need f o r  such symbolic f igures ,  

t h a t  h i s  s o c i a l  b e l i e f s  have become more a r t i c u l a t e  and c e r t a i n ,  no longer 

requi r ing  a spokesman f o r  t h e i r  ambivalence o r  doubts. Simultaneously, i t  

is arguable t h a t  the  fool - lunat ic  cannot survive  i n  a  world where h i s  addled 
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mind is s o l e l y  possessed by forces  of e v i l  and corruption.  Whatever the  

p rec i se  reason, the  Dickensian i d i o t  plays a f a r  l e s s  c r u c i a l  r o l e  i n  the  

f i n a l  novels ,  u l t imate ly  reduced, i n  f a c t ,  t o  a l i t e r a l l y  pa ren the t i ca l  

appearance : 

Betimes next  morning, t h a t  h o r r i b l e  old Lady Tippins ( r e l i c t  of 
the  l a t e  S i r  Thomas Tippins, knighted i n  mistake f o r  somebody e l s e  
by H i s  Majesty King George the  Third, who, while performing the  
ceremony, w a s  graciously pleased t o  observe, 'What, what, what? 
Who, who, who? Why, why, why?') begins t o  be dyed and varnished 
f o r  the  i n t e r e s t i n g  occasion. (E, I ,  10,  118) 

S t i l l  r e f l e c t i n g  and parodying the perverse confusion of the  non-fool world 

without c o ~ r e h e n s i o n ,  i n s i g h t ,  o r  moral purpose, t h i s  f i n a l  fool - lunat ic  

(appropr ia te ly  the  u l t imate  leader  of t h a t  world) is the  l o g i c a l  culmination 

of the  Dickensian i d i o t  convention. 



NOTES: CHAPTER THREE 

See Leonard Manheirn, "Dickens' Fools  and Madmen." 

V i r g i l  G r i l l o ,  Charles  Dickens' "Sketches by Boz": End i n  t h e  Beginning 

(Boulder: The Colorado Associated Un ive r s i t y  P re s s ,  1974) ,  p. 149, n. 11. 

I can l o c a t e  no p r e c i s e  antecedent '  f o r  t h i s  func t ion .  Lea r ' s  Fool ,  who 

preaches bo th  t h e  v i r t u e  of  s e l f l e s s  ded ica t ion  and t h e  wisdom of mercenary 

s e l f - i n t e r e s t  ( t hus  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  of t h e  Lear 

world) is perhaps t h e  c l o s e s t  p a r a l l e l  t o  Dickens's foo l - l una t i c s .  

"Bernaby Rudge," Dickens and t h e  Twentieth Century, p. 104. 

The Fool,  p. 76. 

ti For a f u r t h e r  d i s cus s ion  of p o s s i b l e  Shakespearean themes i n  Barnaby 

Rudge, see M. Rosario Ryan, " ~ i c k e n s  and Shakespeare: Probable Sources of  

Barnaby Rudge," Engl i sh ,  19 (1970), 43-8. 

"Devils Abroad: The Unity and S i g n i f i c a n c e  of Barnaby> ~ u d g e , "  Nineteenth 

Century F i c t i o n ,  16  (1961), 137. 

Dickens's b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  mental ly  incompetent possess  some i n n a t e  r e l i g -  

i ous  impulse is s i m i l a r l y  ev iden t  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  on i d i o t s  i n  Household Words. 

V i s i t i n g  an insane  asylum, f o r  example, Dickens observed a devo t iona l  s e rv i ce :  

"They a r e  very  fond of a t t e n d i n g  prayers  i n  a body. What dim r e l i g i o u s  impres- 

s i o n s  they connect wi th  pub l i c  worship,  i t  is  impossible  t o  say  bu t  t h e  s t rug -  

g l i n g  s o u l  would seem t o  have some i n s t i n c t i v e  a s p i r a t i o n s  towards i t s  Maker" 

(315). 

The Pool and H i s  Scep te r ,  p. 235. 



lo "Barnaby Rudge , I1  100-1. Gordon's and ~ a r n a b y  ' s phys i ca l  appearances,  

moreover, a r e  q u i t e  s i m i l a r .  Both have reddish  h a i r ,  l a r g e  l u s t r o u s  eyes ,  

melancholy express ions ,  and a r e s t l e s s ,  uneasy manner. Barnaby is c a l l e d  

"an i d i o t "  and "a n a t u r a l , "  whi le  Gordon is s i m i l a r l y  considered "a foo l  and 

madman" (35, 269) by Parl iament ,  Gashford, Dennis, and o the r s .  

Although n e i t h e r  Hugh nor  Dennis is a s  e x p l i c i t l y  der ived  from t h e  foo l  

t r a d i t i o n  as Barnaby, a  s u b t l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  does e x i s t .  Hugh's wi ld  n a t u r a l -  

nes s ,  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n ,  r ebe l l i ousness ,  and c a u s t i c  i n s i g h t  a r e  o f t e n  a t t r i -  

b u t e s  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  fool .  Dennis 's s t i c k ,  " the knob of which was carved 
I 

i n t o  a  rough l i k e n e s s  of h i s  own v i l e  face" (37, 283), is an even more obvious 
I 
I .  
1 5 '  

connection t o  t h e  f o o l  t r a d i t i o n .  Dickens's i n t e n t i o n  is  f a i r l y  complex. 
li!& 

Barnaby f o o l i s h l y  embraces the r e b e l s '  crusade because of h i s  l ack  of under- il!l 

! iy. 

s tanding  and h i s  misguided ideal ism.  Hugh and Dennis--more i n t e l l i g e n t  and ; Di 

percept ive--fool ishly seek vengeance and power through v io lence  and death. I 11 

't 

Thei r  wisdom i s  u l t ima te ly  revealed a s  a  debased f o l l y  t h a t  l eads  t o  t h e i r  ! 1 

d e s t r u c t i o n ,  whi le  Barnaby's fo l ly- - the  h igher  wisdom of love--is h i s  s a lva t ion .  

The con t r ad ic to ry  na tu re  of t h e  foo l - luna t i c ,  however, complicates  t h i s  n e a t l y  

schematic  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  Barnaby's innocence i s  compromised by h i s  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  wi th  Hugh and Dennis; innocence may f i n a l l y  rescue  Barnaby from execut ion ,  

b u t  i t  has  cont r ibu ted  t o  t he  genera l  v io lence .  By ex tending  t h e  fool-metaphor 

t o  i nc lude  Hugh and Dennis ( r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of n i h i l i s t i c  d i sco rd ) ,  Dickens 

f u r t h e r  enhances Barnaby's symbolic r o l e .  He n o t  only s t a n d s  i n  moral opposi- 

t i o n  t o  such f i g u r e s ,  b u t  sha re s  t h e i r  cor rupt ion  a s  we l l .  The l u n a t i c  becomes, 

i n  e f f e c t ,  t h e  novel ' s  dominant image; Barnaby becomes t h e  ambiguous h e a r t  of 

an ambiguous work. 

IL Charles  Dickens' "Sketches by Boz", pp. 149-50. 
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l3 It  might be  objec ted  t h a t  Toby Veck, though c l e a r l y  simple-minded, i s  

n o t  a s  menta l ly  de fec t ive  a s  

l u n a t i c  mot i f .  H i s  p o s i t i o n  

c r i t i c a l  i s s u e ,  namely, t h a t  

o f t e n  u s e f u l  i n d i c a t o r s ,  t h e  

a r e  o f t e n  b e s t  de l inea t ed  by 

o t h e r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of t he  Dickensian fool-  

i n  t h a t  mot i f ,  then,  r a i s e s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  

whi le  more t r a d i t i o n a l  a spec t s  of t he  f o o l  a r e  

d i v i s i o n s  i n  Dickens's use  of var ious  fool- types 

thematic  func t ion .  

l4 Quoted i n  P o r s t e r ' s  The L i f e  of Charles  Dickens, ed. J. W. T. Ley 

(London: C e c i l  Palmer, 1928),  p. 352. 

15 Car ly l e  and Dickens (Athens, Georgia: Univers i ty  of Georgia P r e s s ,  

l972) ,  p. 43. 

Even Bunsby, however, a l though a comic parody of t h e  foo l - luna t i c ,  is  

not  without  some r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  novel 's  thematic  concerns. H i s  o r a c u l a r  

pronouncements, coming from a "voice wi th in  him . . . q u i t e  independent of 

h imsel f ,  a s  i f  he  were possessed by a gruf f  s p i r i t "  (23, 338), a r e  heavy wi th  

ques t ions  (338; 39, 553) ,  which, however absurd,  s i g n i f y  a t o t a l  incornprehen- 

s i o n  of the  world, h i s  func t ions ,  o r  purposes. And i t  i s  not inconceivable  

t h a t  Bunsby, w i th  t h e  o racu la r  power of even a parodied fool -seer ,  pene t r a t e s  

t h e  outwardly se l f - con f iden t  Dombey world t o  r e f l e c t  i t s  inne r  confusion. 

l7 Novels of t h e  Eiphteen-Fort ies ,  p. 192. 

l8 "The Memorializing of M r .  Dick," Nineteenth Century F i c t i o n ,  24 (1969), 

142-53. 

Charles  Dickens: H i s  Tragedy and Triumph, Vol. 2 ,  686. 

20 One mfght, no t e ,  fur thermore,  t h a t  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  of Maggy's Holy Innocent 

na tu re  is  n o t  sacrosanc t .  She is employed, f o r  example, by M r .  Dor r i t  and h i s  



son t o  beg from Arthur ,  and, a l though Clennam cons iders  h e r  a c t i o n  "a very 

innocent  commission," Amy (perhaps b e t t e r  acquainted wi th  Maggy's s t r e n g t h s  

and weaknesses) expresses  a  more s e r i o u s  misgiving t h a t  h e r  r e l a t i v e s  can 

"perver t"  even the  innocent  l u n a t i c - g i r l  (I, 22, 262) . 

Alan Wilde's ' M r .  P's Aunt and t h e  Analogical  S t r u c t u r e  of L i t t l e  ~ o r r i t , "  

Nineteenth Century F i c t i o n ,  19 (1964-5), 33-44, p re sen t s  t he  most i l l u m i n a t i n g  

d i scuss ion  of t h i s  cha rac t e r  and h e r  func t ions ,  even r e l a t i n g  h e r  t o  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n  of t h e  t r u t h - t e l l i n g  "babes and madmen" (37) ;  my own b r i e f  d i scuss ion  

is, i n  p a r t ,  indebted t o  Wilde's a n a l y s i s .  

22 It might be  argued t h a t  Joe Gargery is s u f f i c i e n t l y  simple-minded t o  b e  

regarded a s  a Dickensian fool - luna t ic .  The fool - type ' s  b a s i c  a t t r i b u t e ,  how- 

eve r ,  t h e  unconscious r e f l e c t i o n  of  e x t e r n a l  i n f luences ,  is completely lacking ,  

wh i l e  J o e ' s  p r i n c i p a l  fool-funct ions (as noted i n  t h e  previous chapter )  more 

d i r e c t l y  d e r i v e  from h i s  r o l e  a s  a lower c l a s s  vers ion  of t h e  Pickwickian f o o l  

--the p a t e r n a l i s t i c  f i g u r e  who counterbalances s o c i a l  cor rupt ion  through h i s  

adherence t o  Chr i s t i an  values.  A s  observed i n  my note  on Toby Veck, Dickens's 

fool- types should be c l a s s i f i e d ,  e s s e n t i a l l y ,  by func t ion .  



CHAPTER FOUR 

The Child,  the  Woman, and the  Fool 

No complete ana lys i s  of the  Holy Innocent 's  r o l e  i n  Dickens's moral 

v i s i o n  can neglec t  the  s p e c i a l  prominence accorded t o  chi ldren  and women 

among the  forces  of goodness i n  h i s  wr i t ings .  From the  morally incor rup t i -  

b l e  Oliver  Twist, represent ing  "the p r i n c i p l e  of Good surviv ing through every 

adverse circumstance" i n  Bumble's workhouse and Fagin's den, t o  the  equally 

immaculate Amy Dorr i t ,  preserving h e r  f a i t h  and v i r t u e  i n  the  squalor  and 

despai r  of the  Marshalsea p r i son ,  the  ch i ld  and the  woman a r e  frequent  par- 

t i c i p a n t s  i n  the  f o o l ' s  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  with s o c i a l  and individual  e v i l .  

Even a p a r t  from t h i s  a s soc ia t ion  with the  holy f o o l ,  and the  f a c t  t h a t  the  

c h i l d  and woman occasionally coalesce i n  such charac ters  a s  Nell  Trent ,  

Florence Dombey, and Sissy Jupe, these two f igures  a r e  o f t e n  the  major 

exponents of Dickens's moral philosophy, shar ing  s i m i l a r  thematic-symbolic 

functions and embodying h i s  humanistic Chr is t ian  f a i t h .  This p a r t i c u l a r  r o l e  

has engendered widespread c r i t i c a l  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n .  Dismissing Dickens's 

idea l i zed  chi ldren  a s  "pious l i t t l e  monsters," John Carey a s s e r t s  t h a t  a s  

"the i n t e l l e c t  drained out  of C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  i t  came t o  be f e l t  t h a t  those with 

l e a s t  b ra in  were b e s t  able  t o  cope with it,"' while even a more t o l e r a n t  

c r i t i c  l i k e  Angus Wilson ob jec t s  t o  Dickens's " l i t t l e  housekeeper heroines,  

whose ex i s t ence  as human beings ( l e t  alone a s  physica l ,  sexual  beings) is a l l  

subordinated o r  indeed forgot ten  i n  admiration f o r  t h e i r  q u a l i t i e s  a s  man's 

help-meet.'12 While i t  is not  my purpose here t o  j u s t i f y  Dickens's o f t en  

mawkish excesses, h i s  use of t h e  s p i r i t u a l  and symbolic elements of t h e  child-  

woman-fool t r i n i t y  is  not  a s  s i m p l i s t i c  o r  sentimental  a s  many c r i t i c s  have 



argued, and a v a r i e t y  of f a c t o r s  ( involving the  c r e d i b i l i t y  of the  

Dickensian foo l  and the  t r u e  importance of t h a t  f i g u r e ' s  symbolic q u a l i t i e s )  

need f a r  g rea te r  c l a r i f i c a t i o n .  

In  p a r t ,  f o r  example, one must acknowledge t h a t  ~ i c k e n s ' s  emphasis on 

childhood's moral c l a r i t y  and imagination der ives  from h i s  in tense  reac t ion  

aga ins t  two prevalent  Vic tor ian  philosophies:  f i r s t ,  the  C a l v i n i s t i c  doc- 

t r i n e s  of man's inna te  depravity,  " the gloomy theology of the  Murdstones 

[which] made a l l  ch i ldren  out  t o  be a swarm of l i t t l e  v ipe r s  (though the re  was 

a ch i ld  once set i n  the  midst of the  Disc ip les ) ,  and held t h a t  they contami- 

nated one another" (DC, - 4,  5 5 ) ,  and second, the  educational  theor ie s  of the  

u t i l i t a r i a n s ,  " taking childhood cap t ive ,  and dragging i t  i n t o  gloomy s t a t i s -  

t i c a l  dens by t h e  h a i r "  (E, I, 3, 9 ) .  Carey's argument w i l f u l l y  overlooks 

both t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  Dickens's view those with "most brain" too  o f t en  re- 

jec ted  any r e l i g i o u s  p r inc ip les ,  and t h a t  the  c h i l d ' s  s p e c i a l  s p i r i t u a l  power, 

f a r  from being a Victorian innovation,  goes back (as  David Copperfield acknow- 

ledges) t o  the  o r i g i n s  of C h r i s t t a n i t y  i t s e l f :  "Verily I say unto you, Except 

ye be converted, and become a s  l i t t l e  chi ldren ,  ye s h a l l  not e n t e r  i n t o  the  

kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 18:3). Dickens may e r r  i n  the  opposi te  d i r e c t i o n  

from the  Murdstones, Mrs. Clennam, o r  M r .  Gradgrind, i d e a l i z i n g  the  ch i ld ' s  

a l leged p u r i t y  of moral i n s i g h t ,  but  h i s  "error" is  f irmly based i n  the  main- 

s tream of Chr i s t i an  thought and a t t a c k s  the  des t ruc t ive  p e r v e r s i t i e s  of  the  

opposing "gloomy theology1' and u t i l i t a r i a n  r i g i d i t y .  

Even Dickens's recurrent  over- ideal iza t ion  of t h e  ch i ld ,  t h a t  aspect  i n  

h i s  methods of cha rac te r i za t ion  most frequently at tacked by c r i t i c s ,  is not  

merely pious posturing;  and while i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  the  more extreme examples 

of t h i s  i d e a l i z a t i o n  (the ch i ld - sa in t s  of the  e a r l y  novels) unquestionably 

d isplay  se r ious  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n  c r e d i b i l i t y ,  t h e i r  symbolic na ture  represents  

a v i t a l  p a r t  of h i s  l a r g e r  moral philosophy. A s  noted i n  my chapter  on the  



Pickwickian character-type, the  chi ld- l ike  adu l t  foo l ,  the  man (o r  woman) 

who, a s  the  moral precepts  of Matthew's gospel demand, preserves the  c h i l d ' s  

symbolic s t a t e  of grace and makes i t  an a c t i v e l y  benevolent system of 

e t h i c s  i n  the  r e a l  s o c i a l  and human world, c o n s t i t u t e s  the  h ighes t  expression 

of the  Dickensian Holy Innocent 's moral na tu re .  Logical ly,  t h i s  motif i s  

f u r t h e r  developed i n  Dickens's account of the  child-woman-fool t r i n i t y ,  a s  

he sub jec t s  i ts  powers and l i m i t a t i o n s  t o  g rea te r  scrut iny .  On t he  one hand, 

j u s t  as t he  Pickwickian foo l  could no t  r e t a i n  h i s  moral power i n  the  f ace  of 

increas ingly  severe ex te rna l  chal lenges,  so ,  i n  the  f o o l ' s  r e l a t ionsh ip  with 

the  c h i l d  and the  woman (both thematic and personal ) ,  the  Holy Innocent en- 

counters even more d i s rup t ive  a s s a u l t s  on h i s  moral na ture .  H i s  symbolic f 
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values a r e  found wanting, while tens ions  and impulses stemming from within \I 
XY 

I 
the  foo l  himself (and introduced by Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  c r e a t e  a  psychologi- 
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c a l l y  r e a l i s t i c  fool )  a c t u a l l y  threa ten  h i s  symbolic na ture .  On the  o ther  li 

hand, although h i s  c r i t i c s  seldom acknowledge t h i s  aspect  of h i s  a r t  and 

thought, Dickens is  c l e a r l y  aware of the  p o t e n t i a l l y  d e b i l i t a t i n g  weaknesses 

and u n r e a l i s t i c  na ture  of h i s  s a i n t l y  chi ldren  and fools ,  and, through h i s  

explora t ion  of t h e i r  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  seeks t o  c r e a t e  a more p laus ib le  b a s i s  f o r  

h i s  fool-f igures and t h e i r  ethos.  Occasionally, t h i s  e f f o r t  gives r i s e  t o  

s t i l l  g r e a t e r  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  ye t  i t  a l s o  produces ( a l b e i t ,  o f t e n  i n  a  t e n t a t i v e  

form only) a  poss ib le  r e so lu t ion ,  f i n a l l y  merging increased psychological 

rea l i sm and symbolic values. This chapter ,  then, concluding my ana lys i s  of 

t h e  Dickensian Holy Innocent, w i l l  consider Dickens's var ied  e f f o r t s  t o  ex- 

p lore ,  quest ion,  and s t rengthen the  c r e d i b i l i t y  of h i s  foo l s  and t h e i r  ethos.  

The complex interconnection between the  ch i ld ,  the  woman, and the  foo l ,  

simultaneously expressing the  essence of the  Holy Innocent 's moral-symbolic 

power, h i s  most se r ious  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  and the  p o t e n t i a l  reply  t o  these  problems, 



is  the  i d e a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  which t o  t r a c e  these  p a r t i c u l a r  concepts. 

1. The Fool and the  Normal World 

Throughout t h i s  s tudy thus f a r  my c e n t r a l  argument has d e a l t  with 

Dickens's uses of the  Holy Innocent a s  an e s s e n t i a l l y  symbolic f igure  coun- 

te rbalancing s o c i a l  and ind iv idua l  e v i l .  Even a s  Dickens p resen t s  t h i s  

t r a d i t i o n a l  thematic funct ion ,  however, he does not  neglec t  the  quest ion of 

the  f o o l ' s  psychological r e a l i t y ,  and h i s  inves t iga t ion  i n t o  the  f o o l ' s  inne r  

l i f e  (an inves t iga t ion  pr imar i ly  centered on the  Holy ~ n n o c e n t ' s  personal  

i n t e r a c t i o n  with the  ch i ld  and t h e  woman) is c r u c i a l  t o  the  i s s u e  of the  

f o o l ' s  c r e d i b i l i t y  a s  an i d e a l  human-type. These re l a t ionsh ips  a r e  a  complex 

intermingling of s t r eng th  and weakness. On t h e  one hand, f o r  example, the  

c h i l d  and t h e  foo l  form a  union of shared innocence and mutual a f f e c t i o n  l ink-  

ing  them i n t o  a  f i rm personal  and moral bond; while, a s  William Willeford's 

The Fool and H i s  Scepter  ind ica tes  (see Chapter One of t h e  present  t h e s i s ) ,  

t he  base foo l  and t h e  angel ic  pr incess  c o n s t i t u t e  a  s i m i l a r  personal-thematic 

coalescence. On the  o ther  hand, however, Angus Wilson suggests  t h a t  "Dickens 

s ince re ly  hoped t h a t  the  d iv ine  foo l  e x i s t e d ,  but  he was not  one himself ,"3 

and perhaps w e  should add t h a t  he would not wish t o  be one. For j u s t  a s  the  

foo l  f a l t e r s  i n  h i s  c o n f l i c t  with the  forces  of darkness, so  even h i s  deal ings 

with v i r tuous  y e t  "normal" human beings ( tha t  is ,  those moral charac ters  a t  

a  recognizably higher i n t e l l e c t u a l  plane than the  simple-minded o r  simple- 

souled foo l )  a r e  f requent ly  fraught  with embarrassment and unease f o r  both 

character- types,  a  f a c t  c l e a r l y  i l luminat ing  Dickens's own i m p l i c i t  reserva- 

t i o n s  about h i s  fool-f igures.  S t i l l  more important,  the  Holy Innocent himself ,  

when subjected t o  r igorous psychological ana lys i s  and granted some psychosexual 



realism, revea l s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n t r i n s i c  l i m i t a t i o n s ;  and t h e  t ens ions  t h a t  

r e s u l t  from the  f o o l ' s  romantic and sexual  d e s i r e s ,  t h e  pa in  and f r u s t r a t i o n  

engendered by h i s  awareness of h i s  mental and s o c i a l  i n f e r i o r i t y  r ep re sen t  

a f u r t h e r  major t h r e a t  t o  t h e  Holy Innocent ' s  i d e a l  na ture .  

The e a r l i e s t  example of  Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  probe i n t o  t h e  Holy Innocent ' s  

psyche, Nicholas  Nickleby's Smike a l s o  p re sen t s  t h e  most extreme image of t h e  

mental ly  and s o c i a l l y  i n f e r i o r  f o o l ' s  anguished self-awareness.  Compare, f o r  

example, Barnaby Rudge, an equa l ly  de fec t ive  y e t  more symbolic foo l - luna t i c ,  

who, l i k e  t h e  "merry-mouthed men" of Langland's P i e r s  Plowman, exper iences  

noth ing  b u t  joy from h i s  " feeble  powers of mind": "How o f t e n ,  on t h e i r  journey, 

d i d  t h e  widow remember wi th  a g r a t e f u l  h e a r t ,  t h a t  ou t  of h i s  dep r iva t ion  

Barnaby's cheer fu lness  and a f f e c t i o n  sprung! How o f t e n  d id  she  c a l l  t o  mind 

t h a t  b u t  f o r  t h a t ,  he might have been s u l l e n ,  morose, unkind, f a r  removed 

from her--vicious, perhaps,  and crue l"  (39, 355). The foo l - luna t i c  Smike, 

i n  c o n t r a s t ,  responding t o  h i s  c r ipp led  i n t e l l e c t ,  can experience only an  

overwhelming sense  of f r u s t r a t e d  i n f e r i o r i t y  and i s o l a t i o n .  A s  Miss La 

Creevy n o t e s ,  

'I am s u r e  t h a t  s i n c e  he has been he re ,  he has  grown, from some 
s t r o n g  cause,  more conscious of h i s  weak i n t e l l e c t .  H e  f e e l s  i t  
more. It g ives  him g r e a t e r  pa in  t o  know t h a t  he wanders sometimes, 
and cannot understand very simple th ings .  I have watched him . . . 
si t  brooding by h imse l f ,  wi th  such a look of pa in  as I could 
s c a r c e l y  bea r  t o  s e e ,  and then  g e t  up and leave  t h e  room: s o  
sor rowful ly ,  and i n  such d e j e c t i o n ,  t h a t  I cannot t e l l  you how i t  
has  h u r t  me. Not t h ree  weeks ago, he was a l i g h t h e a r t e d  busy 
c r e a t u r e ,  overjoyed t o  be i n  a b u s t l e ,  and a s  happy a s  t h e  day was 
long. Mow, he  is another  being--the same w i l l i n g ,  harmless ,  
f a i t h f u l ,  lov ing  creature--but  t h e  same i n  noth ing  e l s e .  ' (38, 487) 

Whereas Barnaby l acks  any profound connections wi th  t h e  normal world t o  i l lum- 

i n a t e  h i s  dep r iva t ion ,  Smike, responding t o  p r e c i s e l y  such a "s t rong  cause,' '  

namely, h i s  f u t i l e  devot ion t o  Kate Nickleby, becomes p a i n f u l l y  "more conscious 

of h i s  weak i n t e l l e c t . "  He does not  become "unkind o r  v i c ious , "  b u t  jealousy 



and despa i r ,  impulses equa l ly  a l i e n  t o  t h e  Holy Innocent ,  a r e  a t  l e a s t  

i nchoa te ly  ev iden t  i n  h i s  " su l l en ,  morose1' r e a c t i o n  t o  Frank Cheeryblels  

love  f o r  K a t e :  

'Well now,' s a i d  Mrs. Nickleby, 'he  i s  t h e  s t r a n g e s t  c r e a t u r e !  
Las t  Tuesday--was i t  Tuesday? Yes t o  be s u r e  i t  was; you 
r e c o l l e c t ,  Kate,  my dea r ,  t h e  very l a s t  time young M r .  Cheeryble 
w a s  here- - las t  Tuesday n i g h t  he went o f f  i n  j u s t  t h e  same s t r a n g e  
way, a t  t h e  very moment t h e  knock came t o  t h e  door. It cannot be  
t h a t  h e  don ' t  l i k e  company, because he  is always fond of people 
who a r e  fond of Nicholas,  and I am s u r e  young M r .  Cheeryble is. 
And t h e  s t r a n g e s t  t h i n g  i s ,  t h a t  he  does not  go t o  bed; t h e r e f o r e  
i t  cannot b e  because he is  t i r e d .  I know h e  doesn ' t  go t o  bed, 
because my room i s  the  next  one, and when I went u p s t a i r s  l a s t  
Tuesday, hours  a f t e r  him, I found t h a t  he had no t  even taken h i s  
shoes o f f ;  and he had no candle,  s o  he must have s a t  moping i n  t he  
dark a l l  t h e  t i m e .  Now, upon my word,' s a i d  Mrs. Nickleby, 'when 
I come t o  t h ink  of i t ,  t h a t ' s  very ex t raord inary! '  (49, 641) 

On t h e  one hand, a t  a s t r i c t l y  symbolic l e v e l ,  when t h e  base  f o o l  wor- 

s h i p s  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  maiden, h e r  image e l e v a t e s  him beyond h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s ;  

responding t o  Newrnan Noggsls glowing p o r t r a i t  of Kate,  even Smike's h a b i t u a l  

weakness was t ranscended,  h i s  "eyes were s p a r k l i n g  wi th  unwonted f i r e ,  and 

every f e a t u r e  had been l i g h t e d  up with an exci tement  which made him appear ,  

f o r  t h e  moment, q u i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  person" (40, 512). On the  o t h e r  hand, 

Dickens's purpose i s  not  s t r i c t l y  symbolic,  and when the  deeper impulses of 

t he  fool-pr incess  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a r e  subjec ted  t o  a more r igorous  psychoanalyt ic  

examination, t he  r egene ra t ive  g lo ry  of the  t ranscendent  v i s i o n  is subverted 

by t h e  f o o l ' s  unavoidable i n f e r i o r i t y .  Commenting on Smike's d e c l i n e ,  

Nicholas ,  i n  an unconsciously i r o n i c  a l l u s i o n  t o  t h e  previous passage, ob- 

s e r v e s  t h a t  "You grow a d i f f e r e n t  c r e a t u r e ,  Smike" (49, 652), b u t  Smike's 

"unwonted f i r e  and excitement1' have now col lapsed  i n t o  f i t f u l  j ea lousy  (" 'but 

though I would have d i ed  t o  make h e r  happy, i t  broke my h e a r t  t o  see--I know 

he loves  h e r  dearly"' 158, 7631) and hopelessness:  "Who w a s  t h a t  who, i n  t h e  

s i l e n c e  of h i s  own chamber, sunk upon h i s  knees t o  pray a s  h i s  f i r s t  f r i e n d  

had taught  him, and f o l d i n g  h i s  hands and s t r e t c h i n g  them wi ld ly  i n  t h e  a i r ,  



f e l l  upon h i s  f a c e  i n  a pass ion  of b i t t e r  g r i e f ? "  (43, 566). 

Smike, then, Dickens's i n i t i a l  e f f o r t  t o  explore  t h e  Holy Innocent 's  

psychologica l  make-up, r e v e a l s  a fundamental problem i n  t h e  r e a l i s t i c  depic- 

t i o n  of t h i s  fool-type. Whereas t h e  v i r t u e  of ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y  c r e a t e s  a 

g r e a t e r  capac i ty  f o r  joy i n  Barnaby and Pickwick, o r  heightened moral i n s i g h t  

i n  t h e  h o s t s  of Erasmian-Dickensian f o o l s ,  s i m p l i c i t y  is an  a c t u a l  de t r iment  

t o  Smike's happiness  and well-being. The impassable gul f  between t h e  f o o l  

and t h e  p r inces s ,  genera t ing  "a pass ion  of b i t t e r  g r i e f  ," s i g n i f i e s  t he  un- 

avoidable  d i s p a r i t y  between the  mental ly  i n f e r i o r  Holy Innocent and even t h e  

most moral r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of t h e  normal human world. Steven Marcus sugges ts  

t h a t  "Smike d i e s  l i t e r a l l y  because he has never been loved and cannot with- I)l 

'f 

114 s tand  an experience of love ,  b u t  h i s  argument does n o t  do j u s t i c e  t o  t h e  +I 
i 

complexity of t h e  problem t h a t  Dickens d iscovers ,  and i t  is Smike's t o r t u r e d  
I 

ir 
percept ion  t h a t  t he  base  f o o l  is  fo reve r  prevented from s h a r i n g  f u l l  human 

love  i n  a lov ing  family group t h a t  engenders h i s  dec l ine .  

Dickens, however, a l though c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f y i n g  t h i s  c e n t r a l  problem, is 

no t  y e t  prepared t o  confront  a l l  i t s  impl ica t ions .  For a l l  t h e  psychological  

r e a l i t y  of h i s  c h a r a c t e r ,  Smike is  an extreme image of t h e  f o o l ' s  a l i e n a t e d  

condi t ion ,  a genuine mental d e f e c t i v e  wi th  l i m i t e d  moral func t ions ;  h i s  pain 

and i n c i p i e n t  s exua l  jea lousy  may in t roduce  a no te  of d i scord  i n t o  Dickens's 

dep ic t ions  of t he  Holy Innocent ,  b u t  they cannot r ep re sen t  a major t h r e a t  t o  

t h e  f o o l ' s  symbolic-moral n a t u r e .  Even h i s  dea th ,  whatever i t s  thematic  o r  

psychologica l  i n e v i t a b i l i t y ,  is a form of escape f o r  Dickens from the  l a r g e r  

i s s u e s  r a i s e d  by Smike's psychosexual tens ions .  And i n  o rde r  t o  f u l l y  con- 

s i d e r  t h e  f e a s i b i l i t y  of a psychologica l ly  c r e d i b l e ,  symbolical ly  powerful 

Holy Innocent ,  Dickens must explore  t h e s e  i s s u e s  i n  more n e a r l y  normal Holy 

Innocents  performing s i g n i f i c a n t  moral r o l e s .  



The degree t o  which Dickens i s  as  y e t  unable o r  unwil l ing t o  f u l l y  

examine t h i s  problem is immediately d i sce rn ib le  i n  h i s  next  novel,  where 

. t he  foo l ' s  r e l a t ionsh ip  with the  pr incess  opera tes  a t  a s t r i c t l y  thematic- 

symbolic l eve l .  A s  A. E Dyson observes, K i t  Nubbles is  "a f a sc ina t ing  cross  

of Knight and Fool," who "with none of the  appearances of chival ry ,  has a l l  

t h e  r e a l i t y .  "5 Dickens, i n  f a c t ,  presents  a convincing p o r t r a i t  of K i t ' s  

simple-hearted goodness and d i s i n t e r e s t e d  love, bu t  i n  t h a t  process,  sac r i -  

f i c e s  any e f f o r t  t o  probe i n t o  the  deeper f ee l ings  t h a t  a more psychologically 

complex K i t  would possess. K i t ' s  marriage t o  Barbara, f o r  example, i l l u s -  

t r a t e s  the  problem Dickens faces ,  both mol l i fy ing and i n t e n s i f y i n g  the  quest ion 

of the  f o o l ' s  romantic-sexual impulses and impassable l i m i t a t i o n s .  On the  one 
1 

hand, K i t  e n t e r s  some kind of normal human re la t ionsh ip ,  showing t h a t  h i s  I. 

I 
love can be expressed i n  a d i r e c t  personal fashion and not  simply i n  h i s  quasi- I 

r e l i g i o u s  devotion t o  the  d iv ine  Nell. On the  o the r  hand, t h i s  marriage is 

only made poss ib le  a f t e r  Dickens recons t ruc t s  K i t ' s  charac ter ,  transforming 

him from an uncouth semi-natural foo l  (1, 7-9), t o  a more normal f i g u r e  i n  

the  novel 's  l a t e r  s tages .  The gulf between the foo l  and the  normal world, 

Dickens seems t o  imply, is only traversed through a u t h o r i a l  in t e rven t ion ,  a 

technique both a r t i s t i c a l l y  unsound and highly  unconvincing. 

By s a f e l y  d i s s i p a t i n g  any romantic-sexual tensions t h a t  may occur i n  

K i t ' s  charac ter ,  Dickens e l iminates  any p o s s i b i l i t y  of a sexual  motive i n  

 it's f e e l i n g s  towards L i t t l e  Nell and any Smikean despai r  t h a t  might a r i s e  

from h i s  consciousness of h i s  inna te  i n f e r i o r i t y .  N e l l  remains "the b r i g h t  

s t a r  of the  simple fe l low's  l i f e  . . . a b r i g h t  dream'' (61, 453) about whom 

sexual  f e e l i n g s  would be abhorrent: "'I have been used, you s e e  . . . t o  

t a l k  and th ink  about h e r ,  almost a s  i f  she was an angel'" (69, 520). Even 

i n  the  l i t t l e  d i r e c t  ana lys i s  of K i t ' s  psychological make-up t h a t  Dickens 



es says ,  t h e  p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s r u p t i v e  impulses generated by t h e  gul f  between 

t h e  f o o l  and t h e  p r inces s  a r e  c a r e f u l l y  p a l l i a t e d :  

'Once, I couldn ' t  h e l p  be ing  a f r a i d  t h a t  i f  she  came back wi th  
f r i e n d s  about h e r  she  might f o r g e t ,  o r  be  ashamed of having 
known, a humble l a d  l i k e  me, and s o  might speak co ld ly ,  which 
would have c u t  m e ,  Barbara,  deeper than  I can t e l l .  But when 
I came t o  t h i n k  aga in ,  I f e l t  s u r e  t h a t  I was doing h e r  wrong 
i n  t h i s ;  and s o  I went on, as I d id  a t  f i r s t ,  hoping t o  s e e  h e r  
once more, j u s t  a s  she  used t o  be. '  (520) 

A t  t h e  s t r i c t l y  thematic  l e v e l  a t  which t h e  Nell-Kit r e l a t i o n s h i p  e x i s t s ,  t he  

t ranscendent  v i s i o n  t h a t  i n s p i r e s  t h e  f o o l ' s  love  is beyond any d i s t u r b i n g  

impulses o r  f r u s t r a t i o n s :  "'Hoping t h i s ,  and remembering what s h e  was, has  

made me f e e l  as i f  I would always t r y  t o  p l ease  h e r ,  and always be  what I 

should l i k e  t o  seem t o  h e r  i f  I was s t i l l  h e r  s e rvan t .  I f  I ' m  t h e  b e t t e r  f o r  

that--and I don't  t h ink  I ' m  t h e  worse--I am g r a t e f u l  t o  h e r  f o r  i t ,  and love  

and honour h e r  t h e  more'" (520).  While Smike must d i e  because t h e  f o o l ' s  

sense  of inadequacy des t roys  the  v i s i o n  and h i s  s p i r i t ,  K i t ,  a  less d e t a i l e d  

psychologica l  p o r t r a i t  b u t  a more symbolical ly  powerful one, r e t a i n s  and pro- 

f , i t s  from h i s  h igher  l i n k s  wi th  t h e  ange l i c  p r inces s .  

Although K i t ' s  f e a r s  t h a t  t he  c h i l d  w i l l  r e j e c t  him a r e  su f foca t ed  i n  

t h i s  paean t o  Ne l l ' s  heavenly q u a l i t i e s ,  however, h i s  r ecogn i t i on  t h a t  the  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  "angel" and t h e  "humble lad" i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  one of 

pa in  is c l e a r l y  sugges t ive  of more sombre cons ide ra t ions ,  r e c a l l i n g  Smike's 

self- torment  and a n t i c i p a t i n g  t h e  embarrassment and condescension t h a t  t h e  

c h i l d r e n  ( s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  q u i t e  normal ch i ld ren )  of Dombey and Son, David 

Copperf ield,  and Great Expectat ions f e e l  towards t h e i r  simpleton-companions. 

Dickens makes i t  c l e a r ,  moreover, t h a t  K i t ' s  r o l e  a s  cou r t  j e s t e r ,  "the 

- comedy of t h e  c h i l d ' s  l i f e "  (1, 7 ) ,  b r igh tens  L i t t l e  N e l l ' s  b leak  e x i s t e n c e  

and i s  a source of joy t o  both cha rac t e r s .  But whether even the  symbolic 

f o o l ,  i f  Dickens had presented  h i s  i n n e r  l i f e  w i th  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l ,  would be 



content  w i th  t h i s  almost demeaning r o l e  ("'She always laughs a t  poor K i t " '  

[7]) cons t an t ly  s t r e s s i n g  h i s  i n n a t e  i n f e r i o r i t y ,  i s  a  ques t ion  r e q u i r i n g  

f u r t h e r  e l u c i d a t i o n .  And i n  Tom Pinch, t h e  most psychologica l ly  complex of 

Dickens's Holy Innocents ,  t h e  b a s i c  i ncompa t ib i l i t y  between the  f o o l ' s  

symbolic func t ions  and h i s  psychosexual r e a l i t y  is  sea rch ing ly  explored.  

On t h e  one hand, as a  symbolic Holy Innocent who ga ins  s t r e n g t h  from 

h i s  c o n f l i c t  wi th  d u p l i c i t y  and e v i l  without  s a c r i f i c i n g  h i s  i n n a t e  innocence 

and goodwill ,  Tom occupies a  c e n t r a l  p o s i t i o n  i n  Martin Chuzzlewit 's  moral 

s t r u c t u r e .  A s  Michael S t e i g  sugges t s ,  on the  o t h e r  hand, Tom "is t h e  most 

f u l l y  developed c h a r a c t e r  i n  the  work, a s  he is  t h e  only one wi th  a  d i s c e r n i b l e  

i n n e r  l i f e ,  and the  only one whose psychological  development i s  presented  i n  

d e t a i 1 . 1 ' ~  and wh i l e  S t e i g  does no t  r e f e r  t o  t he  f o o l  t r a d i t i o n ,  h i s  a n a l y s i s ,  I 

I 
I 

presen t ing  a  quasi-oedipal  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of Tom's r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  Mary and 

Pecksn i f f ,  i l l u s t r a t e s  t he  f o o l ' s  sexual  f r u s t r a t i o n .  Tom's simple-hearted 

moral va lues  animate h i s  symbolic r o l e  i n  t he  novel ,  b u t ,  a s  Tom (and Dickens) 

a t tempt  t o  come t o  terms wi th  t h e  f o o l ' s  mental-sexual l i m i t a t i o n s ,  he pre- 

s e n t s  a  poignant  image of t h e  inadequate  f o o l  a s  a  s o l i t a r y ,  unassimilated 

f i g u r e  . 
Like any t r u e  Dickensian Holy Innocent,  Tom is a  counterbalance t o  t h e  

e v i l s  of h i s  s o c i a l  mi l i eu ,  h i s  major fool - func t ions  r evea l ing  o r  d e f l a t i n g  

t h e  p re t ens ions  of t he  "wise" world. H i s  innocent  r e j o i n e r  t o  Mar t in ' s  s e l f -  

aggrandizement, f o r  example, a  q u a l i t y  of unconscious t r u t h - t e l l i n g  t h a t  Tom 

sha res  w i th  va r ious  foo l - f igu res ,  r ep re sen t s  a  d i r e c t  s a t i r i c  a t t a c k  on t h a t  

world 's  co r rup t  values:  

'Now you must bear  i n  mind, Pinch, t h a t  I am n o t  only despe ra t e ly  
fond of h e r  ( f o r  though s h e  is poor,  h e r  beauty and i n t e l l e c t  would 
r e f l e c t  g r e a t  c r e d i t  on anybody, I don' t  c a re  of what p re t ens ions ,  
who might become h e r  husband),  b u t  t h a t  a  ch ief  i ng red ien t  i n  my 
composition is a  most determined-' 



'Obstinacy, '  suggested Tom i n  p e r f e c t  good f a i t h .  But t h e  
sugges t ion  was not  s o  w e l l  rece ived  as he  had expected.  . . . (6, 95) 

Diametr ica l ly  opposed t o  t h e  s o r t  of c a l l o u s  e g o c e n t r i c i t y  t h a t  Mart in  embod- 

ies, moreover, Tom i s  ~ i c k e n s ' s  most well-developed example of t h e  touchstone 

mot i f ,  a f i g u r e  whose simple-hearted innocence unconsciously r e v e a l s  ano the r ' s  

moral s t r e n g t h  and weaknesses. A s  Dickens no te s ,  "some would have s e i z e d  

him by h i s  hones t  hand, and thanked him f o r  t h e  l e s son  t h a t  h i s  simple na tu re  

t augh t  them . . . o t h e r s  would have laughed a t  him" ( 9 2 ) ,  a motif cons t an t ly  

r e i t e r a t e d  : 

No s l i g h t  c ircumstance,  perhaps,  could have b e t t e r  i l l u s t r a t e d  t h e  
d i f f e r e n c e  i n  cha rac t e r  between John Westlock and Mart in  Chuzzlewit, 
than t h e  manner i n  which each of t h e  young men contemplated Tom 
Pinch . . . . There was a c e r t a i n  amount of j o c u l a r i t y  i n  t he  looks 
of bo th ,  no doubt,  b u t  t h e r e  a l l  resemblance ceased. The o l d  p u p i l  
could not  do enough t o  show Tom how c o r d i a l l y  he f e l t  towards him, 
and h i s  f r i e n d l y  regard seemed of a graver  and more though t fu l  k ind  
than  before .  The new one, on the  o t h e r  hand, had no impulse b u t  t o  
laugh a t  t he  r e c o l l e c t i o n  of Tom's extreme absu rd i ty ;  and mingled 
wi th  h i s  amusement t h e r e  was something s l i g h t i n g  and contemptuous, 
i n d i c a t i v e ,  a s  i t  appeared, of h i s  opinion t h a t  M r .  Pinch was much 
too  f a r  gone i n  s i m p l i c i t y  t o  be admitted a s  t h e  f r i e n d ,  on s e r i o u s  
and equal  terms, of any r a t i o n a l  man. (12, 203-4) 

Old Mart in ,  l i kewise ,  "disgusted by what i n  h i s  susp ic ious  n a t u r e  he consider-  

ed a shameless and fulsome puff of M r .  Pecksni f f , "  regards  Tom a s  "a d e c e i t f u l ,  

s e r v i l e ,  miserable  fawner," and y e t  cannot h e l p  b u t  f e e l  some misgivings,  

" for  he had f e l t  k ind ly  towards Tom a t  f i r s t ,  and had been i n t e r e s t e d  by h i s  

seeming s imp l i c i ty"  (24 ,  390).  I n  a more extreme fash ion ,  Merry's view of 

Tom a s  t h e  " u g l i e s t ,  awkwardest, f r i g h t f u l l e s t  be ing ,  you can imagine" (9, 132) 

i n d i c a t e s  h e r  c a l l o u s  l ack  of pe rcep t ion ,  whi le  Jonas Chuzzlewit 's  s e l f -  

b l inded  malice is  revea led  when he lud ic rous ly  i n t e r p r e t s  Tom's g u i l e l e s s  

c h a r a c t e r  i n  terms of h i s  own m i s t r u s t f u l  cunning: " ' I ' ve  heard something 

of you, my f r i e n d ,  and your meek ways; and I recommend you t o  f o r g e t  ' e m  

till I a m  married t o  one of Pecksn i f f ' s  g a l s ,  and no t  t o  cur ry  favour among 

my r e l a t i o n s ,  b u t  t o  leave  t h e  course  clear" '  (391). Dickens, fur thermore,  



employs a cha rac te r ' s  changing a t t i t u d e s  towards Tom t o  i l l u s t r a t e  moral 

development. Young  arti in's pat roniz ing contempt is  transformed t o  respect-  

f u l  admiration (33, 528), while o ld  Martin, who eventual ly  transcends h i s  

1' suspic ious  na ture ,"  reveals  h i s  moral growth through h i s  recogni t ion  of 

Tom's inna te  v i r tue :  "And when he spoke of Tom, he  s a i d  God b l e s s  him; and 

the  t e a r s  w e r e  i n  h i s  eyes;  f o r  he s a i d  t h a t  Tom, mis t rus ted  and d i s l i k e d  by 

him a t  f i r s t ,  had come l i k e  summer r a i n  upon h i s  h e a r t ;  and had disposed i t  

t o  be l i eve  i n  b e t t e r  things" (52, 808-9). 

A s  o ld  Mart in 's  p r a i s e  a s s e r t s ,  Tom not only reveals  moral s t r eng ths  

and f a i l i n g s ,  bu t  is  an ac t ive  agent of redemptive goodness, a moral force  

t h a t  counterbalances and ameliorates the  prevai l ing  social-moral corruption. 

In  a novel whose "main ob jec t , "  Dickens s t a t e s ,  is  " to  show how Sel f i shness  

propagates i t s e l f  , l t 7  t he  Holy Innocent 's s e l f l e s s n e s s  is  a s i g n i f i c a n t  counter- 

theme. H i s  f r i end ly  devotion t o  John Westlock and Martin, h i s  love fo r  h i s  

s i s t e r ,  and h i s  p ro tec t ive  concern f o r  Mary Graham a l l  c l e a r l y  t e s t i f y  t o  h i s  

s e l f l e s s  moral values.  Even h i s  i n i t i a l  f a i l u r e  t o  recognize Pecksni f f ' s  

dup l i c i ty ,  while augmenting h i s  hypocr i t i ca l  master 's  pos i t ion ,  represents  

the  more engaging and pos i t ive  aspects  of Tom's nature--his s t e a d f a s t  b e l i e f  

i n  human goodness. The complete moral a n t i t h e s i s  of the Pecksniff-Chuzzlewit- 

Tigg world, Tom is the  archetypal  Holy Innocent, t he  Pauline-Erasmian c h i l d  

of God whose moral values a r e  both a reproach t o  the  corrupt  world and i ts  

p o t e n t i a l  redemption. The novel ' s  version of the  fool-princess r e l a t ionsh ip ,  

f i n a l l y ,  a l s o  cont r ibutes  t o  the  o v e r a l l  impact of Tom's moral ro les .  "Remem- 

ber ing  a l l  my means of happiness," Tom says of h i s  love f o r  Mary, "I hardly 

dare t o  c a l l  t h i s  lurking something a sorrow; bu t  whatever name i t  may j u s t l y  

bear ,  I thank Heaven t h a t  i t  renders me more s e n s i b l e  of a f f e c t i o n  and at tach- 

ment, and so f t ens  m e  i n  f i f t y  ways" (50, 768), while Mary is  s i m i l a r l y  sus- 



t a i n e d  by Tom's unflagging devot ion:  "'Without t h e  s i l e n t  c a r e  and f r iend-  

s h i p  I have experienced from you, my l i f e  he re  would have been unhappy. But 

you have been a good angel  t o  me; f i l l i n g  m e  wi th  g r a t i t u d e  of h e a r t ,  hope, 

and courage"' (31, 490). Together,  t he  f o o l  and t h e  p r inces s  c o n s t i t u t e  a 

mutually r e i n f o r c i n g  symbolic u n i t y  t h a t  f u r t h e r  counterbalances t h e  s o c i a l  

wor ld ' s  widespread hypocrisy and shallowness.  

Although Tom's symbolic r o l e s  a r e  s t r o n g l y  d e l i n e a t e d ,  however, t h a t  

" lurk ing  something" i n  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  Mary Graham genera tes  consider-  

a b l e  a r t i s t i c  and thematic  d i f f i c u l t y .  "I am i n  love ,"  s a i d  Don Quixote, 

"and, be ing  s o ,  I am not  one of those  depraved l o v e r s ,  bu t  of t h e  con t inen t  

and p l a t o n i c  s o r t .  "' Sharing Qu ixo te ' s  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l ,  Tom t e l l s  Mary, 

"you should th ink  no more of me, b l e s s  you, than i f  I were an o ld  f r i a r "  (490), 

f o r  t h e  Holy Innocent can d i sp l ay  such "depraved" impulses only a t  t he  expense 

of h i s  major fool-funct ions.  And y e t ,  i n  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  Mary and 

Martin,  Tom revea l s  d e f i n i t e l y  l e s s  holy and l e s s  innocent  impulses--impulses 

towards s e x u a l i t y ,  anger ,  and aggression.  

One passage i n  p a r t i c u l a r  c l e a r l y  sugges ts  t h i s  counter-tendency i n  

Tom' s cha rac t e r  : 

But he f e l l  a s l eep  a t  l a s t ,  and dreamed--new source of waking 
uneasiness--that he had be t rayed  h i s  t r u s t ,  and run away wi th  Mary 
Graham. 

It must b e  acknowledged t h a t ,  a s l e e p  o r  awake, Tom's p o s i t i o n  
i n  r e f e rence  t o  t h i s  young lady was f u l l  of uneasiness .  The more 
he  saw of h e r ,  t h e  more he admired h e r  beauty,  h e r  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  
t h e  amiable q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  even won on the  d iv ided  house of 
Pecksni f f ,  and i n  a few days r e s to red  a t  a l l  events  t h e  semblance 
of harmony and kindness  between t h e  angry s i s t e r s .  When she  spoke, 
Tom held  h i s  b r e a t h ,  s o  e a g e r l y  he  l i s t e n e d ;  when she  sang, he s a t  
l i k e  one entranced.  She touched h i s  organ, and from t h a t  b r i g h t  
epoch, even i t ,  t h e  o l d  companion of h i s  happ ie s t  hours ,  incapable  
a s  he had thought of e l e v a t i o n ,  began a new and d e i f i e d  ex is tence .  
(24, 395) 

Although t h i s  s exua l  pun i s  undoubtedly i n a d v e r t e n t ,  "Dickens was aware,'' S t e i g  

observes,  "at  some secondary l e v e l  of consciousness  t h a t  he has presented Tom 



a s  e n t e r i n g  a b e l a t e d  ( o r  second?) puberty,"g a sexual  response in imica l  t o  

t h e  pure Holy Innocent.  Tom's r e a c t i o n  t o   arti in's unconsciously c r u e l  con- 

descension,  l i kewise ,  is  equa l ly  incongruous, sugges t ing  powerful emotions 

r ag ing  beneath h i s  p l a c i d  su r f ace .  A s  Martin p a i n t s  a glowing p o r t r a i t  of 

h i s  f u t u r e  l i f e  w i th  Mary, Tom's i n i t i a l l y  de l igh ted  response becomes in-  

c r eas ing ly  r e s t r a i n e d  : 

'She would t ake  t o  you uncommonly, Tom; and would understand you 
f a r  more d e l i c a t e l y  than I eve r  s h a l l ;  and would o f t e n  say ,  I know, 
t h a t  you were a harmless ,  g e n t l e ,  wel l - in ten t ioned ,  good fel low.  ' 

How s i l e n t  Tom Pinch was! 
' I n  honour of o ld  t imes , '  s a i d  Mart in ,  'and of h e r  having heard 

you p lay  t h e  organ i n  t h i s  damp l i t t l e  church here--for no th ing  too-- 
w e  w i l l  have one i n  t he  house. I s h a l l  b u i l d  an a r c h i t e c t u r a l  music- 
room on a p lan  of my own . . . and many's t he  summer evening she and 
I w i l l  s i t  and l i s t e n  t o  you, Tom; be s u r e  of t h a t ! '  

It may have requi red  a s t r o n g e r  e f f o r t  on Tom Pinch's p a r t  t o  
l eave  t h e  s e a t  on which he s a t ,  and shake h i s  f r i e n d  by both hands, 
wi th  noth ing  b u t  s e r e n i t y  and g r a t e f u l  f e e l i n g  pa in ted  on h i s  face ;  
i t  may have requi red  a s t r o n g e r  e f f o r t  t o  perform t h i s  simple a c t  
w i th  a pure h e a r t ,  than t o  achieve many and many a deed t o  which t h e  
doub t fu l  trumpet blown by Fame has l u s t i l y  resounded. (12, 193-4) 

The p o t e n t i a l  v io lence  and anger aroused i n  Tom by Mar t in ' s  d e n i a l  of Pinch 's  

manhood a r e  i m p l i c i t l y  suggested.  

Accurately r e f l e c t i n g  Tom's deeper impulses ,  t hese  b r i e f  scenes  r ep re sen t  

a severe  t h r e a t  t o  Dickens's conception of t he  Holy Innocent ,  a f i g u r e  whose 

primary symbolic r o l e s  would be completely subverted by inchoate  f e e l i n g s  of 

s e x u a l i t y  o r  aggression.  F r u s t r a t e d  i n  h i s  one s e r i o u s  love  a f f a i r  and sexual  

i n f a t u a t i o n ,  moreover, and forced t o  spend a c e l i b a t e  l i f e  i n  h i s  s i s t e r ' s  

husband's household, Tom would l i k e l y  experience some d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n - - i f  

n o t  complete embitterment;  and, whi le  Dickens could explore  t h e  anguish of 

Smike's self-awareness ,  Tom, who performs more va luable  moral r o l e s ,  must be 

rescued from h i s  self- torment .  A s  S t e i g  sugges t s ,  then ,  Dickens's e l abo ra t e  

r h e t o r i c a l  addresses  t o  Tom a r e  designed t o  obscure t h e s e  deeper problems; 

"s ince  Dickens cannot t e l l  - us wi th  any convict ion" t h a t  Tom remains happy and 

f u l f i l l e d ,  'he must preach t o  Tom about what h i s  h e a r t  should be--and of course 



i t  must no t  be r e s e n t f u l ,  j e a lous ,  o r  envious": 10 

Thy l i f e  is  t r a n q u i l ,  calm, and happy, Tom. I n  t h e  s o f t  s t r a i n  
which eve r  and aga in  comes s t e a l i n g  back upon t h e  e a r ,  t h e  memory 
of t h i n e  o l d  love  may f i n d  a voice  perhaps; b u t  i t  is a p l easan t ,  
so f t ened ,  whispering memory, l i k e  t h a t  i n  which w e  sometimes hold 
t h e  dead, and does not  pa in  o r  g r i eve  thee ,  God be thanked! (54,  836) 

G a r r e t t  Stewart o f f e r s  a s u c c i n c t  ( y e t  poss ib ly  misleading)  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  

n a t u r e  of Tom's f i n a l  i s o l a t i o n ,  n o t i n g  t h a t  " in so fa r  a s  Tom's amending 

re fuge  has  become a f o r t i f i c a t i o n  a g a i n s t  l i f e  . . . an unc rea t ive  'solace"' 

c u t t i n g  " h i m  o f f  from t h e  a n x i e t i e s  and in t imac ie s  of matur i ty ,  then M r .  Pinch 

is no t  s o  much an ar t is t  a s  a mere t a c t i c i a n  of escape.  "I1 s t ewar t  c o r r e c t l y  

i d e n t i f i e s  Tom's withdrawal a s  escape from "the a n x i e t i e s  and in t imac ie s  of 

matur i ty ,"  b u t  is Tom the  " t a c t i c i a n  of escape,"  o r  has  Dickens, i n  f a c t ,  

l e f t  himself  no a l t e r n a t i v e  b u t  t o  r e s i g n  Pinch t o  t h i s  s e c u r e  p r i son?  I f  

Tom i s  Dickens's most p e r f e c t  example of t he  touchstone mot i f ,  then s u r e l y  

Dickens's own response t o  h i s  c r e a t i o n  is  revea l ing .  Denied any a c t i v e  o u t l e t  

f o r  h i s  energy o r  d e s i r e s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  those p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s r u p t i v e  impulses) ,  

Tom must be s a f e l y  r e l ega t ed  t o  a lov ing  and untroublesome ce l ibacy  i n  which, 

Dickens i n s i s t s ,  t h e r e  i s  no pa in  o r  g r i e f ,  "God be thanked." 

Tom Pinch, then,  b r ings  the  problem of t he  f o o l ' s  psychosexual r e a l i t y  

t o  a r a t h e r  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  y e t  perhaps i n e v i t a b l e  conclusion. A s  a counter- 

ba lance  t o  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  v i c e s  of h i s  s o c i e t y ,  symbolical ly  r ep re sen t ing  

t h e  redemptive innocence needed t o  r e v i v i f y  i ts  s t agnan t  moral s ense ,  t h e  

Holy Innocent i s  a succes s fu l  f i g u r e .  A s  a simple-hearted cha rac t e r  who can 

ga in  a s t r o n g e r ,  more i n s i g h t f u l  percept ion  from h i s  c o n f l i c t  wi th  e v i l ,  t h e  

Holy Innocent r ep re sen t s  a s o p h i s t i c a t e d  image of Dickens's e thos .  And y e t ,  

as a psychologica l ly  be l i evab le  fool - f igure  whose sexua l  and aggress ive  

e n e r g i e s  must be f o r c i b l y  subdued i n  t he  normal world, Tom, a t  t h e  novel ' s  

end, must p lay  h i s  f u t i l e l y  e l eva t ed  organ i n  s o l i t u d e .  



Dickens's ana lys i s  of Pinch's deeper impulses comes pe r i lous ly  c lose  

t o  undermining the  Holy ~ n n o c e n t ' s  primary symbolic na tu re ,  a danger t h a t  

Dickens never again confronts d i r e c t l y .  I n  M r .  Toots 's  serio-comic yearn- 

ings  f o r  Florence Dombey, f o r  example, the c l o s e s t  p a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  Tom-Mary 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  the  subsequent novels ,  Dickens is  c a r e f u l  t o  e l iminate  any 

d i s r u p t i v e  sexual  o r  aggressive overtone.12 Even Susan Nipper, Toots 's 

eventual  wife,  can only laughingly regard him a s  "the devotedest and innocen- 

test infant"  (56, 780) i n  whom sexual  f ee l ings  a r e  u t t e r l y  unexpected: 

But ins t ead  of walking up s t a i r s ,  t he  bold Toots [ac t ing  on the  advice 
of the  Game Chicken t o  c o n c i l i a t e  Susan] made an awkward plunge a t  Susan 
when t h e  door was shu t ,  and embracing t h a t  f a i r  c rea tu re ,  k issed  her  
on the  cheek. 

'Go along with you!' c r i ed  Susan, 'o r  1'11 t e a r  your eyes ou t . '  
' Jus t  another! '  s a i d  M r .  Toots. 
'Go along with you!' exclaimed Susan, g iv ing him a push. 'Innocents 

l i k e  you, too! Who'll begin next? Go along, S i r ! '  ( 2 2 ,  316) 

Toots 's c h i v a l r i c  declara t ions  of love a r e  made equally ludicrous:  

'Captain G i l l s , '  s a i d  M r .  Toots, g e s t i c u l a t i n g  v i o l e n t l y  with the  
hand i n  which he held h i s  h a t ,  'Admiration is  not  the  word. Upon my 
honour, you have no conception what my fee l ings  a re .  I f  I could be 
dyed black,  and made M i s s  Dombey's s l a v e ,  I should consider i t  a 
compliment. I f ,  a t  the  s a c r i f i c e  of a l l  my property,  I could get  
transmigrated i n t o  Miss Dombey's dog--1-1 r e a l l y  think I should 
never leave o f f  wagging my t a i l . '  (39 ,  545) 

The poignant se l f -ef fac ing a t t i t u d e  of Tom, o r  the  depair ing torment of Smike 

a r e  completely absent ,  Dickens's new emphasis on the  comic elements i n  Toots 's 

hopeless devotion defending agains t  the  inner  pathos of the  Holy Innocent 's 

pa in fu l  self-awareness. Even Smike's mortal despai r  is reduced t o  Toots 's 

absurd invocations of the " s i l e n t  ~omb,"  while h i s  marriage t o  Susan Nipper, 

a woman below him i n  s o c i a l  rank but  many l e v e l s  above him i n  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  

is a r a t h e r  unbelievable means of avoiding the  pain and g r i e f  t h a t  Tom 

supposedly did not  experience: "'She was the  only person who could have stood 

between me and the  s i l e n t  Tomb, and she did i t ,  i n  a manner t o  command my 

e v e r l a s t i n g  admiration"' (62, 876). 



The i s s u e  of t he  f o o l ' s  p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  normal world, neve r the l e s s ,  

although s e r i o u s l y  diminished, is no t  ec l ip sed .  Toots ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  

Florence,  a s  noted i n  my l a s t  chap te r ,  s t i m u l a t e s  h i s  moral growth, and the  

t ranscendent  v i s i o n  remains i n t a c t :  "'She is  t h e  same b r i g h t  v i s i o n  t o  me, 

a t  p re sen t ,  t h a t  she  was before  I made Walter 's  acquaintance . . . t h e  most 

b e a u t i f u l ,  t h e  most amiable,  t h e  most a n g e l i c  of h e r  sext1 '  (876). But, on 

occasion,  Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  diminish the  p o t e n t i a l  pa in  i n  M r .  Toots ' s  

sorrowful  awareness of h i s  personal  l i m i t a t i o n s  through the  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of 

incongruous comic elements o r  c h i v a l r i c  mo t i f s  cannot obscure t h e  deeper 

r e a l i t y :  

And g e n t l e  M r .  Toots,  who wanders a t  a d i s t a n c e ,  looking w i s t f u l l y  
towards the  f i g u r e  t h a t  he do te s  upon, and has followed t h e r e ,  b u t  
cannot i n  h i s  de l i cacy  d i s t u r b  a t  such a time, l i kewise  hea r s  t h e  
requiem of l i t t l e  Dombey on the  waters ,  r i s i n g  and f a l l i n g  i n  t h e  
l u l l s  of t h e i r  e t e r n a l  madrigal i n  p r a i s e  of Florence. Yes! and he 
f a i n t l y  understands,  poor M r .  Toots,  t h a t  they a r e  say ing  something 
of a time when he was s e n s i b l e  of being b r i g h t e r  and no t  addle- 
bra ined;  and t h e  t e a r s  r i s i n g  i n  h i s  eyes when he f e a r s  t h a t  he  i s  
d u l l  and s t u p i d  now, and good f o r  l i t t l e  bu t  t o  b e  laughed a t ,  
diminish h i s  s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  t h e i r  sooth ing  reminder t h a t  h e  is  
r e l i e v e d  from p resen t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  t he  Chicken, by t h e  absence 
of t h a t  game head of pou l t ry  i n  the  country,  t r a i n i n g  ( a t  Toots 's  c o s t )  
f o r  h i s  g r e a t  m i l l  wi th  t h e  Larkey Boy. (41, 577) 

The sudden appearance of t h a t  "game head of poul t ry"  somewhat d e f l a t e s  t h e  

impact of Toots 's  i n n e r  pathos (a sadness  p e r f e c t l y  r e a l i s t i c ) ,  bu t  does not  

e l imina te  i t .  J u s t  a s  Toots is  p a i n f u l l y  aware of h i s  personal  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  

moreover, s o  Florence 's  response t o  h e r  unequal s u i t o r  r e v e a l s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

discomfort t h a t  t he  f o o l  c r e a t e s  i n  even t h e  most h igh ly  v i r tuous  Dickensian 

charac te rs .  When "the f r i e n d s h i p  of M r .  Toots,  of whom she  could hard ly  speak 

i n  h e r  d i s t r e s s  without  a t e a r f u l  smile" (35, 506), becomes a t e n t a t i v e  pro- 

posa l  of marr iage,  F lorence ' s  r e a c t i o n  i s  immediately one of shock and embar- 

rassment: "'Oh, i f  you p l ease ,  don ' t ! '  c r i e s  Florence,  f o r  t h e  moment q u i t e  

alarmed and d i s t r e s s e d .  'Oh, pray don ' t ,  M r .  Toots. Stop,  i f  you p lease .  



Don't say  any more. As a  kindness  and a  favour t o  m e ,  don't"' (581). As 

Susan a l s o  observes,  "Immediately I s e e  t h a t  Innocent i n  t he  Ha l l ,  Miss Floy, 

I b u r s t  ou t  laughing f i r s t ,  and then  I choked"' (18, 250)  . 
Florence 's  and Susan's l a u g h t e r ,  though s c a r c e l y  d i s d a i n f u l ,  sugges ts  

a s u b t l e  problem i n  ~ i c k e n s ' s  own a t t i t u d e  towards h i s  foo l - f igu res ,  namely, 

t h a t  t h e  normal world, whatever i t s  moral exce l lence  and genuine a f f e c t i o n  

f o r  t h e  f o o l ,  cannot f u l l y  accept  t h e s e  s imple c h a r a c t e r s  a s  equals .  This 

problem is  no more e a s i l y  reso lved  f o r  Dickens than  t h e  i s s u e  of t h e  f o o l ' s  

psychosexual r e a l i t y ,  and Dickens is  both r e l u c t a n t  and w i l l i n g  t o  confront  

i ts  impl i ca t ions .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  he employs an i n t r i g u i n g  compromise, present-  

i n g  t h e  discomfort  of the  normal world p r i n c i p a l l y  through the  f o o l ' s  r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  c h i l d  o r  youth, a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  enab le s  Dickens t o  

examine and reduce the  problem simultaneously.  On the  one hand, w e  need no t  

take  the  c h i l d ' s  embarrassed response very s e r i o u s l y ,  regard ing  i t  a s  merely 

a  s i g n  of immaturity o r  l a c k  of moral development. On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e  

c h i l d  i s  o f t e n  the  voice  of t r u t h  i n  Dickens's f i c t i o n  (even an autobiograph- 

i c a l  vo ice  on occasion)  and a s  such h i s  r e a c t i o n s  r e q u i r e  s e r i o u s  considera- 

t ion .  Frequent ly,  of course,  the  f o o l ' s  personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  c h i l d  

--Toots, who "had somehow c o n s t i t u t e d  himself p r o t e c t o r  and guardian of 

[Paul] Dombey" (14, 182) ,  C u t t l e ,  who s h e l t e r s  Florence,  Dick, "del ighted . . . 
t o  b e  the  guardian" of David Copperf ield (14, 214),  and Joe, P ip ' s  major moral 

guardian--has important  thematic  conten t .  Both charac te r - types  a r e  o f t e n  the  

v ic t ims  of the  non-fool /unchi ld- l ike fo rces  i n  t h e i r  s o c i a l  world, and t h e i r  

bond of innocence ( l i k e  t h e  fool -pr incess  r e l a t i o n s h i p )  enhances t h e  Holy 

Innocent ' s  r o l e  a s  a  symbolic counterbalance t o  such fo rces .  I n  s e v e r a l  v a r i a -  

t i o n s  on t h i s  p a t t e r n ,  however, t he  thematic  connotat ions a r e  s e r i o u s l y  

q u a l i f i e d  by some d i s r u p t i v e  personal  f e e l i n g s .  

Though ha rd ly  i n d i c a t i v e  of any deep-rooted ambivalence, t h e  l augh te r  of 



N e l l ,  F lorence,  and Susan in t roduces  t h e  b a s i c  problem, the  uneasy recogni- 

t i o n  t h a t  t h e  f o o l  is an u n f i t  companion f a r  below the  normal world i n  

s t a t i o n  and personal  q u a l i t i e s .  This is ,  however, a  simple r ecogn i t i on  of 

t h e  t r u t h  and Dickens does not  permit  us t o  condemn the  c h a r a c t e r s  who ex- 

per ience  such f e e l i n g s  of embarrassment o r  condescension. Walter Gay, f o r  

example, a f f e c t i o n a t e l y  devoted t o  t h e  simple-hearted Captain C u t t l e ,  ev inces  

a  t o t a l l y  r e a l i s t i c  and understandable ambivalence about C u t t l e ' s  a b i l i t i e s  

t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  normal a f f a i r s :  " I f  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  must be t o  M r .  Dombey 

a t  a l l  [ fo r  f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e ] ,  which was awful t o  t h ink  o f ,  Walter f e l t  

he would r a t h e r  p r e f e r  i t  a lone  and unass i s t ed ,  than backed by t h e  personal  

i n f luence  of Captain C u t t l e ,  t o  which he hard ly  thought M r .  Dombey would 

a t t a c h  much weight'' (9, 123) .  When the  Captain,  moreover, arms himself  wi th  

t h e  teaspoons, sugar-tongs, and s i l v e r  watch "with a  view, a s  Walter thought,  

wi th  h o r r o r ,  t o  making a  gorgeous impression on M r .  Dombey" (123) ,  Walter 's  

wor r i e s  about Dombey's response t o  the  uncouth s impleton do not  e n t i r e l y  mask 

h i s  own personal  embarrassment. During the  in te rv iew,  l i kewise ,  Walter i s  

e x p l i c i t l y  apo loge t i c  about his unref ined  companion: 

'It is  e n t i r e l y  a  p r i v a t e  and personal  ma t t e r ,  t h a t  has  brought 
m e  he re ,  S i r , '  cont inued Walter ,  f a l t e r i n g ,  'and Captain Cuttle--'  

'Here!' i n t e rposed  t h e  Captain,  a s  an assurance  t h a t  he was a t  
hand, and might be  r e l i e d  upon. 

'Who i s  a very o l d  f r i e n d  of my poor unc le ' s ,  and a  most e x c e l l e n t  
man, S i r , '  pursued Walter,  r a i s i n g  h i s  eyes wi th  a  look of e n t r e a t y  
i n  t h e  Capta in ' s  beha l f ,  'was s o  good a s  t o  o f f e r  t o  come wi th  m e ,  
which I could ha rd ly  r e fuse . '  (10, 130) 

Walter,  neve r the l e s s ,  i s  s u r e l y  not  g u i l t y  of ca l lousness  i n  h i s  unexpressed 

discomfort  over  C u t t l e ' s  presence;  f o r  a l l  h i s  warm-hearted suppor t  and 

symbolic c o n t r a s t  t o  Dombey, C u t t l e  is an unquest ionably l i m i t e d  f i g u r e  t o t a l -  

l y  ou t  of p l ace  among h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  supe r io r s .  One can only sympathize 

wi th   alter's h e s i t a n t  response t o  t he  Capta in ' s  deluded enthusiasms: " In  

s p i t e  of h i s  r e s p e c t  f o r  Captain C u t t l e ,  Walter could not  he lp  inwardly re- 



j o i c i n g  a t  t h e  absence of t h i s  sage  [ t h e  imbec i l i c  Bunsby], and devoutly 

hoping t h a t  h i s  l impid i n t e l l e c t  might no t  b e  brought t o  bea r  on h i s  d i f f i -  

c u l t i e s  u n t i l  they  were q u i t e  s e t t l e d "  (15, 212). 

A t  another  l e v e l ,  David Copperf ie ld ' s  response t o  h i s  simple-minded o r  

simple-hearted companions sugges ts  more s e r i o u s  r e se rva t ions .  A s  noted 

earlier, i n  t h e  midst  of an  e a r n e s t  eulogy t o  M r .  Dick's "mind of t h e  h e a r t , "  

David (apparent ly  unconsciously) r e f e r s  t o  Dick wi th  almost b i t i n g  c r u e l t y  

as "one of t h e  lower animals" (42, 6 2 3 ) .  The unconscious element i n  t h i s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  is s i g n i f i c a n t :  even though David and Dick a r e  devoted f r i e n d s ,  

a t  a deep l e v e l  of David's mind Dick i s  indeed a subhuman c r e a t u r e ,  a s t r i k i n g  

example of t he  o f t e n  unacknowledged y e t  unbridgeable gul f  between t h e  f o o l  

and t h e  normal world. Equally s i g n i f i c a n t ,  David is a quasi-autobiographical  

image of Dickens h imse l f ,  and t h e  degree t o  which Dickens i s  s e p a r a t e  from 

h i s  persona i n  t h i s  passage i s  l e s s  than c l e a r .  For t h a t  mat te r ,  Dickens is  

13  
almost Pecksn i f f i an  i n  h i s  s en t imen ta l ly  pa t ron iz ing  addresses  t o  Tom Pinch, 

a p a t t e r n  r e c u r r i n g  i n  h i s  condescending apostrophes t o  Twemlow ("Ah, my 

Twemlow! Say, l i t t l e  f eeb le  grey personage, what thoughts  a r e  i n  thy  b r e a s t  

to-day" [OMF, - 11, 16 ,  409]) ,  and i t  is  not  e n t i r e l y  implaus ib le  t h a t  some h a l f -  

conscious ambivalence on Dickens's own p a r t  occas iona l ly  mani fes t s  i t s e l f .  

More f r equen t ly ,  of course,  Dickens i s  w e l l  aware of such condescending 

a t t i t u d e s ,  and employs them, through the  Holy Innocent ' s  touchstone func t ions ,  

t o  demonstrate a c h a r a c t e r ' s  moral development. David's b e l i t t l i n g  response 

t o  t h e  innocent  Tommy Traddles ,  f o r  i n s t ance ,  c l e a r l y  s i g n i f i e s  h i s  s t i l l  

immature moral s e n s i t i v i t y :  

I promised Traddles t h a t  he should hea r  Dora s i n g ,  and s e e  some of 
h e r  flower-painting. He s a i d  he should l i k e  i t  very much, and we 
went home arm i n  arm i n  g r e a t  good humour and d e l i g h t .  1 encouraged 
him t o  t a l k  about Sophy, on the  way; which he d id  wi th  a l ov ing  
r e l i a n c e  on h e r  t h a t  I very much admired. I compared h e r  i n  my mind 
wi th  Dora, w i t h  cons iderable  inward s a t i s f a c t i o n ;  b u t  I candid ly  



admit ted t o  myself t h a t  s h e  seemed t o  be an  e x c e l l e n t  k ind  of 
g i r l  f o r  Traddles ,  too. (41, 602) 

wh i l e  Dickens's o t h e r  au tobiographica l  persona,  P ip ,  d i s p l a y s  a s i m i l a r l y  

s l i g h t i n g  condescension. A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  moreover, Dickens's s a t i r i c  

dep ic t ions  of p r i d e  cont inue t o  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  awkward p o s i t i o n  of s i m p l i c i t y  

i n  t h e  normal world. Dickens s p a r e s  Traddles t he  knowledge of David's deeper 

f e e l i n g s ,  bu t  t he  reader  c l e a r l y  observes t he  f o o l ' s  l ack  of s t a t u s  even i n  

t h e  minds of those  a f f e c t i o n a t e l y  disposed towards him, and may j u s t l y  spec- 

u l a t e  on Traddles ' s  pa in  had he known David's unexpressed opinion. Dickens 

himself  ev iden t ly  sha re s  t h i s  specu la t ion ,  and i n  h i s  f i n a l  ve r s ion  of t h e  

fool -ch i ld  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  he d i r e c t l y  confronts  Joe ' s  and P i p ' s  p a i n f u l  recog- 

n i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  d i s t a n c e  between the  Holy Innocent and t h e  normal world is  

indeed impassable . 
While Walter 's  embarrassment over  C u t t l e ' s  uncouth cha rac t e r  i s  more 

comic than  d i s t r e s s i n g ,  Pip must experience t h e  f u l l  pangs of t h e  d i s p a r i t y  

between himself  and h i s  simpleton-companion. "I am a f r a i d  I was ashamed of 

t he  dear  good fellow--I - know I was ashamed of him--" (13, 95), Pip  says  of 

Joe ' s  i n t e rv i ew wi th  Miss Havisham, and, a s  Q.  D. Leavis s t a t e s ,  a l though 

many readers  harsh ly  condemn P i p ' s  a t t i t u d e s  i n  t h i s  scene ,  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  

has "nothing t o  do wi th  any conceivable  snobbery on P i p ' s  p a r t ,  and t h e  

anguish P ip  s u f f e r e d  then is  what anyone i n  the  circumstances a t  h i s  age must 

have f e l t .  Dickens indeed makes us f e e l  i t  wi th  him. "14 I n  London, l i kewise ,  

when P ip  a n t i c i p a t e s  Joe ' s  v i s i t  "with cons iderable  d is turbance ,  some mor t i f i -  

c a t i o n ,  and a keen sense  of incongrui ty" (27 ,  206),  P ip ' s  r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  

f o o l ' s  gaucheries  a r e  more p a i n f u l  than contemptuous, an improper b u t  unwi l l ing  

and thoroughly understandable response.  While C u t t l e ,  moreover, was b l i s s f u l l y  

unaware of Walter's discomfort  and Dombey's d i sda in ,  Joe  ( l i k e  Pip)  is  pain- 

f u l l y  conscious of P i p ' s  ambivalent f e e l i n g s  and h i s  own i n n a t e  l i m i t a t i o n s :  



'P ip ,  dea r  o ld  chap, l i f e  i s  made of eve r  s o  many p a r t i n g s  welded 
toge the r ,  a s  I may say ,  and one man's a blacksmith,  and one 's  a  
whitesmith,  and one 's  a  goldsmith, and one 's  a  coppersmith. 
Diwisions among such must come, and must be  m e t  a s  they  come. I f  
t h e r e ' s  been any f a u l t  a t  a l l  to-day, i t ' s  mine. You and m e  is not  
two f i g u r e s  t o  be toge the r  i n  London; nor  y e t  anywheres e l s e  b u t  
what is p r i v a t e ,  and beknown, and understood among f r i ends .  It 
a i n ' t  t h a t  I am proud, b u t  t h a t  I want t o  be r i g h t ,  as you s h a l l  
never  s e e  m e  no more i n  t hese  c lo thes .  I ' m  wrong i n  t h e s e  c lo thes .  
I ' m  wrong out  of t h e  forge ,  t he  k i t c h e n ,  o r  o f f  t h '  meshes. You 
won't f i n d  h a l f  s o  much f a u l t  i n  me i f  you th ink  of me i n  my fo rge  
d r e s s ,  wi th  my hammer i n  my hand, o r  even my pipe.  You won't f i n d  
h a l f  s o  much f a u l t  i n  me i f ,  supposing a s  you should eve r  wish t o  
s e e  m e ,  you come and put  your head i n  a t  t h e  forge  window and s e e  Joe 
the  blacksmith,  t he re ,  a t  t h e  o l d  a n v i l ,  i n  t he  o ld  bu rn t  apron, 
s t i c k i n g  t o  t h e  o ld  work. I ' m  awful d u l l ,  b u t  I hope I ' v e  b e a t  ou t  
something n igh  t h e  r i g h t s  of t h i s  a t  last. And s o  GOD b l e s s  you, 
dear  o ld  P ip ,  o ld  chap, GOD b l e s s  you!' (212) 

The s o c i a l  d i v i s i o n  between Pip  and Joe undoubtedly c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  t ens ions  

i n  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ;  however, i f  an a n a l y s i s  of c l a s s  snobbery were Dickens's 

s o l e  i n t e n t i o n  he could no doubt dep ic t  J o e ' s  s o c i a l  backwardness without  

Gargery's e x p l i c i t  l i n k s  t o  t h e  d o c t r i n e  of ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y .  By doing both ,  

Dickens thus  extends t h e  c e n t r a l  concerns of t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  i n t e n s i f y i n g  

i ts  thematic  import. Regardless of c l a s s  cons ide ra t ions ,  pa in  and f r u s t r a t i o n  

(both the  f o o l ' s  and the  you th ' s ) ,  Dickens seems t o  sugges t ,  a r e  t h e  most 

c e r t a i n  r e s u l t s  of t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  t h e  c l e a r e s t  s i g n  i n  h i s  w r i t i n g s  t h a t  

t h e  e f f o r t  t o  a s s i m i l a t e  t h e  Holy Innocent i n t o  t h e  normal world is  doomed 

t o  f a i l u r e .  

Like C u t t l e ,  Joe  i s  a symbolic counterbalance t o  s o c i a l  cor rupt ion ,  h i s  

C h r i s t i a n  va lues  r ep re sen t ing  P ip ' s  s a l v a t i o n .  And y e t ,  i n  h i s  s e v e r e l y  res- 

t r i c t e d  scope, h i s  l ack  of ambit ion,  s o c i a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  i s  

he  an  appropr i a t e  model f o r  P ip  t o  emulate? A s  A. E. Dyson no te s ,  "Pip is  

no Tom Pinch o r  Tim Linkinwater;  nor was Dickens, who t o  some degree i d e n t i -  

f  i e s  himself wi th  Pip. "I5 Both Dickens and Pip  a r e  i n t e l l i g e n t  and ambit ious,  

and, whi le  va lu ing  J o e ' s  innocence, both a r e  f u l l y  conscious of h i s  l imi t a -  

t i ons .  John Lucas observes t h a t  " the t r o u b l e  wi th  P i p ' s  a s p i r a t i o n s  is  t h a t  



they  a r e  not  worth the  e f f o r t .  But suppose they were? Suppose he  wanted 

t o  be a g r e a t  n o v e l i s t ?  The problem of Joe  would not  be lessened.  "I6 P ip ' s  

a t t i t u d e s ,  i n  f a c t ,  express  a fundamental a spec t  of Dickens's own cha rac t e r ,  

and al though Dickens honours t he  i n t e g r i t y  of J o e ' s  holy s i m p l i c i t y ,  h i s  

admission t h a t  Joe is a l imi t ed  i n d i v i d u a l  who can never accompany Pip i n t o  

t h e  normal world is uncompromising. 

While t h e  f o o l ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  c h i l d  o r  youth is ( f o r  reasons 

a l r eady  noted)  t h e  most f requent  man i f e s t a t ion  of t h i s  theme, the response of 

t h e  moral a d u l t  occas iona l ly  i l l umines  the  d i s p a r i t y .  Even i n  t h e  e a r l y  

Weller-Pickwick r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  perhaps the  most succes s fu l  union of a simple- 

souled f o o l  and a r ep re sen ta t ive  of t h e  normal world, t he  i n t e l l i g e n t  se rvant -  

mentor must c o r r e c t  t he  excesses  of h i s  master 's  s i m p l i c i t y  i n  o rde r  t o  accom- 

modate him i n  t h a t  world. In a l a t e r  novel ,  where t h i s  problem i s  explored 

more deeply,  Betsey Trotwood and M r .  Dick f u r t h e r  demonstrate t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

involved i n  any at tempt  t o  br idge  t h i s  gu l f .  Betsey accepts  M r .  Dick i n t o  

h e r  home and regards him a s  a near-normal a s s o c i a t e  ("'Nobody knows what t h a t  

man's mind is ,  except myself' ' '  [14, 2043 and indeed Mr. Dick possesses  con- 

s i d e r a b l e  n a t u r a l  wisdom), and y e t ,  no t  only does M r .  Dick remain t o t a l l y  de- 

pendent on h e r  g r e a t e r  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  bu t  Betsey 's  admirat ion f o r  h i s  mental 

prowess is e i t h e r  a disingenuous o r  unconscious se l f -de lus ion .  Even when 

bound by love ,  t he  f o o l  can be accepted a s  a member of t h e  normal world ( i f  

merely i n  appearance) only through a suspension of d i s b e l i e f .  David's and 

P ip ' s  p a i n f u l  condescension i s  a l e s s  a t t r a c t i v e ,  y e t  f a r  more honest  and thus  

r e a l i s  t i c ,  response. 

Despi te  t h e  obvious r e luc t ance  occasioned by h i s  devot ion t o  t he  f o o l ' s  

symbolic r o l e s ,  then,  Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  c r e a t e  a psychologica l ly  r e a l i s t i c  

p o r t r a i t  of t h e  Holy Innocent--a p o r t r a i t  t h a t  g r a n t s  t h i s  f i g u r e  a be l i evab le  



i nne r  l i f e  by acknowledging h i s  deeper impulses and d e l i n e a t i n g  h i s  s e l f -  

image--nonetheless i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  f o o l ' s  most severe  handicaps. The r e a l i s t i c  

f o o l  is revealed a s  a f i g u r e  of cons iderable  i n n e r  pathos,  whose sexual-  

romantic ene rg i e s  and self-esteem can be para lysed  by f e e l i n g s  of inadequacy 

and f r u s t r a t i o n ,  and whose success  a s  a symbolic f i g u r e  o f t e n  depends upon 

t h e  au tho r ' s  capac i ty  t o  n u l l i f y  such d i s r u p t i v e  elements.  The f o o l ' s  f u t i l e  

a t tempts  t o  t ranscend h i s  s impleton-nature through c l o s e  personal  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p s  w i th  more normal f i g u r e s  only accentua te  h i s  inadequacies;  whether 

consciously o r  unconsciously, even t h e  f o o l ' s  c l o s e s t  f e l l o w - s p i r i t s  i n  t h e  

normal world can n e i t h e r  deny nor  overlook the  d i s p a r i t y  between t h e i r  na tu re s  

and p o t e n t i a l .  

Dickens is  an avowedly d i d a c t i c  w r i t e r  wi th  the  Holy Innocent a s  h i s  

p r i n c i p a l  moral v e h i c l e ,  and y e t  t h i s  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  f o o l ' s  i nne r  l i f e  has  

c a l l e d  t h e  e n t i r e  d o c t r i n e  of ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y  i n t o  doubt,  sugges t ing  t h a t  t h e  

f o o l ' s  moral q u a l i t i e s  can ope ra t e  only i n  a world of romance f a t a l l y  vulner- 

a b l e  t o  any i n t r u s i v e  r e a l i t y .  We have seen  t h a t  t h e  Pickwickian f o o l  cannot 

wi ths tand  t h e  menace of social-moral  co r rup t ion ,  h i s  powers of redemption 

reduced t o  an i s o l a t e d  sanc tuary ;  we now s e e  t h a t  t he  f o o l  h imsel f ,  o f t e n  

wi th in  such a sanc tuary ,  cannot wi ths tand  t h e  t r u t h  about h i s  own n a t u r e ,  and 

t h a t  h i s  thematic  r o l e s  can be preserved only through ove r t  a u t h o r i a l  i n t e r -  

vent ion.  I n  l i g h t  of t h i s  accumulation of i n n a t e  weaknesses, t h e  e f f e c t i v e -  

ness  of t h e  holy  f o o l  a s  a paradigm f o r  human behaviour and an i d e a l  v e h i c l e  

f o r  moral t r u t h  is c l e a r l y  ques t ionable .  "I had r a t h e r  be any kind o ' t h i n g  

than  a fool"  ( I .  4 ,  181-2) exclaims   ear's j e s t e r  about t h e  f o o l ' s  p a i n f u l l y  

inde termina te  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n ,  sen t iments  shared  by t h e  r e a l i s t i c  Dickensian 

Holy Innocent ,  who, fo reve r  i s o l a t e d  by h i s  i n t r i n s i c  s o c i a l  and mental 

l i m i t a t i o n s ,  cannot t r u l y  f u l f i l l  Dickens's primary moral purposes. 



2. The Child-Fool 

Although the  simple-minded o r  simple-souled f o o l  proves i n s u f f i c i e n t ,  

t h e  d o c t r i n e  of ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y  remains v i t a l  t o  Dickens's e t h o s ,  and even 

a s  Dickens d i scusses  t h e  f o o l ' s  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  he  exp lo re s  p o s s i b l e  a l t e rna -  

t i v e s .  The p a r t i c u l a r  i s s u e s  of t h e  f o o l ' s  d i s r u p t i v e  s e x u a l i t y  and inne r  

pathos remain unresolved,  b u t  t h e  l a r g e r  problem comprising them--the d i s -  

tance  between t h e  f o o l  and t h e  normal world--is, through t h e  agency of y e t  

another  fool- type,  open t o  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .  

Perhaps unexpectedly i t  i s  t h e  c h i l d  and the  he ro ine ,  t h e  same cha rac t e r s  

who s e r v e  t o  ques t ion  t h e  f o o l ' s  n a t u r e ,  who provide t h e  necessary union. 

F i r s t ,  whereas t h e  innocence of t h e  holy  f o o l ,  t h e  a d u l t  who does not  mature, 

is  an abnormal a t t r i b u t e ,  t h e  innocence of t h e  c h i l d ,  whi le  no less morally 

i n s i g h t f u l ,  i s  a p e r f e c t l y  normal q u a l i t y  of an inexperienced i n d i v i d u a l ,  a 

f a c t  g ran t ing  the  c h i l d  t he  s p e c i a l  p o s i t i o n  of a b r idge  between the  f o o l  and 

t h e  normal world. Second, and more impor tan t ,  throughout h i s  uses  of t h e  f o o l  

t r a d i t i o n ,  Dickens has emphasized t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  psychological-moral devel- 

opment. I n  t h e  ch i ld- fool  mo t i f ,  t h i s  process  i s  placed on a f i rmer  b a s i s ,  

and the  p re se rva t ion  of t he  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  ch i ld - l i ke  o r  foo l - l i ke  q u a l i t i e s  

i n t o  adulthood through a process  of moral educa t ion  t r a v e r s e s  t h e  gul f  between 

t h e  f o o l  and t h e  normal world by forming a mutual ly r e i n f o r c i n g  union of 

psychologica l  r ea l i sm and symbolic va lues .  

I n  one sense ,  i t  might b e  argued t h a t  Dickens circumvents r a t h e r  than 

r e s o l v e s  t he  ques t ion :  t h e  ch i ld- fool  enables  Dickens t o  avoid confront ing  

the  f o o l ' s  ungovernable s e x u a l i t y ,  whi le  t h e  c h i l d ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  normali ty  

e l imina te s  t h e  problem of t h e  s imple ton ' s  despondent awareness of h i s  mental 

l i m i t a t i o n .  I n  t h e  evo lu t ion  of t h e  ch i ld- fool  mo t i f ,  nonethe less ,  Dickens 



encounters v i r t u a l l y  t he  same problem found i n  o t h e r  fool- types:  a d i s rup-  

t i v e  tens ion  between r e a l i t y  and romance, a f a t a l  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  monoli thic  

s o c i a l  e v i l s .  I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  s t e a d i l y  d e c l i n i n g  Pickwickian and l u n a t i c  

foo l s ,  t he  more v e r s a t i l e  ch i ld- fool  (with h i s  g r e a t e r  capac i ty  f o r  

psychological-moral maturat ion)  i s  t h e  only fool- type t o  advance from weak- 

ness  t o  s t r eng th ,  t h e  pure ly  symbolic forms g iv ing  way t o  a u n i f i e d  f i g u r e  

i n  whom t h e  doc t r ine  of ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y  is given s i g n i f i c a n t  c r e d i b i l i t y .  

It should a l s o  be noted,  however, t h a t  t h i s  movement towards r ea l i sm begins 

with some of t he  Dickensian Holy Innocent convent ion 's  most e l a b o r a t e  mythic 

o r  romantic s p i r i t u a l  e lements ,  t he  image p a t t e r n s  t h a t  l i n k  t h e  ch i ld roman-  

foo l  t r i n i t y  toge ther  p re sen t ing  an e x p l i c i t l y  otherworldly na tu re .  

On the  one hand, whatever t h e  i n n a t e  u n r e a l i t y  of t h e s e  shared  i m a g i s t i c  

p a t t e r n s ,  the  s p i r i t u a l  essence of t hese  f i g u r e s  remains a v i t a l  a spec t  of 

t h e i r  thematic import, r ep re sen t ing  t h e  under ly ing  foundat ion of t h e i r  moral 

r o l e s ,  Deriving h i s  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ' s  s p e c i a l  s p i r i t u a l i t y  j o i n t l y  

from the  B i b l i c a l  and Romantic-Victorian concept ions of childhood, Dickens 

responds t o  the age ' s  need f o r  a sense  of t h e  immanence of a l ov ing  d e i t y .  

Like t h e  innocent p ro t agon i s t  of Wordsworth's " In t imat ions  of Immortal i ty ,"  

who comes " t r a i l i n g  clouds of g lo ry  . . . From God, who i s  our  home," 

Dickens's i dea l i zed  c h i l d r e n ,  "so f r e s h  from God" (OCS, - 1, 4 ) ,  r ep re sen t  a 

necessary l i n k  with a purer  s t a t e  of ex i s t ence .  A s  Rose Maylie watches over 

Ol iver  Twist,  and "her t e a r s  f e l l  upon h i s  forehead," 

The boy s t i r r e d ,  and smiled i n  h i s  s l e e p ,  as though t h e s e  marks of  
p i t y  and compassion had awakened some p l easan t  dream of a love  o r  
a f f e c t i o n  he had never known. Thus, a s t r a i n  of gen t l e  music, o r  
t h e  r i p p l i n g  of water i n  a s i l e n t  p lace ,  o r  t h e  odour of a f lower,  
o r  t h e  mention of a f a m i l i a r  word, w i l l  sometimes c a l l  up sudden dim 
remembrances of scenes t h a t  never were, i n  t h i s  l i f e ;  which vanish  
l i k e  a breath;  which some b r i e f  memory of a happier  e x i s t e n c e ,  long 
gone by, would seem t o  have awakened; which no voluntary  e x e r t i o n  
of t h e  mind can eve r  r e c a l l .  (30, 216) 



Even t h e  stronger-minded Jenny Wren s h a r e s  t h i s  seminal  Romantic mot i f :  

'For  when I was a l i t t l e  c h i l d ,  ' [says Jenny] i n  a tone a s  though i t  
were ages ago, ' t h e  c h i l d r e n  t h a t  I used t o  s e e  e a r l y  i n  t he  morning 
were very d i f f e r e n t  from any o t h e r s  t h a t  I eve r  saw. They were n o t  
l i k e  me: they  were n o t  c h i l l e d ,  anxious,  ragged, o r  bea ten ;  they 
were never i n  pain. They were not  l i k e  t h e  c h i l d r e n  of t h e  neighbours; 
they  never never mocked me.  Such numbers of them, too! A l l  i n  wh i t e  
d re s ses ,  and wi th  something sh in ing  on the  borders ,  and on t h e i r  heads, 
t h a t  I have never been a b l e  t o  i m i t a t e  wi th  my work, though I know 
i t  s o  wel l .  They used t o  come down i n  long b r i g h t  s l a n t i n g  rows, and 
s a y  a l l  t oge the r ,  "Who is t h i s  i n  pain? Who i s  t h i s  i n  pa in?"  When 
I t o l d  them who i t  was, they answered, "Come and play wi th  us!" When 
I s a i d ,  "I never p lay!  I can ' t  play!" they swept about m e  and took 
m e  up, and made me l i g h t .  Then i t  w a s  a l l  d e l i c i o u s  e a s e  and r e s t  
till they  l a i d  me down, and s a i d  a l l  t o g e t h e r ,  "Have pa t i ence ,  and 
w e  w i l l  come again." Whenever they came back, I used t o  know they 
were coming be fo re  I saw t h e  long b r i g h t  rows, by hea r ing  them ask ,  
a l l  t oge the r  a long way o f f ,  "Who is  t h i s  i n  pa in?  Who i s  t h i s  i n  
pain?" And I used t o  c r y  o u t ,  "Oh, my b l e s sed  c h i l d r e n ,  i t ' s  poor 
me ! Have p i t y  on me ! Take me up and make me l i g h t  !I1' (OMF, 11, 2,  - 
239-40) 

"The Angels a r e  a l l  children,"" says  C h r i s t  himself i n  The L i f e  of Our Lord, 

a theme p a r t i c u l a r l y  ev ident  i n  Dickens's r e c u r r e n t  dep ic t ions  of t he  c h i l d ' s  

death-bed i n s i g h t s :  Dick i n  O l ive r  Twist is aware of h i s  approaching dea th  

because he dreams "so much of Heaven, and Angels, and kind faces" (7 ,  49);  

t h e  " r u s t l i n g  of an Angel 's  wings" a t t e n d s  the  dea th  of Charles  and Lucie 

Darnay's young son i n  A Tale  of Two C i t i e s  (11, 21, 201); Paul  Dombey i s  

granted a v i s i o n  of C h r i s t ;  and "a whisper went about" a t  L i t t l e  Ne l l ' s  

f u n e r a l  " tha t  she  had seen and t a lked  wi th  angels"  (72, 5 4 3 ) ,  whi le ,  a s  t h e  

novel ' s  f i n a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i n d i c a t e s ,  she  i s  borne i n t o  Heaven by angels  a s  

ch i ld - l i ke  a s  h e r s e l f .  Whatever t he  sen t imen ta l  embellishments of such scenes  

and passages,  t h e i r  deeper symbolic meaning--linking the  human and t h e  d i v i n e  

i n  an  image of immortality--enriches Dickens's moral v i s ion .  

Evoking equal  c r i t i c a l  d i sda in ,  Dickens's pure and e t h e r e a l i z e d  young 

women s h a r e  t h e  wise c h i l d ' s  re l igious-moral  va lues .  Although Dombey and 

Son's P o l l y  Toodle may not  compare wi th  these  more s p i r i t u a l  hero ines  i n  - 

Dickens's works, she  possesses  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t i v e  cha rac t e r ,  "a n a t u r e  t h a t  



is e v e r ,  i n  t h e  mass, b e t t e r ,  t r u e r ,  h ighe r ,  nob le r ,  qu icker  t o  f e e l ,  and 

much more cons tan t  t o  r e t a i n ,  a l l  t enderness  and p i t y ,  s e l f - d e n i a l  and 

devot ion,  than  t h e  na tu re  of men" (3, 27).  J u s t  a s  the  Pickwickian f o o l  

i s  t h e  p a t e r n a l  head of t h e  lov ing  f o o l  community, s o  such c h a r a c t e r s  as 

Kate Nickleby, Florence Dombey, Es the r  Summerson, and Be l l a  Wi l fe r  a r e  t he  

h e a r t  o f  i t s  domestic' warmth and harmony. The s p e c t r a l  f i g u r e  i n  

Cr icke t  on t h e  Hearth compels John Peerybingle  t o  remember " the  h e a r t h  which, 

b u t  f o r  h e r  [ h i s  w i fe ,  Mary], were only a  few s t o n e s  and b r i c k s  and r u s t y  

b a r s ,  b u t  which has  been, through h e r ,  t h e  Altar of [h i s ]  Home" (CB, - iii, 211). 

Like the  c h i l d ,  t h e  female s a i n t s  who o f f i c i a t e  a t  t h i s  domestic a l t a r  a r e  

r e p l e t e  wi th  app ropr i a t e ly  r e l i g i o u s  imagery. Describing Rose Maylie, Dickens 

s t a t e s  t h a t  " i f  eve r  angels  b e  f o r  God's good purposes enthroned i n  mortal  

forms, they may be ,  without  impiety,  supposed t o  abide i n  such a s  hers , "  and 

t h a t  " the very i n t e l l i g e n c e  t h a t  shone i n  h e r  deep b lue  eyes,  and was stamped 

upon h e r  noble head, seemed s c a r c e l y  of h e r  age,  o r  of t h e  world" (OT, - 29, 

212). A s  t h i s  passage impl ies ,  fur thermore,  t h e  c h i l d  and t h e  woman, n o t  only 

s h a r i n g  s i m i l a r  symbolic r o l e s  and image p a t t e r n s ,  a r e  o f t e n  uni ted  i n  a  

s i n g l e  cha rac t e r .  This is n o t ,  of course,  unequivocally succes s fu l  (David 

Copperf ie ld ' s  "child-wife," Dora, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  is  a  somewhat s t r a i n e d  repre-  

s e n t a t i v e  of t h i s  mo t i f ) ,  b u t  f i g u r e s  l i k e  N e l l ,  Florence,  and Amy D o r r i t ,  

d e s p i t e  t h e  animus of va r ious  c r i t i c s ,  e x e r t  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  symbolic-moral 

e f f e c t ,  which, l i k e  t h a t  of t he  ame l io ra t ive  s p i r i t s  i n  Jenny Wren's fantasy-  

v i s i o n ,  is  o v e r t l y  messianic: 

' I f  you have seen  the  p i c tu re -ga l l e ry  of any one o l d  family, you 
w i l l  remember how the  s a m e  f a c e  and f igure--of ten t h e  f a i r e s t  and 
s l i g h t e s t  of them all--come upon you i n  d i f f e r e n t  genera t ions ;  
and how you t r a c e  t h e  same sweet g i r l  through a  l ong  l i n e  of 
por t ra i t s - -never  growing o l d  o r  changing--the Good Angel of t h e  
race--abiding by them i n  a l l  reverses--redeeming a l l  t h e i r  sins--' 
(E, 69, 524) 



Once aga in ,  t h e  merging of t h e  human and t h e  d i v i n e  i n  t h e  child-woman's 

a n g e l i c  na tu re  produces h ighly  sen t imenta l ized  y e t  nonethe less  powerfully 

symbolic f i gu res .  

I n  l i g h t  of t h e  r e l i g i o u s  connotat ions of t h e  image p a t t e r n s  ou t l i ned  

above, t he  c h i l d ' s  and woman's connection wi th  t h e  Dickensian Holy Innocent 

is  immediately manifest .  Ranging from Scrooge, who would " r a the r  be  a baby," 

and Toby Veck, t he  "ch i ldes t -hear ted  man, t h a t  eve r  drew t h e  b r e a t h  of l i f e , "  

t o  Captain C u t t l e ,  whom "no c h i l d  could have surpassed . . . i n  inexperience,"  

and Joe  Gargery, a p t l y  regarded by t h e  young Pip a s  "a l a r g e r  s p e c i e s  of ch i ld"  

(2, 7 ) ,  t h e  image of t h e  s a i n t l y  "chi ld" l i e s  behind ( o r  w i th in )  v i r t u a l l y  

every Dickensian Holy Innocent.  The woman's c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  power t o  make t h e  

h e a r t h  an a l t a r  of  warmth and love ,  l i kewise ,  is r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  f o o l ' s  

capac i ty  t o  o f f e r  so l ace  and p r o t e c t i o n  through h i s  community sanc tuary ,  a 

p a r a l l e l  which, on a t  l e a s t  one occas ion ,  Dickens makes e x p l i c i t :  

Long may i t  remain i n  t h i s  mixed world a po in t  not  easy  of dec i s ion ,  
which is t h e  more b e a u t i f u l  evidence of t h e  Almighty's goodness-- 
t h e  d e l i c a t e  f i n g e r s  t h a t  a r e  formed f o r  s e n s i t i v e n e s s  and sympathy 
of touch, and made t o  m i n i s t e r  t o  pa in  and g r i e f ,  o r  t h e  rough hard 
Captain C u t t l e  hand, t h a t  t h e  h e a r t  t eaches ,  guides,  and s o f t e n s  i n  
a moment! (48, 678) 

For, l i k e  t h e  c h i l d  and the  woman, such f o o l s  a s  Pickwick, an "angel i n  t i g h t s  

and g a i t e r s , "  Toots,  "a g r e a t l y  overgrown cherub," and Joe  Gargery, P i p ' s  

"minis ter ing angel ,  I' a l l  seem "scarce ly  of t h e  world" i n  t h e i r  pure embodiment 

and express ion  of fundamental C h r i s t i a n  va lues .  

Together t h e s e  t h r e e  charac te r - types  become t h e  major r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of  

Dickens's most a b s t r a c t  moral thought,  t h e i r  "angelic" image p a t t e r n s ,  f a r  

from be ing  mere l i t e r a r y  embellishments,  i n d i c a t i n g  ( f o r  Dickens a t  l e a s t )  

t h e i r  genuine connect ion wi th  h ighe r  s p i r i t u a l  fo rces .  A s  Sherman H. Eoff 

sugges ts ,  Dickens's r e l i g i o u s  views a r e  dominated by the  concept of "A 

Fa the r ly  World According t o  Design," a v i s i o n  of "a w i s e  God who looks down 



on H i s  ch i ldren ' s  s t rugg les  and supp l i e s  enough s t r eng th  f o r  the  triumph of 

good over evi l ,"18 a p a t e r n a l i s t i c  d e i t y  whose agent ,  providence, a i d s  the  

pure-in-heart. While Eoff ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  does n o t  take i n t o  account the 

frequent  f a i l u r e s  of "good" i n  Dickens's works, he i d e n t i f i e s  the  o f t en  

neglected f a c t  t h a t  desp i t e  Dickens's apparent ind i f fe rence  t o  r e l i g i o u s  

organizat ions,  theologica l  concerns play a v i t a l  and r e a l  r o l e  i n  h i s  moral 

thought and a r t i s t i c  v is ion .  In con t ras t  t o  the  secu la r  e thos  of an agnost ic  

th inker  l i k e  George E l i o t ,  Dickens's moral b e l i e f s  i m p l i c i t l y  a s s e r t  the  con- 

t inued presence of d iv ine  i n s p i r a t i o n  and guidance i n  human a f f a i r s .  Steven 

Marcus makes a s i m i l a r  observation,  not ing  t h a t  "Dickens' s moral and r e l i g i o u s  

f ee l ings  f ind  over t  expression i n  a  kind of pr imi t ive  Chr i s t i an i ty , "  and t h a t  

"it abides i n  t h e  na ture  of th ings ,  these  e a r l y  novels seem t o  a s s e r t ,  t h a t  

good fortune w i l l  eventual ly  come t o  the  good-in-heart, t h a t  the  world is s o  

arranged t h a t  somehow, without any inord ina te  e f f o r t  of w i l l ,  th ings  w i l l  t u rn  

ou t  a s  they i d e a l l y  should. "I9 Although eventual ly required t o  be more ac t ive  

than Marcus's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  sugges ts ,  the c h i l d ,  the  woman, and the  foo l  a r e  

c l e a r l y  the  most powerful f igures  through which divine grace and wisdom a r e  

t ransmit ted  i n  Dickens's a r t .  Their s p e c i a l  s p i r i t u a l  powers and supernatura l  

connotations o f f e r  so lace  f o r  the  age's c r i s i s  of f a i t h  by serving as  "evidence 

of the  Almighty's goodness," represent  a  powerful l i n k  between the  human and 

t h e  d iv ine ,  and provide a f i rm moral bas i s  f o r  the  more r e a l i s t i c  adapta t ions  

t h a t  l a t e r  develop. 

On the  o the r  hand, however, p r i o r  t o  the  eventual  development of these  

more r e a l i s t i c  f igures ,  the  h i s t o r y  of the  child-woman-fool t r i n i t y  i s  not  one 

of uninterrupted success. In  f a c t ,  when t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  motif is  t r a n s l a t e d  

i n t o  the  r e a l  world, t h a t  i s ,  when the  supernatura l  symbols become i n t r i c a t e l y  

involved i n  t h e  s o c i a l  and personal  ac t ion  of Dickens's novels,  the  i m p l i c i t  



t ens ions  between r ea l i sm and romance engender s e r i o u s  c r i t i c a l  problems. 

The dominant concern i n  Dickens's uses  of t h e  ch i ld- fool  is t o  explore  and 

acknowledge t h e s e  t ens ions  wh i l e  preserv ing  the  f i g u r e ' s  symbolic va lues ,  

r e c o n c i l i n g  h i s  deep i n t e r e s t  i n  r e a l i s t i c  a n a l y s i s  wi th  h i s  f e rven t  re-  

l igious-moral  b e l i e f s .  This  exp lo ra t ion  fol lows complex and o f t e n  contra-  

d i c t o r y  l i n e s  of development, a f f i rming  and ques t ion ing  the  ch i ld- fool  

s i~rml taneous ly .  I n  o r d e r  t o  comprehend t h e  f u l l  na tu re  of t h e  problem and 

i t s  r e s o l u t i o n ,  w e  must cons ider  t h e  ch i ld - foo l ' s  a c t u a l  r o l e s  w i th in  

Dickens's f i c t i o n ,  examining no t  only h i s  i m a g i s t i c  l i n k s  t o  t h e  Holy Innocent 

t r a d i t i o n  b u t  h i s  thematic-dramatic func t ions  a s  w e l l .  

Discussing Barnaby Rudge, Joseph Gold s t a t e s  t h a t  i ts  d i v i n e  i d i o t  hero  

I' p lays  t he  r 6 l e  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  p lay  elsewhere i n  Dickens's f i c t i o n  . . . the  

innocent ,  t he  touchstone and t h e  moral mir ror .  "20 For t h e  c h i l d ' s  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  wi th  the  f o o l  is  mutually complementary, and j u s t  a s  t h e  f o o l  remains 

e s s e n t i a l l y  "ch i ld- l ike ,"  s o  t h e  c h i l d  can perform t h e  f o o l ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  

r o l e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  h i s  r o l e  a s  t h e  t r u t h - t e l l i n g  onlooker s e p a r a t e  from t h e  

co r rup t  s o c i a l  ( o r  a d u l t )  world. Dickens l a t e r  acknowledges t h a t  a  deprived 

o r  l o v e l e s s  background i s  more l i k e l y  t o  produce moral cor rupt ion  than  in-  

s i g h t ,  b u t  t he  i s o l a t i o n  (whether s o c i a l  o r  emotional) of h i s  psychologica l ly  

unbel ievable  c h i l d - s a i n t s  nonethe less  f u l f i l l s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  purpose: i n  

a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  obvious func t ion  of c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  t h e  pathos of Dickens's 

s o c i a l  propaganda, such i s o l a t i o n ,  when seen i n  terms of t he  c h i l d ' s  super- 

n a t u r a l  imagery, c l e a r l y  he ightens  h i s  symbolic r o l e  a s  moral an t agon i s t  of 

a  co r rup t  s o c i a l  mi l ieu .  

N e l l  Tren t  and Ol ive r  Twist a r e  t h e  a rche types  of  t h e  Dickensian ch i ld-  

f o o l ,  t h e i r  moral wisdom d i r e c t l y  stemming from t h e i r  immature innocence and 

o u t c a s t  pos i t i on .  F i r s t ,  acknowledging t h e  b i b l i c a l  p recept  t h a t  wisdom o f t e n  

speaks "out of t h e  mouths of babes and suckl ings"  (Psalm 8:2), a precept  



equa l ly  app l i cab le  t o  c h i l d  and f o o l ,  Dickens i n v e s t s  t hese  i d e a l i z e d  ch i ld-  

s a i n t s  wi th  s e n s i t i v e  moral perc ip ience .  "You th ink  l i k e  a  c h i l d ,  poor boy," 

says  M r s .  Maylie, when Ol ive r  comforts h e r  wi th  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n  be- 

l i e f s  about d iv ine  j u s t i c e ,  "But you teach  me my duty,  notwithstanding" (33, 

242). One may add t h a t  Mrs. Maylie 's q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  "notwithstanding,"  is ,  

i n  l i g h t  of Dickens's moral philosophy, c l e a r l y  extraneous;  O l ive r  teaches  

because, r a t h e r  than  i n  s p i t e ,  of h i s  uncorrupted immaturity.  I n  L i t t l e  N e l l ,  

a t  once c h i l d  and woman, the  s p i r i t u a l  powers of t hese  two f i g u r e s  merge t o  

c r e a t e  an  amel iora t ive  sympathet ic  imaginat ion:  "Nature o f t e n  ensh r ines  

g a l l a n t  and noble h e a r t s  i n  weak bosoms--oftenest, God b l e s s  h e r ,  i n  female 

breasts--and when t h e  c h i l d ,  c a s t i n g  h e r  t e a r f u l  eyes upon t h e  o ld  man, re- 

membered how weak he was, and how d e s t i t u t e  and h e l p l e s s  he would i f  s h e  

f a i l e d  him, h e r  h e a r t  swelled w i t h i n  h e r ,  and animated h e r  wi th  new s t r e n g t h  

and f o r t i t u d e "  (24, 180).  

Second, l i k e  t h e  holy  f o o l ,  t he  c h i l d  r ep re sen t s  t h e  moral a n t i t h e s i s  of 

t h e  l a r g e r  soc i a l - adu l t  world,  an o u t c a s t  o r  i s o l a t e d  f i g u r e  symbolical ly  

counterbalancing the  e v i l s  t h a t  surround him. Alienated from the  co r rup t  

world, t he  Pickwickian f o o l  e s t a b l i s h e d  an opposing an t i - soc i e ty  honouring 

t h e  va lues  t h a t  h i s  adve r sa r i e s  renounced; t h e  o u t c a s t  ch i ld- fool  s i m i l a r l y  

seeks t o  t ranscend h i s  i s o l a t i o n  and d iscover  h i s  t r u e  s p i r i t u a l  home where 

h i s  moral na tu re  can f i n d  f r e e  express ion .  Lying a t  t he  h e a r t  of h i s  p a r t i c -  

u l a r  thematic  r o l e s ,  O l ive r  Twis t ' s  complex l e v e l s  of i s o l a t i o n  exemplify 

t h i s  motif .  Dickens p re sen t s ,  f o r  example, t h e  i r o n i c  f a c t  t h a t  O l i v e r ' s  

t r u e  s p i r i t u a l  homeland--the i d y l l i c  world of M r .  Brownlow and t h e  p a s t o r a l  

Maylies--from which he is  phys i ca l ly  i s o l a t e d ,  is  i n  t u r n  an e x p l i c i t  image 

of t he  holy  f o o l ' s  an t i - soc i e ty ,  a  community always i s o l a t e d  from t h e  l a r g e r  

s o c i a l  o rder .  Even a s  O l ive r  i s  phys i ca l ly  separa ted  from t h i s  community, 



however, he r e t a i n s  h i s  h ighe r  s p i r i t u a l  l i n k s  t o  i t ,  and is  thus moral ly  

s epa ra t ed  from t h e  world i n  which h e  t r u l y  e x i s t s .  The i r o n i c  n a t u r e  of 

t h i s  p a t t e r n  is  underscored by O l i v e r ' s  i l l e g i t i m a c y ;  he is ,  a s  Steven Marcus 

sugges t s ,  " the c h i l d  of love ,  born o u t s i d e  t h e  sanc t ions  of society,"21 and 

he  can f i n a l l y  t ranscend t h e  f a l s e  i s o l a t i o n  t h a t  h i s  bas t a rdy  e n t a i l s  through 

h i s  continued moral i s o l a t i o n  from the  o s t e n s i b l y  " leg i t imate"  world. A 

I t  c h i l d  of love" who preserves  h i s  capac i ty  - f o r  love  i n  t h e  l o v e l e s s  y e t  l e g a l  

environment of Bumble, M r s .  Mann, and t h e  Sowerberrys, Ol iver  both confirms 

h i s  own moral n a t u r e  and i m p l i c i t l y  c r i t i c i z e s  t h e  va lues  of a s o c i e t y  t h a t  

condemns him a s  i l l e g i t i m a t e .  

A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  O l i v e r ' s  bas t a rdy  a s s o c i a t e s  him wi th  the  novel ' s  

ex t ens ive  c r imina l  elements,  and t h e  f i n a l  i rony  i n  t he  complex p a t t e r n s  of  

h i s  i s o l a t e d  s t a t u s  i s  the  f a c t  t h a t  the  f i r s t  community t o  t r u l y  accept  him 

is i t s e l f  an o u t c a s t  group r ep resen t ing  ( l i k e  Ol iver )  an i l l e g i t i m a t e  antag-  

o n i s t  of the  l e g a l  world. The s u b t l e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between Fagin ' s  a n t i -  

s o c i e t y  and t h e  Brownlow-Maylie f o o l  community, i n  f a c t ,  hold cons iderable  

thematic  importance, f o r  O l i v e r ' s  major personal  t e s t  (a  v a r i a t i o n  on 

Pickwick's process  of maturat ion)  is  t o  t ranscend t h i s  tempting y e t  co r rup t  

refuge from t h e  Bumble-Fang world. On the  one hand, O l ive r  responds favour- 

ab ly  t o  Fagin ' s  community i n s o f a r  a s  i t  r e f l e c t s  t h e  va lues  and na tu re  of h i s  

t r u e  s p i r i t u a l  home, the  companionship and l augh te r  among t h e  th i eves  (two 

elements e n t i r e l y  l ack ing  i n  t he  workhouse) touching h i s  love-starved s p i r i t .  

The "game" played by Fagin and h i s  s t u d e n t s  is  performed " in  such a  very 

f u m y  and n a t u r a l  manner, t h a t  O l ive r  laughed till t h e  t e a r s  r a n  down h i s  face" 

(9, 6 2 ) ,  whi le  "a t  o t h e r  t imes t h e  o ld  man would t e l l  them s t o r i e s  of  robber- 

ies h e  had committed i n  h i s  younger days: mixed up with so  much t h a t  was d r o l l  

and cur ious ,  t h a t  O l ive r  could not  h e l p  laughing h e a r t i l y ,  and showing t h a t  
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he was amused i n  s p i t e  of a l l  h i s  b e t t e r  f ee l ings"  (18, 134) .  The l o g i c  of 

O l i v e r ' s  symbolic r o l e ,  however, i n e l u c t a b l y  demands t h a t  he  embrace a  com- 

munity honouring those  " b e t t e r  f e e l i n g s , "  and al though Fagin 's  s educ t ive  

an t i - soc i e ty  can d e l i g h t  O l ive r ' s  repressed  emotions and provide a  refuge 

from t h e  l a r g e r  s o c i e t y ,  i t  cannot f u l f i l l  t h e  requirements  of t h a t  l a r g e r  

symbolic p a t t e r n .  Confront ing t h e  c h i l d - s a i n t ' s  s p i r i t u a l  powers and t h e  

s p e c i a l  p r o t e c t i o n  of Providence, Fagin ' s  e f f o r t s  t o  e n l i s t  t h e  boy i n  h i s  

c r imina l  company a r e  t o t a l l y  impotent. The very means t h e  t h i e f  employs t o  

s t i m u l a t e  thoughts  of co r rup t ion  (e.g. ,  t h e  h i s t o r y  of infamous c r imina l s )  

produce t h e  oppos i te  e f f e c t  on t h e  moral ly  s e n s i t i v e  ch i ld- fool :  "In a  

paroxysm of f e a r ,  t he  boy c losed  t h e  book, and t h r u s t  i t  from him" (20, 146).  

Like Pinch o r  Pickwick, O l ive r  l a c k s  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  of worldly experience 

(and is  thus  i n i t i a l l y  b l i n d  t o  t h e  machinations of Fagin and h i s  cohor t s ) ,  

b u t  t he  g r e a t e r  p r o t e c t i o n  of h i s  s p i r i t u a l  grace  guards him a g a i n s t  any temp- 

t a t i o n .  The mere sugges t ion  of wrongdoing, when f i n a l l y  brought t o  l i g h t  i n  

h i s  na ive  consciousness ,  evokes (however melodramatical ly)  an i n t e n s e ,  almost 

phys i ca l ,  revuls ion:  

I n  an i n s t a n t  t he  whole mystery of t h e  handkerchiefs ,  and t h e  
watches,  and t h e  jewels ,  and t h e  J e w ,  rushed upon the  boy's mind. 
He s tood ,  f o r  a  moment, wi th  t h e  blood s o  t i n g l i n g  through a l l  
h i s  ve ins  from t e r r o r ,  t h a t  he f e l t  a s  i f  he  were i n  a  burning 
f i r e  . . . . (10, 66) 

And now, f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime,  O l i v e r ,  well-nigh mad wi th  g r i e f  and 
t e r r o r ,  saw t h a t  housebreaking and robbery, i f  no t  murder, were 
t h e  o b j e c t s  of t he  expedi t ion .  He clasped h i s  hands toge the r ,  and 
i n v o l u n t a r i l y  u t t e r e d  a  subdued exclamation of ho r ro r .  A m i s t  came 
be fo re  h i s  eyes; t h e  cold sweat s tood  upon h i s  ashy face ;  h i s  l imbs 
f a i l e d  him; and he  sank upon h i s  knees. (22, 161-2) 

Ol iver  does not  d i sp l ay  any profound growth of c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  h i s  devot ion 

t o  b a s i c  moral p r i n c i p l e s ,  a t  once a  s i g n  and cause of h i s  p r i v i l e g e d  p o s i t i o n  

under Providence, g r a n t s  him t h e  i n s i g h t  and s t r e n g t h  t o  r e s i s t  t h e  seduct ions  

of Fagin 's  f a l s e  an t i - soc i e ty .  Having maintained h i s  moral i s o l a t i o n  i n  t h e  



midst of impure i s o l a t i o n ,  Ol iver  ga ins  h i s  sp i r i t ua l - t empora l  reward, a 

re fuge  d e l i b e r a t e l y  cons t ruc ted  a s  an i s o l a t e d  counterbalance t o  t he  l a r g e r  

s o c i e t y :  

M r .  Brownlow adopted Ol iver  a s  h i s  son. Removing wi th  him and 
t h e  o l d  housekeeper t o  w i t h i n  a mi le  of t h e  parsonage-house, 
where h i s  dea r  f r i e n d s  r e s ided ,  he g r a t i f i e d  t h e  only remaining 
wish of O l i v e r ' s  w a r m  and e a r n e s t  h e a r t ,  and thus  l i nked  toge the r  
a l i t t l e  s o c i e t y ,  whose condi t ion  approached a s  n e a r l y  t o  one of 
p e r f e c t  happiness a s  can ever  be  known i n  t h i s  changing world. 
(52, 412-3) 

Ol ive r  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  foremost express ion  of Dickens's pure ly  symbolic ch i ld -  

f o o l ,  embodying, a s  Dickens s t a t e s ,  " the  p r i n c i p l e  of Good" (my i t a l i c s ) .  "It 

was impossible  t o  doubt him; t h e r e  was t r u t h  i n  every one of [ h i s  f ace ' s ]  t h i n  

and sharpened lineaments" (12, 81 ) ,  and a l l  of Fagin 's  blandishments and 

Sikes ' s  t h r e a t s  cannot subver t  t he  symbolic power of h i s  s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s .  

H i s  cha rac t e r  and thematic  r o l e s  may seem t o t a l l y  u n r e a l i s t i c ,  b u t  h i s  o v e r a l l  

impact i n  t he  novel is  one of impressive moral s t r e n g t h  demonstrat ing Dickens's 

b e l i e f  i n  t h e  power of love and goodness t o  "survive through every adverse  

circumstance." 

Whatever O l ive r ' s  symbolic-moral s t r e n g t h ,  however, a d i s t u r b i n g  no te  

immediately i n t r u d e s  i n t o  the i d y l l .  O l ive r ' s  supra-normal innocence can 

su rv ive  only i n  t h e  world of myth where chi ld-angels  e x i s t  i n  human form on 

e a r t h ,  a world i n  d i r e c t  con t r ad ic t ion  t o  the  grim r e a l i t i e s  w i th  which 

Dickens i n v e s t s  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t he  London slums and cr imina l  l i f e .  That 

Ol iver  can su rv ive  i n  such cor rupt ion  undoubtedly t e s t i f i e s  t o  Dickens's 

f e r v e n t  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  ch i ld - foo l ' s  va lues ,  b u t  i f  t hose  va lues  can b e  main- 

t a ined  only  through the  c h i l d ' s  mythic na tu re ,  then t h e i r  c r e d i b i l i t y  and 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s  are c l e a r l y  ques t ionable .  Even whi le  express ing  a l a r g e  p a r t  

of h i s  thematic  meaning, t h e  complex l e v e l s  of O l ive r ' s  i s o l a t e d  s t a t u s  

he ighten  t h i s  atmosphere of u n r e a l i t y .  I n  a r e v e r s a l  of t h e  Pickwickian mot i f ,  



Ol ive r  is  removed from the  mainstream of human a f f a i r s ;  h i s  i d y l l i c  comrnu- 

n i t y  r ep re sen t s  a pas s ive  r a t h e r  than  a c t i v e  moral fo rce ,  and although one 

may argue t h a t  t he  s u r v i v a l  of  good i s  f a r  more p reca r ious  i n  t h e  savage 

world of O l ive r  Twist than  i n  t he  comic Pickwick Papers,  O l ive r ' s  p a t t e r n s  

of escape and p a s s i v i t y  v i o l a t e  Dickens's most b a s i c  moral b e l i e f s .  The novel 

may conclude i n  a powerful a s s e r t i o n  of t h e  ch i ld - foo l ' s  i d e a l i z e d  n a t u r e ,  

b u t  t h e  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  between r e a l i t y  and romance remains u n j u s t i f i a b l y  

neglec ted ,  and when t h i s  same i s s u e  next  a r i s e s  i n  t h e  complex moral ques t ions  

of The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, t h e  "changing world" t h a t  O l i v e r ' s  " l i t t l e  society ' '  

was designed t o  evade has  i ts  revenge. 

Few c r i t i c s  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  s t i l l  endorse Oscar Wilde's opinion t h a t  a man 

22 
must have a h e a r t  of s t o n e  t o  read the  death of L i t t l e  Nel l  without  laughing, 

b u t  N e l l ' s  c h a r a c t e r  and symbolic r o l e s  a r e  s t i l l  f r equen t ly  judged extrava-  

gan t ly  s en t imen ta l  and cont r ived .  Even a s o p h i s t i c a t e d  psychosexual i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n  l i k e  Leonard Manheim's s ta tement  t h a t  "Nell could never  be  permi t ted  

t o  a t t a i n  an age a t  which the  coarseness  of t h e  gross  world might s u l l y  h e r ,  123 

i m p l i c i t l y  a s s e r t s  t h a t  Dickens i s  engaged i n  some form of self- indulgence,  

and c r i t i c i z e s  him f o r  p re se rv ing  h i s  chi ld-heroine from a f a t e  t h a t  h e  could - 
no t  endure h e r  t o  undergo. While Dickens's s t y l i s t i c  and emotional  excesses  

a r e  undeniable ,  however, t hese  charges do l i t t l e  t o  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  novel ' s  

t o t a l  meaning, and, i n  f a c t ,  do a s e r i o u s  i n j u s t i c e  t o  t he  t r u e  complexi t ies  

and s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  of Dickens's v i s ion .  I f  we cons ider  N e l l  a s  one s t a g e  i n  

the  evo lu t ion  of t h e  ch i ld- fool ,  advancing t h e  p a t t e r n s  developed i n  O l ive r  

Twist and presaging  l a t e r  f i g u r e s ,  a more accu ra t e  and important  judgment 

can be  made. 

A key t o  much of N e l l ' s  thematic  r o l e  can b e  found i n  one of The Old 

Cur ios i ty  Sho2's most f r equen t ly  noted f ea tu re s - - i t s  pervas ive  indebtedness  



t o  King   ear. 24 Dickens' s contemporary, Franc is  J e f f r e y ,  suggested t h a t  

t he re  had been "nothing s o  good a s  Nel l  s i n c e  ~ o r d e l i a , " ~ ~  an opinion which, 

however unreasonably hyperbol ic ,  l i k e l y  r e f l e c t s  a c e n t r a l  p a r t  of Dickens's 

own i n t e n t i o n ,  f o r  t he  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of Ne l l  and h e r  grandfa ther  wi th  Corde l ia  

and Lear is  fundamental t o  t h e  novel ' s  thematic  s t r u c t u r e .  I n  l i g h t  of 
C 

Dickens's emphasis on t h e  c h i l d - s a i n t  a s  moral agent ,  an important  connection 

between Corde l ia  and N e l l  i s  immediately d i s c e r n i b l e .  Throughout King Lear ,  

Corde l ia ' s  messianic  q u a l i t i e s  a r e  s t r o n g l y  accentuated:  "holy water" f a l l s  

from h e r  "heavenly eyes" (IV. 3 ,  30); she "redeems n a t u r e  from t h e  genera l  

curse /  Which twain have brought h e r  to"  (4 ,  302-4); whi le  h e r  exclamation, 

"0 dear  f a t h e r !  / It i s  thy bus iness  t h a t  I go about" (23-4), an e x p l i c i t  

a l l u s i o n  t o  Luke 2:49, d i r e c t l y  connects h e r  t o  C h r i s t  himself .  N e l l ' s  quasi-  

r e l i g i o u s  na tu re ,  a l r eady  b r i e f l y  d i scussed ,  is  equa l ly  dominant, he r  image 

11 ab id ing  by them i n  a l l  reverses--redeeming a l l  t h e i r  s i n s "  (69, 524). 

I n  Dickens's i d i o s y n c r a t i c  adap ta t ion  of Lear ' s  s t r u c t u r e ,  moreover, N e l l  

i s  a c t u a l l y  an  amalgam of Corde l ia  and the Fool,  a messianic  p r inces s  perform- 

i n g  t h e  r o l e  of servant-mentor,  accompanying and educa t ing  the  d i s t r a u g h t  o ld  

man through h i s  tempestuous wanderings. Her grandfa ther ,  i n  f a c t ,  regards  

h e r  a s  "an angel  messenger s e n t  t o  lead  him where she  would" (42, 318),  and 

while  she  does not  possess  t he  Fool ' s  c a u s t i c  w i t  ( a t  t h i s  s t a g e  a q u a l i t y  

f a r  removed from Dickens's conception of  t h e  c h i l d - s a i n t ) ,  "Foolish Nell" 

(1,  7) sha re s  h i s  b a s i c  dramatic  func t ions ,  assuaging h e r  g randfa the r ' s  s e l f -  

b l ind ing  mania. The Fool expresses  the  t r u t h  f o r  Lear through j e s t s ,  r i d d l e s ,  

songs, and proverbs;  N e l l ' s  r e p e r t o i r e  i s  more l i m i t e d ,  b u t  she  too  can employ 

s u b t l e  v a r i a t i o n s  on t h e  Fool ' s  d i d a c t i c  f ab l e s :  "'I have had a d read fu l  

dream,' s a i d  t h e  c h i l d  . . . ' A  dread fu l ,  h o r r i b l e  dream. I have had it once 

before .  It is a dream of grey-haired men l i k e  you, i n  darkened rooms by n i g h t ,  



robbing t h e  s l e e p e r s  of t h e i r  gold" (318).  More o f t e n ,  of course ,  i t  is 

simply L i t t l e  Nell's unshakeable devot ion and redemptive love  t h a t  s e rve  t h i s  

c o r r e c t i v e  purpose, t h e  v i g i l a n t  moral i n s i g h t  ( a s  i n s t i n c t i v e  a s  O l ive r ' s )  

t h a t  emanates from "her own h e a r t ,  and i t s  sense  of t h e  t r u t h  and r i g h t  of 

what she  did" (45, 334) u l t i m a t e l y  rescuing  him from h i s  s e l f - abso rp t ion ,  

and o b l i g i n g  him t o  renounce h i s  former de lus ions  : 

'Hush!' s a i d  t h e  o ld  man, motioning h a s t i l y  t o  h e r  wi th  h i s  hand 
and looking over  h i s  shoulder ;  'no more t a l k  of t h e  dream, and a l l  
t h e  miseries i t  brought.  There a r e  no dreams here .  'T i s  a  q u i e t  
p l a c e ,  and they keep away. Le t  us  never  t h i n k  about them, l e s t  they 
should pursue us again.  Sunken eyes and hollow cheeks--wet, co ld ,  
and famine--and h o r r o r s  be fo re  them a l l ,  t h a t  were even worse--we 
must f o r g e t  such th ings  i f  we would be  t r a n q u i l  h e r e . '  

'Thank Heaven!' inwardly exclaimed t h e  c h i l d ,  ' f o r  t h i s  most 
happy change ! ' 

'I w i l l  be  p a t i e n t , '  s a i d  t h e  o ld  man, 'humble, very thankfu l  and 
obedient ,  i f  you w i l l  l e t  me s t a y .  But do no t  h ide  from m e ;  do no t  
s t e a l  away a lone ;  l e t  me keep bes ide  you. Indeed, I w i l l  b e  very 
t r u e ,  and f a i t h f u l ,  Nel l .  ' (54, 407) 

Lear is  even tua l ly  brought t o  an awareness of h i s  se l f -b l inded  e g o c e n t r i c i t y  

and i n j u s t i c e  through the  combined ame l io ra t ive  agencies  of t h e  Fool ' s  pointed 

j e s t s  and Corde l ia ' s  f i d e l i t y .  Ne l l ' s  g randfa ther ,  l ikewise ,  responding t o  

h i s  redemptive Cordelia-Fool, "awoke t o  a  s ense  of what he owed h e r ,  and what 

those  mise r i e s  had made he r .  Never, no, never  once, i n  one unguarded moment 

from t h a t  t i m e  t o  t h e  end,  d id  any ca re  f o r  h i m s e l f ,  any thought of h i s  own 

comfort,  any s e l f i s h  cons ide ra t ion  o r  regard d i s t r a c t  h i s  thoughts from the  

g e n t l e  o b j e c t  of h i s  love" (55, 409). In  each work, moreover, a s  t he  o ld  men 

knee l  t o  t h e i r  child-redeemers (Lear I V .  7. 58; OCS, 12 ,  93; 42 ,  318),  they 
-9 - 

embrace t h e  n a t u r e  of t he  holy fool .  Lear becomes "a very f o o l i s h  fond o l d  

man" ( 6 0 ) ,  whi le  N e l l ' s  g randfa ther ,  descr ibed  e a r l y  i n  t he  novel  a s  "a mere 

child--a poor, t hough t l e s s ,  vacant  creature--a harmless fond o ld  man" (29, 

218),  ga ins  some of t he  f o o l ' s  g r e a t e r  i n s i g h t .  Like h e r  Shakespearean 

coun te rpa r t ,  N e l l  occupies  a  pre-eminent p o s i t i o n  among t h e  work's moral 



f o r c e s ,  combining t h e  h ighe r  wisdom of t h e  f o o l  and t h e  love  of t he  ch i ld-  

s a i n t  i n  a powerful image of redemptive innocence. 

Nei ther  Lear nor  The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, however, d e s p i t e  t h e  moral - 
power of Corde l ia  and N e l l ,  concludes wi th  t h e  hopeful  v i s i o n  of O l ive r  

Twist,  and, a s  I noted e a r l i e r ,  a l though Ol ive r  escaped t h e  i n t r u s i v e  presence 

of t h e  "changing world," t h e  c o n f l i c t  between r e a l i t y  and romance i n  Ne l l ' s  

world is cons iderably  more in t ense .  Once aga in ,  d e s p i t e  t he  obvious d i f f e r -  

ence i n  l i t e r a r y  q u a l i t y  between the  two works, t h e  nove l ' s  a f f i n i t i e s  with 

Lear  a r e  i l l umina t ing .  Lear ,  f o r  example, having been re-uni ted wi th  h i s  - 
abandoned daughter  and captured by Edmund, hopefu l ly  a n t i c i p a t e s  an i d y l l i c  

re fuge  w i t h  Cordel ia:  

. . . . . . . . Come, l e t ' s  away t o  p r i son ;  
W e  two alone w i l l  s i n g  l i k e  b i r d s  i ' t h ' c a g e :  
When thou dos t  a sk  me  b l e s s i n g ,  I ' l l  knee l  down, 
And ask  of t hee  forg iveness :  s o  w e ' l l  l i v e ,  
And pray, and s i n g ,  and t e l l  o l d  t a l e s ,  and laugh 
A t  g i l ded  b u t t e r f l i e s ,  and hear  poor rogues 
Talk of cour t  news; and w e ' l l  t a l k  wi th  them too,  
Who l o s e s  and who wins; who's i n ,  who's ou t ;  
And t a k e  upon's t h e  mystery of t h ings ,  
A s  i f  we were God's s p i e s :  and w e ' l l  wear o u t ,  
I n  a wa l l ' d  p r i son ,  packs and s e c t s  of  g r e a t  ones 
That ebb and flow by th'moon 

(V. 3. 8-18) 

I n  Dickens's ve r s ion  of t h i s  scene ,  N e l l ' s  g randfa ther  desc r ibes  a s i m i l a r l y  

p ro t ec t ed  Edenic r e t r e a t :  

'We w i l l , '  answered t h e  o ld  man, 'we w i l l  t r a v e l  a foo t  through 
t h e  f i e l d s  and woods, and by t h e  s i d e  of r i v e r s ,  and t r u s t  our- 
s e l v e s  t o  God i n  t he  p laces  where He dwells  . . . . L e t  us  s t e a l  
away tomorrow morning--early and s o f t l y ,  t h a t  w e  may n o t  b e  seen  
o r  heard--and l eave  no t r a c e  o r  t r a c k  f o r  them t o  fol low by. 
Poor N e l l !  Thy cheek is  p a l e ,  and thy  eyes a r e  heavy wi th  watching 
and weeping f o r  me--1 know--for m e ;  b u t  thou w i l t  b e  w e l l  aga in ,  
and merry too ,  when we a r e  f a r  away. To-morrow morning, d e a r ,  
w e ' l l  r u m  our  f aces  from t h i s  scene of sorrow, and be a s  f r e e  and 
happy as t h e  b i r d s .  ' (12, 94) 

Nei ther  p a s t o r a l ,  however, is secure  from t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  e f f e c t s  of l a r g e r  



s o c i a l  and personal  forces .  I n  O l ive r  Twist,  Dickens might be j u s t l y  charged 

wi th  an unwarranted rosea t e  v i s i o n ,  b u t ,  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of Ne l l ,  he confronts  

t h i s  theme d i r e c t l y ,  acknowledging the  grimmer f a c t s  of Lear .  Even the  notor- 

ious  s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  of Ne l l ' s  death scene does no t  obscure Dickens's recogni- 

t i o n  t h a t  t h e  ch i ld - sa in t  must p e r i s h  i n  t h e  "changing world," and i t  might 

be  argued t h a t  Dickens's v i s i o n  i s  a s  t r u l y  i n s i g h t f u l  a s  laden  wi th  f a l s e l y  

c loying  sent iment .  

A s i g n i f i c a n t  s ign  of t h e  d i s t a n c e  Dickens has  t r a v e l l e d  between Ol iver  

Twist and The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop can be seen  i n  h i s  d i f f e r e n t  response t o  t h e  

r o l e  of Providence i n  human a f f a i r s .  "I am no gambler," s ays  N e l l ' s  grand- 

f a t h e r ,  and 

' I  c a l l  Heaven t o  wi tness  t h a t  I never  played f o r  gain of mine, o r  
love  of p lay ;  t h a t  a t  every p i ece  I s t aked ,  I whispered t o  myself 
t h a t  orphan's name and c a l l e d  on Heaven t o  b l e s s  t h e  venture;-- 
which i t  never  d id .  Whom did  i t  prosper? Who were those wi th  whom 
I played? Men who l i v e d  by plunder ,  p ro f l i gacy ,  and r i o t ;  
squandering t h e i r  gold i n  doing ill, and propagat ing v i c e  and e v i l .  
My winnings would have been from them, my winnings would have been 
bestowed t o  t h e  l a s t  f a r t h i n g  on a young s i n l e s s  c h i l d  whose l i f e  
they would have sweetened and made happy. What would they have 
cont rac ted?  The means of co r rup t ion ,  wretchedness,  and misery. Who 
would not  have hoped i n  such a cause? T e l l  me t h a t !  Who would no t  
have hoped a s  I d id?  ' (9 ,  74) 

I n  h i s  mind, Ne l l ' s  "image s a n c t i f i e s  t he  game" (31, 233) : "Look a t  them," 

he says ,  begging money from Nel l  t o  gamble wi th  L i s t  and Groves, "See what 

they a r e  and what thou a r t .  Who doubts t h a t  we must win!" (29, 223). Such 

l o g i c  is  p e r f e c t l y  app ropr i a t e  t o  t h e  world of Ol iver  Twist where Providence 

conspi res  t o  ensure Ol ive r ' s  wel l-being,  b u t  i n  t h e  - Lear- l ike world of - The 

Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, Providence guarantees  n e i t h e r  t h e  o ld  man's success ,  nor ,  

f o r  t h a t  mat te r ,  even  ell's s u r v i v a l .  "The Gods defend her!"  (V. 3. 254) 

exclaims Albany, immediately be fo re  ~ o r d e l i a ' s  l i f e l e s s  body i s  borne on 

s t a g e  by Lear,  and t h e  o ld  schoolmaster ,  hoping t o  a s s i s t  N e l l  and h e r  grand- 

f a t h e r ,  opines,  "We s h a l l  be  s u r e  t o  succeed. . . . The cause is  too  good a 



one t o  f a i l "  (46, 345). The Gods, however, a r e  ob l iv ious  t o  Corde l ia ' s  

dea th ,  and, whatever t h e  j u s t i c e  of N e l l ' s  cause,  Heaven's a s s i s t a n c e  i s  

withheld. 

Although Dickens's prose-poetry i s  l e s s  r e s t r a i n e d  than  Shakespeare's, 

h e  remains f a i t h f u l  t o  - Lear ' s  more sombre v i s i o n ,  and, a s  Jerome Meckier 

observes,  " N e l l  . . . f i n d s  h e r s e l f ,  a s  d id  Corde l ia ,  i n  a world organized 

t o  prevent  h e r  s u r v i v a l .  "26 Ol ive r  was requi red  t o  r e t a i n  h i s  moral i s o l a t i o n  

i n  a h o s t i l e  s o c i a l  mi l i eu  u n t i l  he a t t a i n e d  h i s  t r u e  s p i r i t u a l  home--an 

i s o l a t e d  community secu re  from co r rup t ing  fo rces .  Nel l ,  equa l ly  a l i e n a t e d  

from London's " interminable . . . black towers,  never  ceas ing  i n  t h e i r  b lack  

vomit, b l a s t i n g  a l l  t h i n g s ,  l i v i n g  o r  inanimate,  s h u t t i n g  ou t  t h e  f ace  of 

day, and c los ing  i n  on a l l  t h e s e  ho r ro r s  wi th  a dense b lack  cloud'' (45, 336), 

a l s o  seeks t o  d iscover  an edenic  r e t r e a t .  But, while  Providence p r o t e c t s  

Ol iver ,  N e l l  i s  f a r  more s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  h e r  environment 's d e s t r u c t i v e  power: 

"She f e l t  a hopelessness  of t h e i r  eve r  be ing  e x t r i c a t e d  toge the r  from t h a t  

f o r l o r n  place;  a d u l l  convic t ion  t h a t  she  was very  ill, perhaps dying" ( 3 3 7 ) ,  

and although they reach an apparent  haven, N e l l ' s  dea th  is  preordained. The 

implacable h o s t i l i t y  of r e a l i t y  towards the  c h i l d - s a i n t ,  an i s s u e  l a r g e l y  

repressed i n  Ol iver  Twist, is  he re  brought t o  completion. Ne l l ' s  g randfa ther  

sought "the p laces  where [God] dwells, ' '  t h ink ing  t h a t  t h e s e  could be  found 

beyond t h e  conf ines  of London. Even t h e  r u r a l  r e t r e a t ,  however, is  not  f a r  

enough removed from t h e  mor ta l  world t o  p r o t e c t  Ne l l  from danger,  and t h e  

p l aces  where God dwells--the t r u e  s p i r i t u a l  home f o r  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  ch i ld-  

sa in t - -a re  approachable only through death.  Dickens's e a r n e s t  devot ion t o  

t he  ange l i c  c h i l d  unquest ionably produces sen t imenta l  e f f u s i o n s ,  b u t  h i s  

conscious r ecogn i t i on  t h a t  t h e  moral c o n f l i c t  can have b u t  one l o g i c a l  out- 

come c l e a r l y  sugges ts  some s i g n i f i c a n t  growth i n  h i s  mature i n s i g h t .  



Nell's more r e a l i s t i c  r o l e  i n  t h e  evo lu t ion  of  t h e  Dickensian ch i ld-  

f o o l ,  however, is  only one s t a g e  i n  t h a t  evo lu t ion .  While qua l i fy ing  the  

u n r e a l i t y  of O l ive r  Twist, Nell's dea th ly  r e t r e a t  is  bu t  another  v a r i a t i o n  

on the  f o o l ' s  r e t r e a t  from r e a l i t y ,  r e c a l l i n g  Smike's d e c l i n e  and Pinch 's  

enforced ce l ibacy ,  and Dickens must s t i l l  seek  t o  preserve  t h e  c h i l d ' s  

s p e c i a l  s p i r i t u a l  powers a s  a  c e n t r a l  element i n  h i s  moral v i s i o n ,  while  

ensu r ing  t h a t  t h i s  apparent ly  de fense l e s s  f i g u r e  remains an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of 

human mora l i t y  i n  t h e  r e a l  world. Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  answer t h i s  problem 

assume d i v e r s e  forms. The i d e a l i z e d  q u a l i t i e s  of Ol iver  and Ne l l  ( i n  t h e i r  

h i g h e s t  symbolic form and wi th  a l l  t h e  i n t r i n s i c  u n r e a l i t y  t h a t  t h a t  form 

e n t a i l s )  r ecu r  i n  a l l  h i s  subsequent ch i ld- fools .  A t  t he  same time, t h e  

i n s i g h t s  developed i n  N e l l ' s  h i s t o r y  a r e  a l s o  cont inued,  a s  Dickens endeavours 

t o  document t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  impact of r e a l i t y  on t h e  symbolic ch i ld - sa in t .  

Providence no longer  governs the  Dickensian world, and Dickens must seek t o  

c r e a t e  a  more v e r s a t i l e  and r e s i l i e n t  ch i ld- fool  who can preserve  t h e  Oliver-  

N e l l  v i s i o n  y e t  possess  s u f f i c i e n t  i n n a t e  s t r e n g t h  t o  wi ths tand  r e a l i t y ' s  

malign in f luence ,  a  development t h a t  has  an obvious s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  Dickens's 

l a r g e r  conception of t h e  Holy Innocent and h i s  e thos .  

This more r e s i l i e n t  ch i ld- fool  i s ,  however, a  somewhat l a t e  development, 

and al though i t s  seeds  a r e  p lan ted  e a r l y ,  '' Dickens's immediately subsequent 

e f f o r t s  t o  confront  t he  i s s u e s  r a i s e d  i n  The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop a r e  f a r  from 

cons i s t en t .  I n  Dombey and Son, f o r  example, F lorence ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  h e r  

f a t h e r  p re sen t s  another  image of t h e  Cordelia-Lear mo t i f ,  though i n  t h i s  ca se  

a f t e r  t he  se l f -b l inded  pa ren t  seeks  forg iveness  from t h e  c h i l d  whose love  he  

has  spumed ,  Dickens r eve r se s  t h e  grim Shakespearean p a t t e r n  and t h e  previous ly  

inexorable  t ragedy is ave r t ed .  When compared wi th  t h e  more honest  presenta-  

t i o n  of N e l l ' s  h i s t o r y ,  Dombey and Son seems more c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  Tate  t han  

Shakespeare. 



One cannot,  of course ,  i s s u e  a  b l anke t  condemnation of F lorence ' s  pre- 

sence i n  the  novel .  She i s  an important  moral agent ,  s h a r i n g  t h e  a f f e c t i o n  

and i n s i g h t  of  t h e  Dickensian f o o l  and symbolical ly  counterbalancing t h e  

coldness  and r i g i d i t y  of t h e  Dombey world. Florence,  i n  f a c t ,  might be con- 

s i d e r e d  a  k ind  of g e n t l e r  S t u l t i t i a ,  t h e  h e a r t  ( l i t e r a l l y  and f i g u r a t i v e l y )  

of t he  novel ' s  foo l - forces ,  i n  whose s e r v i c e  a l l  t h e  o t h e r  fool-f igures--  

C u t t l e ,  Toots,  Paul ,  Susan--act, i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways, a s  bene fac to r s  o r  d i s c i p l e s .  

Dombey and Son, fur thermore,  i s  no t  a  t o t a l  r e v e r s a l  of t h e  Lear  mot i f ,  

f o r  t h e  i d y l l i c  v i s i o n  re -asser ted  i n  Florence is q u a l i f i e d  by t h e  more com- 

p l ex  n a t u r e  of h e r  b r o t h e r  Paul.  A t  one l e v e l ,  Paul  cont inues t h e  p a t t e r n  

f i r s t  enunciated i n  The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, t h e  c h i l d - s a i n t  whom t h e  world 

conspi res  t o  des t roy:  

Such s p i r i t s  a s  he  had i n  t he  o u t s e t ,  Paul  soon l o s t  of course.  But 
he r e t a ined  a l l  t h a t  was s t r a n g e ,  and o l d ,  and thought fu l  i n  h i s  
cha rac t e r :  and under circumstances s o  favourable  t o  t he  development 
of those  tendencies ,  became even more s t r a n g e ,  and o ld ,  and thought fu l ,  
than  before .  . . . The s o l i t a r y  c h i l d  l i v e d  on . . . and no one 
understood him. ( 1 2 ,  166) 

That i n e f f a b l y  "old-fashioned" q u a l i t y  i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  i s o l a t e s  him from h i s  

mi l i eu  and i ts  l a r g e r  s o c i a l  fo rces ;  l i k e  N e l l ,  Paul  must journey towards t h e  

p l aces  where God dwells  t o  d iscover  h i s  t r u e  s p i r i t u a l  home, seeking  dea th  i n  

t h e  ubiqui tous  waves. 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e s e  l i n k s  wi th  Ne l l ,  Paul  d i s p l a y s  a  g r e a t e r  degree of 

psychological  rea l i sm,  and (although i n  t e n t a t i v e  form only)  some s i g n i f i c a n t  

i n d i c a t i o n s  of g r e a t e r  i n n a t e  s t r e n g t h ,  extending Dickens's b a s i c  image of 

t h e  ch i ld- fool .  Pau l ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  h i s  f a t h e r ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  p r e sen t s  

a complex amalgam of fool-funct ions:  

They were t h e  s t r a n g e s t  p a i r  a t  such a  time t h a t  eve r  f i r e l i g h t  shone 
upon. M r .  Dombey s o  e r e c t  and solemn, gazing a t  t h e  b l aze ;  h i s  l i t t l e  
image, w i th  an o l d ,  o ld  f ace ,  peer ing  i n t o  t h e  red  perspec t ive  wi th  t h e  
f i x e d  and r a p t  a t t e n t i o n  of a  sage. M r .  Dombey e n t e r t a i n i n g  complicated 
worldly schemes and plans;  t h e  l i t t l e  image e n t e r t a i n i n g  Heaven knows 



what w i ld  f a n c i e s ,  half-formed thoughts ,  and wandering specu la t ions .  
M r .  Dombey s t i f f  wi th  s t a r c h  and arrogance;  t h e  l i t t l e  image by 
i n h e r i t a n c e ,  and i n  unconscious i m i t a t i o n .  The two s o  very much 
a l i k e ,  and y e t  s o  monstrously con t r a s t ed .  (8, 91-2) 

Two mot i f s  a r e  he re  combined. F i r s t ,  a s  Dombey's " l i t t l e  image . . . i n  

unconscious imi t a t ion , "  Paul  s h a r e s  t h e  foo l - luna t i c ' s  power of s a t i r i c  re-  

f l e c t i o n ,  unwi t t ing ly  parodying h i s  f a t h e r ' s  a r rogan t  cha rac t e r :  " H i s  temper 

gave abundant promise of be ing  imperious i n  a f t e r - l i f e ;  and he had as hopeful  

an apprec i a t ion  of h i s  own importance, and t h e  r i g h t f u l  subserv ience  of a l l  

o t h e r  t h i n g s  and persons  t o  i t ,  a s  h e a r t  could des i r e "  (91) .  J u s t  a s  Toots ' s  

imbec i l i c  bur lesques  of t h e  s o c i a l  world d e f l a t e d  i t s  c u l t u r a l  p re t ens ions ,  

s o  Pau l ' s  c h i l d i s h  self- importance ('"No, I won' t , '  r e p l i e d  Paul ,  composing 

himself  i n  h i s  arm-chair aga in ,  l i k e  t he  master  of t h e  house" [94]) o f f e r s  

an i n f a n t i l e  image of Dombey's p r i d e f u l  hauteur .  

Second, Paul  is a l s o  "a sage" wi th  "wild f a n c i e s ,  half-formed thoughts ,  

and wandering specu la t ions , "  a f i g u r e  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  w i s e  ch i ld- fool  

of O l ive r  Tvist and The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop. Paul  i s  n o t ,  however, another  

"pious l i t t l e  monster" of abso lu t e  moral pe rc ip i ence ,  b u t ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  h i s  

e t h i c a l l y  i n f a l l i b l e  predecessors ,  r ep re sen t s  a r e a l i s t i c  p o r t r a i t  of ch i ld-  

i s h  confusion, t h e  immature c h i l d  seeking  t o  decipher  an incomprehensible 

a d u l t  world. Paul ,  i n  f a c t ,  a l though a s  vulnerable  a s  Ne l l  t o  t h e  wor ld ' s  

d e s t r u c t i v e  power, a t tempts  t o  p e n e t r a t e  i t s  d i s t o r t e d  va lues ,  p r i n c i p a l l y ,  

i n  h i s  con f ron ta t ions  wi th  h i s  f a t h e r  and Mrs. Pipchin ,  i t s  d i s t o r t e d  a t t i x u d e s  

towards love .  Another echo of Lear is obvious. Both Dombey and Mrs. Pipchin 

a r e  b l i n d  t o  genuine a f f e c t i o n ,  bas ing  t h e i r  personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  on f e e l i n g s  

cor rupted  by o t h e r  cons idera t ions .  Paul ,  who seeks  t h e  love  t h a t  h i s  world 

denies ,  i n s t i n c t i v e l y  a t tempts  t o  comprehend t h e  under ly ing  b a s i s  of t h e  

Dombey-Pipchin perversion.  

A s  s e v e r a l  c r i t i c s  have observed, moreover, a major p a r t  of Paul ' s  thematic  



func t ion  i n  h i s  dea l ings  wi th  Dombey and Pipchin is  t o  perform t h e  Fool ' s  

i n q u i s i t i o n a l  r o l e ,  a t t a c k i n g  t h e i r  Lear- l ike s e l f  -delusion.  l8 Such a  con- 

nec t ion  between c h i l d  and f o o l  possesses  a  f i rm  b a s i s  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of t h e  

f o o l  t r a d i t i o n ;  "Children & foo le s  they say can n o t  l [ y ] , "  and l i k e  t h e  

innocent  s a t i r i s t  i n  t h e  legend of t he  Emperor's New Clothes ,  t h e  c h i l d  o f t e n  

s h a r e s  t h e  debunking v i s i o n  of t h e  l i censed  cour t  j e s t e r :  

'Papa! what 's  money?' 
The abrupt  ques t ion  had such immediate r e f e rence  t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  

of  M r .  Dombey's thoughts ,  t h a t  M r .  Dombey was q u i t e  d i sconcer ted .  
'What is  money, Paul? '  he answered, 'Money?' 
'Yes,'  s a i d  t h e  c h i l d ,  l a y i n g  h i s  hands upon t h e  elbows of h i s  l i t t l e  

c h a i r ,  and t u r n i n g  the  o l d  f a c e  up towards M r .  Dombey's; 'what i s  money?' 
M r .  Dombey was i n  a  d i f f i c u l t y .  He would have l i k e d  t o  g ive  him some 

exp lana t ion  involv ing  the  terms circulation-medium, currency,  
dep rec i a t ion  of currency,  paper ,  b u l l i o n ,  r a t e s  of exchange, va lue  of 
p rec ious  metals i n  t h e  market,  and s o  f o r t h ;  b u t  looking down at t h e  
l i t t l e  c h a i r ,  and see ing  what a  long way down i t  was, he answered: 
"Gold, and s i l v e r ,  and copper. Guineas, s h i l l i n g s ,  half-pence. You 
know what they a r e ? '  

'Oh yes ,  I know what they a r e , '  s a i d  Paul.  'I don' t  mean t h a t ,  Papa. 
I mean what 's  money a f t e r  a l l ? '  (92) 

Unlike Lea r ' s  Fool,  Paul  has  no conscious i n t e n t i o n  of educa t ing  h i s  unen- 

l i gh tened  f a t h e r ,  b u t  h i s  un tu tored  ques t ions ,  seeking  a  d e f i n i t i o n  of money 

t h a t  i s  ou t s ide  t h e  scope of Dombey's thoughts and language, r ep re sen t  a 

s i m i l a r  s a t i r i c  a t t a c k :  

'Why d i d n ' t  money save  me my Mama?' re turned  the  ch i ld .  'It i s n ' t  
c r u e l ,  is i t ? '  

'Cruel! '  s a i d  M r .  Dombey, s e t t l i n g  h i s  neckcloth,  and seeming t o  
r e s e n t  t he  idea .  'No. A good th ing  c a n ' t  be c r u e l . '  

' I f  i t ' s  a  good t h i n g ,  and can do anyth ing , '  s a i d  t h e  l i t t l e  fe l low,  
t hough t fu l ly ,  a s  he looked back a t  the  f i r e ,  ' I  wonder why i t  d i d n ' t  
save  m e  my Mama. ' ( 9  3) 

Pau l ' s  confusion,  a  p e r p l e x i t y  t h a t  n e i t h e r  O l ive r  nor N e l l  could sha re ,  a l s o  

p re sen t s  a  more s u b t l y  d e f l a t i n g  comment: Dombey cannot proper ly  respond t o  

Paul ' s  ques t ions  because he  i s ,  fundamentally,  a s  bewildered a s  h i s  son ,  h i s  

"adul t"  i n t e l l i g e n c e  no more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  o r  i n s i g h t f u l  than  Pau l ' s  ch i ld -  

i shness .  Even i n  h i s  confusion Paul  unknowingly speaks more of t h e  t r u t h  



than  h i s  f a t h e r ,  f o r  Dombey, ru l ed  by the  mercan t i l e  s o c i e t y ' s  world-view, 

f a i l s  t o  recognize t h a t  Pau l ' s  ques t ions  a r e  phi losophic  r a t h e r  than  l i t e r a l .  

H e  can o f f e r  only a laboured explana t ion  of how money "caused us  t o  be 

honoured, f ea red ,  r e spec t ed ,  cour ted ,  and admired," a response immediately 

d i s p e l l e d  by Pau l ' s  innocent  y e t  poignant  r e j o i n e r :  "'It can ' t  make me s t r o n g  

and q u i t e  w e l l ,  e i t h e r ,  Papa, can i t ? " '  ( 9 3 ) .  Whereas ~ornbey's  perver ted  

a f f e c t i o n ,  regard ing  h i s  son a s  an ex tens ion  of h i s  bus iness  empire, obscures 

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between money and love ,  Pau l ' s  c h i l d i s h  v i s i o n  p a r a l l e l s  t he  

more C h r i s t i a n  a t t i t u d e s  of C u t t l e  and Toots,  and i n s t i n c t i v e l y  "knows" t h a t  

money (without love)  can n e i t h e r  r e s t o r e  h i s  mother t o  l i f e  nor  himself t o  

hea l th .  

Pau l ' s  unconscious s a t i r i c  i n s i g h t  i n t o  Dombeyism's world-view is  f u r t h e r  

developed i n  h i s  dea l ings  wi th  Mrs. Pipchin. Dickens employs an i d e n t i c a l  

phys i ca l  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h i s  second conf ron ta t ion ,  obviously sugges t ing  a funda- 

mental p a r a l l e l ,  and indeed,  i n  l i g h t  of t h e i r  connect ions wi th  t h e  i n s i g h t f u l  

and debunking ch i ld- fool ,  Dombey and Pipchin might be j u s t l y  regarded a s  

thematic  a l te r -egos :  

A t  t h i s  exemplary o ld  lady ,  Paul would s i t  s t a r i n g  i n  h i s  l i t t l e  
arm-chair by the  f i r e ,  f o r  any l eng th  of time. H e  never seemed t o  
know what weariness  was, when he was looking f ixed ly  a t  M r s .  Pipchin.  
H e  was n o t  fond of h e r ;  he was not  a f r a i d  of h e r ;  bu t  i n  those o l d ,  
o l d  moods of h i s ,  she  seemed t o  have a grotesque a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  him. 
There he would s i t ,  looking a t  h e r ,  and warming h i s  hands, and looking 
a t  h e r ,  u n t i l  he sometimes q u i t e  confounded Mrs. Pipchin,  Ogress a s  
she  was. Once s h e  asked him, when they were a lone ,  what he w a s  t h ink ing  
about.  

'You,' s a i d  Paul ,  wi thout  t h e  l e a s t  r e se rve .  
'And what a r e  you th ink ing  about me?' asked Mrs. Pipchin. 
' I ' m  t h ink ing  how o ld  you must b e , '  s a i d  Paul .  
'You mustn' t  s ay  such th ings  a s  t h a t ,  young gentleman,' re turned  

t h e  dame. ' T h a t ' l l  never  do. ' 
'Why n o t ? '  asked Paul. 
'Because i t ' s  no t  p o l i t e , '  s a i d  Mrs. Pipchin,  snappishly.  
'Not p o l i t e , ? '  s a i d  Paul.  
'No. ' 
'It's no t  p o l i t e , '  s a i d  Paul ,  innocent ly ,  ' t o  e a t  a l l  t h e  mutton- 

chops and t o a s t ,  Wickam says.  ' 



'Wickam,' r e t o r t e d  Mrs. Pipchin,  co lour ing ,  ' i s  a  wicked, 
impudent, bold-faced hussy. '  

'What's t h a t ? '  i nqu i r ed  Paul .  
'Never you mind, S i r , '  r e t o r t e d  M r s .  Pipchin.  'Remember t h e  

s t o r y  of t h e  l i t t l e  boy t h a t  was gored t o  dea th  by a  mad b u l l  f o r  
ask ing  ques t ions . '  

' I f  t h e  b u l l  was mad,' s a i d  Pau l ,  'how d id  he know t h a t  the  boy 
had asked ques t ions?  Nobody can go and w h i s p e r s e c r e t s  t o  a  mad 
b u l l .  I don ' t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s to ry . '  

'You don' t  b e l i e v e  i t ,  S i r ? '  repea ted  Mrs. Pipchin ,  amazed. 
'No,' s a i d  Paul.  
'Not i f  i t  should happen t o  have been a  tame b u l l ,  you l i t t l e  

I n f i d e l ? '  s a i d  Mrs. Pipchin.  
As Paul  had n o t  considered t h e  s u b j e c t  i n  t h a t  l i g h t ,  and had 

founded h i s  conclusions on t h e  a l l eged  lunacy of t h e  b u l l ,  he allowed 
himself  t o  be  put down f o r  t he  present .  But he  s a t  t u r n i n g  i t  over  
i n  h i s  mind, wi th  such an obvious i n t e n t i o n  of f i x i n g  Mrs. Pipchin 
p re sen t ly ,  t h a t  even t h a t  hardy o l d  lady deemed i t  prudent  t o  r e t r e a t  
u n t i l  he  should have fo rgo t t en  the  s u b j e c t .  (8, 103-4) 

Although t h e  comic-sa t i r ic  e f f e c t  of Pau l ' s  p recoc i ty  and c h i l d i s h  t r u t h f u l n e s s  

dominates t h i s  scene ,  a s  i n  h i s  conversa t ion  wi th  Dombey, Pau l ' s  i n s i g h t s  a r e  

d e f l a t i n g  and d i sconce r t ing ,  whi le  l i k e  Dombey, Mrs. Pipchin i s  h e l p l e s s  t o  

adequately answer Pau l ' s  ques t ions ,  f lounder ing  beneath h i s  uncorrupt  t r u t h .  

~ a u i ' s  "innocent" a t t a c k  on h e r  h y p o c r i t i c a l  devot ion t o  "po l i t e "  behav- 

i o u r ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  i s  l a t e r  developed i n t o  a  more searching  c r i t i c i s m ,  

cont inuing  h i s  r e a l  concern wi th  co r rup t  forms of human emotion and r e l a t i o n -  

sh ips .  E s s e n t i a l l y  a  v a r i a t i o n  on Dombey h imse l f ,  Mrs. Pipchin r ep re sen t s  a  

co r rup t  surrogate-mother a s  l o v e l e s s  and unable t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  normal human 

r e l a t i o n s  a s  Paul ' s  t r u e  y e t  equa l ly  cor rupt  f a t h e r ,  and Paul ,  who has  endured 

t h i s  kind of emotional pervers ion  wi th  Dombey, i n t u i t i v e l y  recognizes  i ts  

re-appearance: 

'Ber ry ' s  very fond of you, a i n ' t  she? '  Paul  once asked Mrs. Pipchin  
when they  were s i t t i n g  by t h e  f i r e  wi th  t h e  c a t .  

'Yes,' s a i d  Mrs. Pipchin.  
'Why?' asked Paul. (11, 137) 

The p o i n t  of Pau l ' s  ques t ion  is  made c l e a r  immediately p r i o r  t o  t h i s  conversa- 

t i o n ,  when Dickens informs us t h a t  Berry (Mrs. P ipch in ' s  n i e c e  and maid) had 

once rece ived  an o f f e r  of marr iage which M r s .  P ipchin ,  "with contumely and 



scorn ,  r e j ec t ed , "  and had now "lapsed i n t o  a  s t a t e  of hopeless  spinsterhood" 

(137) i n  h e r  a u n t ' s  s e rv i ce .  Paul  is l i k e l y  unaware of t hese  f a c t s ,  b u t  h i s  

own experience of emotional s t a g n a t i o n  he igh tens  h i s  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  

s t r a i n e d  atmosphere of Mrs. Pipchin ' s  es tab l i shment :  

'Why!' re turned  t h e  d isconcer ted  o l d  lady. 'How can you ask such 
th ings ,  S i r !  why a r e  you fond of your s i s t e r  Florence?'  

' ~ e c a u s e  she ' s  very good,' s a i d  Paul. 'There 's  nobody l i k e  Florence. '  
'Well!' r e t o r t e d  M r s .  P ipchin ,  s h o r t l y ,  'and t h e r e ' s  nobody l i k e  me, 

I suppose.' 
'Ain ' t  t h e r e  r e a l l y  though?' asked Pau l ,  l e an ing  forward i n  h i s  c h a i r ,  

and looking a t  h e r  very  hard.  
'No,' s a i d  t h e  o l d  lady. 
' I  am very  g lad  of t h a t , '  observed Paul ,  rubbing h i s  hands thought fu l ly .  

'Tha t ' s  a  very  good th ing .  ' 
Mrs. Pipchin d i d n ' t  dare  t o  ask him why, l e s t  she  should r ece ive  some 

p e r f e c t l y  a n n i h i l a t i n g  answer. (137) 

A s  F. R. Leavis sugges t s ,  Pau l ' s  p e n e t r a t i n g  ques t ions  touch t h e  core of 

M r s .  P ipchin ' s  cha rac t e r  and unexpressed f e a r s ,  t he  f a c t  t h a t  "while she  ne i -  

t h e r  is  loved nor  wants t o  be . . . she  r e l i e s  wi th  u t t e r  convic t ion  on devoted 

s e r v i c e s  t h a t  imply love ,"  and t h a t  i f  forced t o  confront  t h e  undisguised 

t r u t h  of h e r  l o v e l e s s  e x i s t e n c e ,  "she f e e l s  h e r  own supreme r e a l i t y  . . . 
suddenly menaced wi th  des t r ~ c t i o n . ' ' * ~  (This  i s ,  i n  essence ,  Dombey's eventua l  

f a t e . )  Dickens has  thus  extended t h e  concerns developed i n  Pau l ' s  dialogue 

wi th  h i s  f a t h e r ;  Paul ' s  i n s t i n c t i v e  response t o  t he  Dombey-like emotional cor- 

rup t ion  of M r s .  Pipchin not  only d e f l a t e s  i t s  p re t ens ions ,  b u t  s a t i r i z e s  i t s  

b a s i c  weaknesses by r evea l ing  t h e  "annih i la t ing"  danger t h a t  t h e  s imple t r u t h  

ho lds  f o r  i ts  facades. 

These scenes ,  f i n a l l y ,  have a  f u r t h e r  s i g n i f i c a n t  imp l i ca t ion ,  s u b t l y  

d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  Paul  from h i s  ch i ld- fool  predecessors .  Although t h e  emotional 

emptiness of t h e  Dombey world even tua l ly  des t roys  Paul  ( f o r  t h e r e  a r e ,  i n  f a c t ,  

many people l i k e  M r s .  Pipchin i n  t h a t  wor ld) ,  Pau l ' s  response t o  t hese  repre-  

s e n t a t i v e s  of perver ted  emotion d i s p l a y s  l i t t l e  of t he  p a s s i v i t y  and pathos 

of Ol iver  and Nell .  P a u l ' s  more precocious fool - func t ions ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  sha rp  



barbs  hu r l ed  a g a i n s t  h i s  moral an t agon i s t s ,  q u e l l i n g  t h e  despo t i c  M r s .  P ipchin 

( h e r s e l f  a  "child-cjueller" 18, 991 ) and d e f l a t i n g  t h e  pompously self-compla- 

c e n t  M r .  Dombey, a r e  f a r  more a c t i v e  and engaging. This  s a t i r i c  power may 

b e  l a r g e l y  unwi t t ing ,  b u t  i t  in t roduces  an added dimension t o  t h e  ch i ld - foo l ,  

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  Paul  from the  b lander  c h a r a c t e r s  of O l ive r  and Nel l ,  and pre- 

s ag ing  t h e  consciously c a u s t i c  w i t  and i n t e l l i g e n c e  of Jenny Wren. 

Other innovat ions  developed i n  Dombey and Son a l s o  cont inue  t o  i n f luence  

Dickens's use  of  t h e  ch i ld- fool .  Although Paul  s h a r e s  p a r t  of t h e  u n r e a l i t y  

of N e l l  and Ol ive r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  h i s  r e v e r i e s  about dea th ,  h i s  i n n e r  l i f e  

is  more l u c i d l y  analysed wi th  increased  emphasis on t h e  psychological  e f f e c t s  

of an emotional ly s t u n t e d  childhood. This  p a t t e r n  n a t u r a l l y  produces a  great-  

e r  concern wi th  t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  impact of s o c i a l  fo rces  on t h e  vulnerable  

c h i l d ,  and s e v e r a l  of Dickens's l a t e r  ch i ld ren  (notab ly ,  Jo ,  t h e  Smallweeds, 

Tom Gradgrind, and Charley Hexam) a r e  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  o r  morally damaged by 

such fo rces .  30 The importance of t h e  morally s e n s i t i v e  ch i ld- fool  i n  Dickens's 

e thos  nonethe less  remains i n t a c t ,  and the  works succeeding Dombey and Son con- 

t i n u e  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  combine r e a l i t y  and romance, s t r e n g t h  of c h a r a c t e r  and 

symbolic q u a l i t i e s ,  i n  a  u n i f i e d  f i g u r e .  Once aga in ,  t hese  e f f o r t s  a r e  no t  

f u l l y  c o n s i s t e n t ;  a l though t h e  p a t t e r n s  brought f o r t h  i n  Paul  Dombey a r e  re- 

t a ined ,  i d e a l i z e d  c h i l d - s a i n t s  l i k e  the  young Agnes i n  David Copperf ield and 

Charley Neckett  i n  Bleak House r e t u r n  us t o  t he  mythic na tu re  of t he  d i v i n e  

Nell .  I n  a  more complex image of t he  ch i ld - foo l ,  however, Hard Times's S i s sy  

Jupe sha re s  both t h e  symbolic na tu re  of t he  Nell-Florence v i s i o n  and t h e  

g r e a t e r  r e a l i t y  and sharpness  of Paul ,  a  symbolic ch i ld - sa in t  capable of with- 

s t and ing  t h e  pe rn i c ious  e f f e c t s  of Gradgrindism and vanquishing t h e  pseudo- 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d  James Harthouse, whi le  d i sp l ay ing  some psychological  c r e d i b i l i t y  

and a Fool- l ike capac i ty  f o r  d e f l a t i n g  s a t i r e .  



Like Florence ' s ,  even S i s s y ' s  more symbolic r o l e s  possess  some s i g n i f i -  

cance, impar t ing  added fo rce  t o  t h e  novel ' s  moral c o n f l i c t s .  I n  a world 

where childhood i s  crushed by educa t iona l  and s o c i a l  b l indness ,  i t  is  no t  

unexpected t h a t  t h e  Wordsworthian-New Testament "chi ld"  is t h e  c e n t r e  of t h e  

work's counterbalancing fo rces .  I n  d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  na tu re  

of Gradgrind's system, S i s s y  i s  an e x p l i c i t  symbol of t h e  va lues  needed t o  

redeem human l i f e  i n  t he  s p i r i t u a l  decay of Coketown--the "ch i ld ' s"  imagina- 

t i o n ,  innocence, and sympathy. Her triumph over  Harthouse, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  

l i k e  Pau l ' s  "annih i la t ing"  a t t a c k s  on Dombey and M r s .  P ipchin ,  r evea l s  t h e  

e s s e n t i a l  weakness of t h a t  world 's  s u p e r c i l i o u s  facade: 

The ch i ld - l i ke  ingenuousness wi th  which h i s  v i s i t o r  spoke, h e r  
modest f e a r l e s s n e s s ,  h e r  t r u t h f u l n e s s  which pu t  a l l  a r t i f i c e  a s i d e ,  
h e r  e n t i r e  f o r g e t f u l n e s s  of h e r s e l f  i n  h e r  e a r n e s t  q u i e t  ho ld ing  
t o  t h e  o b j e c t  wi th  which she  had come; a l l  t h i s ,  t oge the r  wi th  h e r  
r e l i a n c e  on h i s  e a s i l y  given promise--which i n  i t s e l f  shamed him-- 
presented something i n  which he was so inexperienced,  and aga ins t  
which he knew any of h i s  usual  weapons would f a l l  powerless;  t h a t  
n o t  a word could he r a l l y  t o  h i s  r e l i e f .  (111, 2 ,  231) 

M r .  Gradgrind i s  s i m i l a r l y  de fense l e s s  a g a i n s t  S i s s y ' s  fool-nature,  h i s  usua l  

weapons f a l l i n g  equa l ly  powerless:  "Somehow o r  o t h e r ,  he had become possessed 

by an i d e a  t h a t  t h e r e  was something i n  t h i s  g i r l  which could hard ly  be s e t  

f o r t h  i n  a t a b u l a r  form . . . he was not  s u r e  t h a t  i f  he  had been r equ i r ed ,  

f o r  example, t o  t i c k  h e r  o f f  i n  a par l iamentary r e t u r n ,  he would have q u i t e  

known how t o  d i v i d e  her"  (I ,  14 ,  92) .  

While t h e r e  i s  unquestionably a f a i r  measure of t h e  i d e a l i z e d  ch i ld - sa in t  

i n  such func t ions ,  S i s s y ' s  moral r e s i l i e n c y  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  der ived  from t h e  

same symbolic superna tura l i sm of O l ive r  o r  Nel l .  Rather ,  a s  Gradgrind ack- 

nowledges (" ' I  can only suppose t h a t  t he  circumstances of your e a r l y  l i f e  were 

too  unfavourable t o  t h e  development of your reasoning powers, and t h a t  we began 

too  l a t e "  [ g l ] ) ,  S i s s y ' s  imaginat ion and ch i ld - l i ke  C h r i s t i a n i t y  were nur tured  

by h e r  a n t i -  u t i l i t a r i a n  background i n  S l ea ry ' s  c i r c u s ;  she  is less an inex- 



p l i c a b l e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  be ing  than  a  r e a l i s t i c  c h i l d  whose symbolic q u a l i t i e s  

have a  l e g i t i m a t e  psychological  b a s i s .  C lea r ly ,  Dickens i s  sugges t ing  t h a t  

whi le  t h e  "chi ld" may possess  l i n k s  t o  a  pu re r  s t a t e  of mora l - sp i r i t ua l  

ex i s t ence ,  those  q u a l i t i e s  can be seve re ly  r e t a rded  o r  des t royed ,  and t h e  

c o n t r a s t  between t h e  "childw-enhancing na tu re  of S l ea ry ' s  c i r c u s  and the  

"childw-choking philosophy of u t i l i t a r i a n  Gradgrindism provides t h e  f u l l e s t  

account of Dickens's l i f e - l o n g  concern f o r  t h e  p re se rva t ion  of t h e  c h i l d ' s  

" b e t t e r  fee l ings ."  As noted e a r l i e r ,  whi le  t h e  c i r c u s  cannot hope t o  d e f e a t  

t h e  f o r c e s  of Coketown, i t  can r e s i s t  t he  u t i l i t a r i a n s '  co r rup t ing  inf luence .  

S i s sy  i s  no t  a  panacea, bu t  l i k e  many Dickensian f o o l s ,  she  is  a  successfu l  

counterbalance. 

The r e a l i s t i c  b a s i s  of S i s s y ' s  moral n a t u r e ,  moreover, i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  

s u b s t a n t i a t i n g  h e r  r e s i l i e n t  counterbalancing r o l e ,  a l s o  augments he r  most 

e x p l i c i t  fool-function--the c h i l d - f o o l ' s  s a t i r i c  mode. Like t h e  c o n f l i c t  be- 

tween Paul Dombey's metaphysics and h i s  f a t h e r ' s  ob tuse  l i t e r a l n e s s ,  S i s s y ' s  

con f ron ta t ion  wi th  M'Choakumchild de r ives  from t h e  d i s p a r i t y  between the  na tu re  

of t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l - e t h i c a l  processes .  Comparing t h e  schoolroom t o  a n a t i o n  

wi th  " f i f t y  m i l l i o n s  of money," f o r  example, ~ 'Choakumchild asked, says  S i s s y ,  

I' a i n ' t  t h i s  a  prosperous n a t i o n ,  and a ' n ' t  you i n  a  t h r i v i n g  s t a t e ? " :  

'What d id  you say? '  asked Louisa. 
'Miss Louisa,  I s a i d  I didn ' t  know. I thought I couldn ' t  know 

whether i t  was a  prosperous n a t i o n  o r  n o t ,  and whether I was i n  a 
t h r i v i n g  s t a t e  o r  n o t ,  un less  I knew who had got  t h e  money, and 
whether any of i t  was mine. But t h a t  had noth ing  t o  do wi th  it. 
It w a s  no t  i n  t he  f i g u r e s  a t  a l l , '  s a i d  S i s s y ,  wiping h e r  eyes.  

'That was a  g r e a t  mistake of yours , '  observed Louisa. 
'Yes, Miss Louisa,  I know i t  was, now. Then M r .  MIChoakumchild 

s a i d  he  would t r y  m e  again. And he s a i d ,  This schoolroom i s  an 
immense town, and i n  i t  the re  a r e  a  m i l l i o n  of i n h a b i t a n t s ,  and only 
five-and-twenty a r e  s t a rved  t o  dea th  i n  t he  s t r e e t s ,  i n  t h e  course 
of a year .  What is  your remark on t h a t  propor t ion?  And my remark 
was--for I couldn ' t  t h ink  of a b e t t e r  one--that I thought i t  must be 
j u s t  as hard upon those who were s t a r v e d ,  whether t h e  o t h e r s  were a  
m i l l i o n ,  o r  a  m i l l i o n  mi l l i on .  And t h a t  was wrong, too.' ( I ,  9 ,  57) 



J u s t  as Paul ' s  l a c k  of understanding parodies  ~ornbey's  and Mrs. Pipchin ' s  

moral confusion,  s o  S i s s y ' s  "mistakes" i m p l i c i t l y  s a t i r i z e  t h e  more l e t h a l  

e r r o r s  of h e r  teachers :  

'I f i n d  (Mr. M'Choakurnchild s a i d )  t h a t  i n  a  given time a  hundred 
thousand persons went t o  s e a  on long voyages, and only f i v e  
hundred of them were drowned o r  bu rn t  t o  death.  What is  t h e  
percentag&? And I s a i d ,  Miss;' he re  S i s s y  f a i r l y  sobbed a s  con- 
f e s s i n g  w i t h  extreme c o n t r i t i o n  t o  h e r  g r e a t e s t  e r r o r ;  'I s a i d  
i t  w a s  nothing. '  

'Nothing, S i s sy? '  
'Nothing, Miss--to t h e  r e l a t i o n s  and f r i e n d s  of t h e  people who 

were k i l l e d .  I s h a l l  never  l e a r n , '  s a i d  S issy .  (57-8) 

As i n  Lear ,  "nothing" is  the  only response of a  f o o l  t o  a  ques t ion  involv ing  

a  co ld ly  o b j e c t i v e  a t t i t u d e  t o  human l i f e  and love ,  f o r  t h e  opposing po in t s  

of view cannot engage i n  any meaningful cormnunication. S i s s y ,  d e f i n i n g  

M'Choakumchildls s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  formulated P o l i t i c a l  Economy i n  exc lus ive ly  

mora l - re l ig ious  terms ("'What i s  t h e  f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e  of t h i s  s c i ence? '  . . . 
'To do unto o t h e r s  a s  I would t h a t  they should do unto me' [55]), s h a r e s  t h e  

Fool ' s  h ighe r  metaphysical  v i s ion .  

As noted above, moreover, t he  psychologica l  r ea l i sm of S i s s y ' s  cha rac t e r  

( t oge the r  wi th  h e r  avowedly C h r i s t i a n  na tu re )  s t r eng thens  h e r  connection wi th  

t h e  s a t i r i c  chi ld-fool .  Paul  Dombey's "annih i la t ing"  i n s i g h t s ,  whatever t h e i r  

s a t i r i c  impact,  a r e  e n t i r e l y  i n s t i n c t i v e ,  h i s  parodic  confusion stemming from 

t h e  l a c k  of any guiding p r i n c i p l e s  i n  h i s  development. S i s s y ' s  more d i f f i d e n t  

a t t i t u d e  c e r t a i n l y  obscures t h i s  f a c t ,  b u t  h e r  equa l ly  d e f l a t i n g  responses 

t o  M'Choakumchild and Gradgrind, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  Paul ' s  exc lus ive ly  i n t u i t i v e  

animus, de r ive  from he r  firmly-held moral b e l i e f s ,  and thus  express  h e r  con- 

s c i o u s  ( i f  somewhat t imid)  oppos i t ion  t o  t h e  u t i l i t a r i a n  school  of thought. 

S i s s y  may no t  equal  t h e  Fool 's  b r i l l i a n t  and d e l i b e r a t e l y  s a rdon ic  w i t ,  b u t  

h e r  s a t i r i c  t h r u s t s  seem on occasion t o  be bu t  one s t e p  away from i n t e n t i o n a l :  

'I a m  almost ashamed,' s a i d  S i s s y ,  wi th  r e luc t ance .  'But to-day, 
f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  M r .  M'Choakumchild was exp la in ing  t o  us  about Natura l  



Prospe r i ty . '  
'Nat iona l ,  I t h i n k  i t  must have been have been , '  s a i d  Louisa,  
' Y e s ,  i t  was.--But i s n ' t  i t  t h e  same?' she  t imid ly  asked. 

'Then M r .  M'Choakumchild s a i d  he would t r y  m e  once more. And 
he s a i d ,  Here a r e  t h e  s t u t t e r i n g s - '  

' S t a t i s t i c s , '  s a i d  Louisa.  
'Yes, M i s s  Louisa--they always remind me of s t u t t e r i n g s .  . . .' (57) 

Although less precocious than  Paul ,  S i s s y  moves us  c l o s e r  t o  a  f u l l y  un i f i ed  

ch i ld- fool .  Dickens's dep ic t ion  of h e r  c h a r a c t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  a  continued 

advance i n  t h e  r e a l i t y  of h i s  ch i ld- fools ,  p rogress ing  from t h e  mythic Nel l  

t o  a  f i g u r e  whose v a l i d  psychologica l  b a s i s ,  r a t h e r  than  undermining h e r  

symbolic-thematic func t ions ,  a c t u a l l y  enhances the  dramatic  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of 

those  fool - ro les .  

I n  Dickens's e f f o r t s  t o  f i n a l l y  r e so lve  t h e s e  fundamental ques t ions  of 

r e a l i t y  ve r sus  romance, psychologica l  depth versus  mythic symbolism, Our 

Mutual F r i end ' s  Jenny Wren, combining the  i n s i g h t s  developed i n  Paul  and S i s s y  

wi th  t h e  re - in t roduct ion  of t h e  syn thes i z ing  comic j e s t e r ,  approaches the  

i d e a l .  A s p i r i t u a l  ch i ld- fool  whose thematic  r o l e s  l i n k  h e r  wi th  Dickens's 

symbolic ch i ld - sa in t s ,  Jenny i s  nonethe less  a  c h a r a c t e r  of d e t a i l e d  psycho- 

l o g i c a l  rea l i sm,  whose fool - func t ions  ( l i k e  Pau l ' s  and S i s sy ' s )  a r e  l a r g e l y  

expansive and dynamic. Jenny, i n  f a c t ,  f a r  from possess ing  t h e  sen t imen ta l  

u n r e a l i t y  of t h e  heavenly Ol iver  and Ne l l  r e p r e s e n t s  a  major q u a l i f i c a t i o n  

of t h e i r  e l eva t ed  n a t u r e ,  and y e t  t h e  gradual  growth of h e r  c h a r a c t e r  and 

moral sense  ( i n  a  process  impor tan t ly  s i m i l a r  t o  Dick Swive l l e r ' s )  r evea l s  

how t h e  ch i ld - foo l ' s  s t i l l  s i g n i f i c a n t  s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s  can be s t r eng th -  

ened r a t h e r  than  destroyed through con tac t  w i th  t h e  r e a l  world. 

Even a p a r t  from Jenny, Our Mutual Friend conta ins  Dickens's most s a rdon ic  

r e - appra i sa l  of h i s  own i d e a l i z e d  ch i ld - sa in t s .  Describing t h e  Headstone- 

Peecher school ,  Dickens c a u s t i c a l l y  no te s  t h a t  

a l l  t h e  p l ace  w a s  pervaded by a grimly lud ic rous  p re t ence  t h a t  every 
p u p i l  was c h i l d i s h  and innocent .  This p re t ence ,  much favoured by t h e  



l ady -v i s i t o r s ,  l e d  t o  t h e  g h a s t l i e s t  a b s u r d i t i e s .  Young women 
o ld  i n  t h e  v i c e s  of t h e  commonest and worst  l i f e ,  were expected 
t o  p ro fe s s  themselves e n t h r a l l e d  by t h e  good c h i l d ' s  book, t h e  
Adventures of L i t t l e  Margery, who r e s ided  i n  t he  v i l l a g e  co t t age  
by t h e  m i l l ;  s eve re ly  reproved and moral ly  squashed t h e  m i l l e r  
when she  was f i v e  and he  w a s  f i f t y ;  d iv ided  h e r  por r idge  wi th  
s i n g i n g  b i r d s ;  denied h e r s e l f  a new nankeen bonnet ,  on t h e  ground 
t h a t  t h e  t u r n i p s  d id  no t  wear nankeen bonnets ,  n e i t h e r  d i d  t h e  
sheep who a t e  them; who p l a i t e d  straw and de l ive red  t h e  d r e a r i e s t  
o r a t i o n s  t o  a l l  comers, a t  a l l  s o r t s  of unseasonable times. So 
unwieldy young dredges and hulk ing  mudlarks were r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  
exper iences  of Thomas Twopence, who, having reso lved  no t  t o  rob 
(under circumstances of uncommon a t r o c i t y )  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  f r i e n d  
and bene fac to r ,  of e ighteenpence,  p re sen t ly  came i n t o  supe rna tu ra l  
possess ion  of t h r e e  and s ixpence ,  and l i v e d  a sh in ing  l i g h t  ever  
a f te rwards .  (11, 1, 214-5) 

The pa rod ic  a l l u s i o n s  t o  t h e  immaculate moral sense  of t h e  p a s t o r a l  Ne l l  and 

t h e  d i v i n e l y  rewarded honesty of Ol iver  Twist a r e  i m p l i c i t ,  demonstrating 

Dickens's awareness t h a t  t he  ch i ld - sa in t  is  a gro tesquely  romanticized f igu re .  

Jenny, f i r s t  introduced s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h i s  passage,  cont inues  Dickens's re- 

a p p r a i s a l  i n  a more severe  fashion.  Whereas t h e  s a i n t l y  Tiny Tim, f o r  example, 

is  pleased t o  th ink  t h a t  h i s  phys i ca l  handicap reminds people of C h r i s t ' s  

mirac les  (CB, - 111, 45) ,  Jenny is pained and embi t te red  by h e r  bad back and 

queer  l e g s ,  whi le ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  lov ing  pa t i ence  of t h e  Corde l ia - l ike  

N e l l  and Florence,  she  is  almost v i n d i c t i v e l y  d i s d a i n f u l  towards h e r  drunken 

f a t h e r :  '"I wish you had been taken up, and locked up, '  s a i d  t he  person of 

t h e  house. 'I wish you had been poked i n t o  c e l l s  and b lack  ho le s ,  and run 

over  by r a t s  and s p i d e r s  and b e e t l e s .  I know t h e i r  t r i c k s  and t h e i r  manners, - 

and they'd have t i c k l e d  you n i ce ly .  A in ' t  you ashamed of yourself?" '  (2 ,  241). 

Although Jenny's  r e a l i s t i c  responses o f f e r  a necessary  and hea l thy  qua l i -  

f i c a t i o n  of h e r  over- ideal ized predecessors ,  however, i n  moving towards 

g r e a t e r  c r e d i b i l i t y ,  Dickens has come c l o s e  t o  subve r t ing  t h e  ch i ld- fool  con- 

vent ion.  Jenny's  anger  undoubtedly has  a v a l i d  psychologica l  basis--the 

burdens of poverty,  deformity,  t h e  scorn  of  t h e  neighbours '  c h i l d r e n ,  and h e r  

f a t h e r ' s  a l c o h o l i c  abd ica t ion  of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  have a l l  hardened Jenny's 



s p i r i t ,  f o rc ing  h e r  t o  s t r i k e  back wi th  sarcasm and contempt--but h e r  exces- 

s i v e  v ind ic t iveness  is  c l e a r l y  i n  c o n f l i c t  wi th  t he  ch i ld - foo l ' s  moral na ture .  

Edgar Johnson c a l l s  h e r  "a c r e a t u r e  h a l f  sorrowful  c h i l d  and h a l f  a c i d  

shrew,"31 and A. E. Dyson observes t h a t  whi le  she has "the c e l e s t i a l  imagina- 

t i o n  of t h e  ch i ld , "  "some of h e r  f a n t a s i e s  a r e  s t r i k i n g l y  s a d i s t i c " :  
3  2  

"'When he was a s l e e p ,  I ' d  make a  spoon red h o t ,  and I ' d  have some b o i l i n g  

l i q u o r  bubbling i n  a  saucepan, and I ' d  take  i t  out  h i s s i n g ,  and I ' d  open h i s  

mouth wi th  t h e  o t h e r  hand . . . and I ' d  pour i t  down h i s  t h r o a t ,  and b l i s t e r  

i t  and choke him'" (243). I n  an apparent  paradox, moreover, even a s  Dickens 

accentua tes  t h e  psychologica l ly  r e a l i s t i c  foundation of Jenny's  d i s t u r b i n g  

b i t t e r n e s s ,  he does n o t  neg lec t  t o  emphasize h e r  " c e l e s t i a l  imagination"; and, 

i n sp i r ed  by the  splendour of those  quasi-Wordsworthian "long b r i g h t  s l a n t i n g  

rows" of ange l i c  ch i ld ren ,  Jenny i s  s p i r i t u a l l y  t r a n s f i g u r e d ,  seeming t o  e n t e r  

a  p u r i f i e d  s t a t e  of pre-exis tence:  "By degrees,  a s  she  progressed i n  t h i s  

remembrance, t h e  hand was r a i s e d ,  t he  l a t e  e c s t a t i c  look re turned ,  and s h e  

became q u i t e  b e a u t i f u l "  (240) only t o  have i t  s h a t t e r e d  by h e r  acrimonious 

response t o  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  p rof l igacy .  

Onceagain we s e e  t h e  c o n f l i c t  between r e a l i t y  and romance f i r s t  enunci- 

a t ed  i n  The Old Cur ios i ty  Shop, t he  precar ious  s t r u g g l e  of t h e  s p i r i t u a l  c h i l d  

i n  a  cor rupt  s o c i a l  mi l ieu .  On t h e  one hand, i n  f a c t ,  Jenny enac t s  t he  f a t e  

t h a t  N e l l  was spared:  " t h i s  poor a i l i n g  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e  has  come t o  be what 

she  is, surrounded by drunken people from h e r  cradle ' '  (1,  227),  a  hardened 

cha rac t e r  "of t h e  world, worldly;  of the  e a r t h ,  earthy' '  (2 ,  243). On t h e  o t h e r  

hand, a s  a c e l e s t i a l  ch i ld - sa in t ,  Jenny a l s o  par takes  of Nell's sea rch  f o r  t h e  

p laces  where God dwel l s ,  seeking  t o  evade h e r  so rd id  environment. Imagina- 

t i v e l y  transforming Riah 's  roo f top  i n t o  an edenic  pa rad i se ,  Jenny, l i k e  Ne l l ,  

d e l i g h t s  i n  t h i s  pseudo-pastoral haven where "you can s e e  t h e  clouds rushing 



on above t h e  narrow s t r e e t s ,  no t  minding them, and you s e e  t h e  golden arrows 

p o i n t i n g  a t  t he  mountains i n  t h e  sky from which t h e  wind comes, and f e e l  a s  

i f  you were dead" (4, 281). G a r r e t t  Stewart  sugges ts  t h a t  " t h i s  has  noth ing  

i n  common w i t h  N e l l ' s  a c t u a l  death-wishes," a rguing  t h a t  ~ e n n y ' s  repeated c ry ,  

"Come up and be  dead," i s  no t  one "of dea th  and non-being, b u t  of r e b i r t h .  1133 

And y e t ,  a l though Jenny's  v i s i o n  i s  i n n a t e l y  t ranscendent ,  h e r  Nel l - l ike  

d e s i r e  t o  escape from a  b l i g h t e d  r e a l i t y  i n t o  some secure  heavenly r e t r e a t  is 

c e r t a i n l y  ev ident :  

'How do you f e e l  when you a r e  dead?' asked Fledgeby, much perplexed. 
'Oh, s o  t r anqu i l ! '  c r i e d  t h e  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e ,  smil ing.  'Oh, s o  

peacefu l  and s o  thankful!  And you h e a r  t h e  people who a r e  a l i v e ,  
c ry ing ,  and working, and c a l l i n g  t o  one another  down i n  t h e  c lose  dark 
s t r e e t s ,  and you seem t o  p i t y  them so!  And such a  cha in  has  f a l l e n  
from you, and such a  s t r a n g e  good sorrowful  happiness  comes upon you!' 
(281) 

Like N e l l ,  then,  Jenny confronts  the  ch i ld - sa in t  ' s i n e v i t a b l e  dea th lpu r i ty -  

l i f e l c o r r u p t i o n  dilemma, and y e t ,  while  t he  ange l i c  Ne l l  is  s o  otherworldly 

i n  n a t u r e  t h a t  h e r  f a t e  i s  preordained,  t he  more r e a l i s t i c  Jenny e x i s t s  i n  an 

in t e rmed ia t e  p o s i t i o n ,  equa l ly  vulnerable  t o  co r rup t ion  and p u r i t y ,  l i f e  and 

death. She is  l e s s  a  paradox than a  c r e d i b l e  human be ing ,  compacted of natu- 

r a l l y  c o n f l i c t i n g  impulses,  and capable e i t h e r  of growth o r  d e t e r i o r a t i o n .  

This very f l e x i b i l i t y ,  i n  f a c t ,  a  s i g n  of Dickens's more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  

v i s i o n  of t h e  ch i ld- fool ,  proves Jenny's s a l v a t i o n ,  a l lowing h e r  t o  r e s i s t  

both the  world 's  d e s t r u c t i v e  r e a l i t y  and t h e  temptat ion of a  dea th ly  asylum. 

This  r e s i l i e n c y  i s  n o t ,  of course ,  another  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  u n r e a l i s t i c  immacu- 

l a t e  p u r i t y  of O l ive r  o r  N e l l  ( a s  we have seen ,  Jenny is  s e r i o u s l y  threa tened  

by the  p e r v e r t i n g  na tu re  of h e r  so rd id  world and a t  some level of h e r  mind 

t h e  retreat i n t o  death i s  a s  compelling f o r  h e r  a s  f o r  Ne l l ) .  Rather ,  Jenny 

undergoes a  gradual  process  of moral matura t ion ,  ga the r ing  s t r e n g t h  bo th  from 

w i t h i n  h e r  own c h a r a c t e r  and from e x t e r n a l  sources ,  t o  func t ion  i n  t h e  r e a l  



world wi thout  moral co l l apse  o r  Nel l - l ike  death-wishes. 

John Carey speaks of Jenny's  Wordsworthian r e l i g i o u s  f an t a sy  as a 

"maudlin v i s i o n ,  worthy of Paul  Dombey" and " f o i s t e d  onto  h e r  by Dickens, 1134 

b u t  s u r e l y  one can b e t t e r  see i t  a s  a s i g n  of Jenny's  imagina t ive  l i f e ,  stun- 

t e d  by h e r  background y e t  s t i l l  seeking  express ion .  Like S i s sy ,  whose l i f e -  

s u s t a i n i n g  imaginat ion and sympathy were nur tured  throughout h e r  childhood, 

Jenny has  "ar t "  a s  a sav ing  grace. A s  Stewart  n o t e s ,  " the  g i r l  who h a t e s  

c h i l d r e n  f o r  t h e  fun they have made of he r , "  is  s t i l l  one "who has  devoted 

h e r  l i f e  t o  d re s s ing  d o l l s  f o r  children,"35 a c r e a t i v e  way of keeping a l i v e  

both "childhood" and t h e  "fancy" s o  c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  emotional h e a l t h  of t h e  

Dickensian ch i ld- fool .  "The d e x t e r i t y  of  h e r  nimble f i n g e r s  was remarkable1' 

(1 ,  222), and t h e  r e s u l t  of Jenny's  s k i l l ,  "a dazz l ing  semi-c i rc le  of d o l l s  

i n  a l l  t h e  co lours  of t h e  rainbow" (111, 2 ,  435)-  is a t  once a b r i g h t  c o n t r a s t  

t o  t h e  gloom of h e r  harsh  childhood and a t ang ib l e  a r t i s t i c  r ep re sen ta t ion  of 

h e r  f a n t a s y ' s  a n g e l i c  ch i ld ren .  

Jenny, fur thermore,  s c a r c e l y  a "maudlin" f i g u r e ,  extends t h e  p a t t e r n s  

developed i n  Paul  and S i s s y ,  h e r  most s i g n i f i c a n t  fool - func t ions  ( l i k e  those  

of Lear ' s  w i t t i l y  s a t i r i c  j e s t e r )  i nc lud ing  a conscious c r i t i c i s m  of s o c i a l  

e v i l  and moral b l indness .  Many of Jenny's  i n s i g h t f u l  barbs  a r e ,  of course,  

a defens ive  s h i e l d  aga ins t  pa in  (we s e e  h e r ,  f o r  example, "laughing s a t i r i -  

c a l l y  t o  h ide  t h a t  she had been crying" [ l o ,  5331 ) , b u t ,  a l though h e r  s o r d i d  

world may have hardened and saddened h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  i t  has  a l s o  heightened 

h e r  knowledge of i ts  cor rupt  na tu re .  Even h e r  a r t  becomes a v i t a l  means of 

express ing  h e r  antagonism t o  s o c i a l  p re tens ion .  Haunting "a Drawing Room, o r  

a grand day i n  t h e  Park, o r  a Show, o r  a ~ & e , ' '  Jenny sea rches  f o r  "grea t  

l a d i e s "  t o  s e rve  a s  models f o r  h e r  c r e a t i o n s :  

'There was Lady Bel inda Whitrose. I made h e r  do double duty i n  one 
n i g h t .  I s a i d  when she  came ou t  of t h e  c a r r i a g e ,  "You'll do, my dear!" - 



and I ran  s t r a i g h t  home and c u t  h e r  out  and bas ted  her .  Back I 
came aga in ,  and waited behind t h e  men t h a t  c a l l e d  the  c a r r i a g e s .  
Very bad n i g h t  too.  A t  l a s t  "Lady Belinda Whitrose 's  c a r r i a g e !  
Lady Belinda Whitrose coming down!" And I made h e r  t r y  on--oh! 
and t ake  pa ins  about i t  too--before she got sea ted .  That 's  Lady 
Bel inda hanging up by t h e  w a i s t ,  much too near  t h e  g a s l i g h t  f o r  
a wax one, wi th  h e r  t o e s  turned i n . '  ( 4 3 6 )  

Not only a r e  "grea t  l a d i e s "  pa rod ica l ly  reduced t o  waxwork f i g u r e s ,  moreover, 

b u t  Jenny's  d o l l s  become l i v i n g  be ings ,  s a t i r i z i n g  c u l t u r a l  and fash ionable  

cap r i ce .  Discussing t h e  demands of h e r  work with Bradley Headstone and 

Charley Hexam, Jenny assumes a tone of disingenuous innocence i n  impart ing 

l i f e  t o  h e r  wayward c rea t ions :  

'I had a d o l l  marr ied,  last week, and was obl iged t o  work a l l  n igh t .  
And i t ' s  not  good f o r  m e ,  on account of my back being so  bad and my 
l e g s  s o  queer. '  

They looked a t  t h e  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e  wi th  a wonder t h a t  d id  no t  
diminish,  and t h e  schoolmaster s a i d :  ' I  am s o r r y  t h a t  your f i n e  
l a d i e s  a r e  s o  incons ide ra t e . '  

' I t 's  t h e  way wi th  them,' s a i d  t he  person of t h e  house, shrugging 
h e r  shoulders  again.  'And they take  no ca re  of t h e i r  c l o t h e s ,  and 
they  never  keep t o  t h e  same fash ions  a month. I work f o r  a d o l l  wi th  
t h r e e  daughters .  Bless  you, s h e ' s  enough t o  r u i n  h e r  husband!' 

The person of t he  house gave a weird l i t t l e  laugh h e r e ,  and gave 
them another  look out  of the  corners  of h e r  eyes.  ( 2 2 3 )  

Unlike Paul ' s  and S i s s y ' s  unwi t t ing  c r i t i c i s m s ,  Jenny's  s l y  laugh and glance 

a f t e r  t h e  assumed g r a v i t y  of h e r  speech c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e  t h e  conscious p leasure  

she  d e r i v e s  from h e r  imagina t ive  s a t i r e :  

'Are you always a s  busy a s  you a r e  now?' 
'Busier.  I ' m  s l a c k  j u s t  now. I f in i shed  a l a r g e  mourning o rde r  t h e  
day be fo re  yesterday.  Doll  I work f o r  l o s t  a canary-bird. '  (223) 

The f a c t  t h a t  Headstone s e e s  none of the  whimsical parody i n  such speeches 

obviously adds an  e x t r a  s p i c e  t o  Jenny's d e l i g h t ;  and although she recognizes  

t h e  uncon t ro l l ab l e  pass ions  of t he  schoolmaster 's  s p i r i t  ("'He wouldn't blow 

up alone.  He'd c a r r y  me up wi th  him' I' [ l l ,  3471 ) , he too f a l l s  under t he  

sa rdon ic  s c r u t i n y  of Jenny's s a t i r i c  c r ea t ions .  J u s t  a s  Lear 's  Fool desc r ibes  

himself  a s  t h e  f i g u r e  of " t ru th"  t h a t  "must be  whipped out" when falsehood 

r u l e s  t h e  s o c i a l  world ( I .  4 .  109- l l ) ,  so  Jenny, r evea l ing  t h e  self-deluded 



mania of Headstone's psyche, employs a surrogate- touchstone i n  h e r  dea l ings  

wi th  t h e  schoolmaster.  "I don' t l i k e  Hexam," says  Jenny, 

' S e l f i s h .  Thinks only  of h imsel f .  The way wi th  a l l  of you.' 
'The way wi th  a l l  of us? Then you don' t  l i k e  me?' 
'So-so, ' r e p l i e d  Miss Wren, w i th  a shrug and a i a u g h .  'Don't 

know much about you. ' 
'But I was not  aware i t  was t h e  way wi th  a l l  of u s , '  s a i d  

Bradley, r e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  accusa t ion ,  a l i t t l e  i n ju red .  'Won't 
you say ,  some of us? '  

'Meaning,' re turned  t h e  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e ,  'every one of you, 
b u t  you. Hah! Now look t h i s  lady  i n  the  face .  This  i s  Mrs. Truth. 
The Honourable. Ful l -dressed. '  

Bradley glanced a t  t h e  d o l l  she  he ld  up f o r  h i s  observat ion,--  
which had been l y i n g  on i t s  face  on h e r  bench, whi le  wi th  a needle  
and th read  she  fas tened  t h e  d r e s s  on a t  t he  back--and looked from i t  
t o  h e r .  

'I s t and  t h e  Honourable Mrs. T. on my bench i n  t h i s  corner  a g a i n s t  
t h e  w a l l ,  where h e r  b l u e  eyes can sh ine  upon you,' pursued M i s s  Wren, 
doing s o ,  and making two l i t t l e  dabs a t  him i n  t h e  a i r  w i th  h e r  needle ,  
a s  i f  she  pr icked him with i t  i n  h i s  own eyes ;  'and I defy you t o  t e l l  
me, w i th  M r s .  T. f o r  a w i tnes s ,  what you have come he re  fo r .  ' 

'To s e e  Hexam's sister.' 
'You don' t  s ay  so! '  r e t o r t e d  M i s s  Wren, h i t c h i n g  h e r  chin. 'But on 

whose account?'  
'Her own. ' 
'Oh, Mrs. T.!' exclaimed Miss Wren. 'You hear  him?' 
'To reason wi th  h e r , '  pursued Bradley, h a l f  humouring what was 

p r e s e n t ,  and h a l f  angry wi th  what was no t  p re sen t :  ' f o r  h e r  own sake. '  
'Oh, Mrs. T.!' exclaimed t h e  dressmaker. 
'For h e r  own sake , '  repea ted  Bradley, warming, 'and f o r  h e r  

b r o t h e r ' s ,  a s  a p e r f e c t l y  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  person. '  
'Real ly,  Mrs. T. , '  remarked t h e  dressmaker, ' s i n c e  i t  comes t o  t h i s ,  

we must p o s i t i v e l y  t u r n  you wi th  your f a c e  t o  t he  wa l l . '  ( 3 4 2 - 3 )  

Jenny, then,  l i k e  a t r u e  ch i ld - foo l ,  has  a p e n e t r a t i n g  sense  of t r u t h .  Even 

Eugene Wrayburn, accustomed t o  dominating a l l  personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  through 

h i s  impassable ve rba l  e l a n ,  is  "half-amused and half-vexed" by Jenny's d i s -  

cern ing  v i s ion :  

'And s o ,  Miss Wren,' s a i d  M r .  Eugene Wrayburn, 'I cannot persuade you 
t o  d r e s s  me a d o l l ? '  

'No,' r e p l i e d  Miss Wren, snappish ly ;  ' i f  you want one, go and buy 
one a t  t h e  shop. ' 

'And my charming goddaughter, '  s a i d  M r .  Wrayburn, p l a i n t i v e l y ,  
'down i n  Hertfordshire-- '  

('Humbugshire you mean, I t h i n k , '  i n t e rposed  Miss Wren.) (111, 10, 532) 

Jenny's i n s i g h t s  i n t o  Wrayburn's c h a r a c t e r ,  i n  f a c t ,  p e n e t r a t e  i n t o  areas of 



which he himself  is  unaware. Having secured ~ i z z i e ' s  promise t h a t  she  w i l l  

a l low him t o  f inance  some l e s sons  f o r  h e r ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  Eugene unwi t t ing ly  

r e v e a l s  a  p a r t  o f  h i s  motives and a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  Jenny immediately d i sce rns :  

Then he  f e l l  t o  t a l k i n g  p l a y f u l l y  w i t h  Jenny Wren. 'I th ink  of  
s e t t i n g  up a  d o l l ,  M i s s  Jenny,' he s a i d .  

'You had b e t t e r  n o t , '  r e p l i e d  t h e  dressmaker. 
'Why no t? '  
'You are s u r e  t o  break i t .  A l l  you ch i ld ren  do.' (11, 2 ,  238) 

Eugene's unconscious view of t h e  lower-class L i z z i e  a s  a  p l ay th ing  f o r  h i s  

amusement is  underscored and countered by Jenny's a s s e r t i o n  (which Eugene 

misses e n t i r e l y )  t h a t  he is s t i l l  an  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  ch i ld .  

This  is n o t  t o  sugges t ,  however, t h a t  Jenny's power of t r u t h  is r e l a t e d  

t o  t h e  supe rna tu ra l  moral sense of O l ive r  o r  N e l l ;  r a t h e r ,  a s  h e r  o f t e n  re- 

peated exclamation,  "I know t h e i r  t r i c k s  and t h e i r  manners," i n d i c a t e s ,  i t  is  

t h e  n a t u r a l  consequence of h e r  long a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  most degraded elements 

i n  h e r  s o c i a l  world t h a t  has  s t imu la t ed  Jenny's  percept ion.  Thus, although 

Jenny has  grown moral ly  i n s i g h t f u l ,  she  is  n o t ,  a s  some c r i t i c s  sugges t ,  pos- 

s e s sed  of "a s u r e  i n s t i n c t  of moral d i s c r i ~ n i n a t i o n , " ~ ~  f o r  h e r  cor rupted  back- 

ground has  made h e r  susp ic ious  a s  w e l l  a s  d i scern ing .  She may recognize 

Fledgeby a s  an egregious f i g u r e ,  d e r i d i n g  him a s  " L i t t l e  Eyes" and n o t i n g  t h a t  

he "don't look l i k e  anybody's master' '  ( 5 ,  280), y e t ,  d e s p i t e  h e r  a f f e c t i o n  f o r  

M r .  Riah, Fledgeby's f a l s e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  the  J e w  i s  a  h e a r t l e s s l y  mercenary 

c h a r a c t e r  e v i d e n t l y  f i n d s  a  r e l u c t a n t  y e t  r ecep t ive  audience i n  t h e  worldly 

Jenny. 

Jenny's s a t i r i c  w i t  and i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  then ,  a l though necessary  f o r  t h e  

s u r v i v a l  of h e r  moral s ense ,  .are  no t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  o f f s e t  a l l  t h e  co r rup t ing  

in f luences  of h e r  s o c i a l  world; Dickens r e a l i s t i c a l l y  acknowledges the  dangers  

t h a t  menace even t h e  se l f -possessed  ch i ld- fool .  Jenny, however, l i k e  Dick 

Swivel le r ,  t h e  wise  f o o l  who combines the  Holy Innocent ' s  moral n a t u r e  and 



imaginat ion wi th  a  g r e a t e r  knowledge of human e v i l  t o  achieve a  u n i f i e d  whole, 

i s  capable of growth and change, and the  sharpness  and susp ic ion  i n  h e r  

n a t u r e ,  p a r t l y  balanced by h e r  fancy and i n s i g h t ,  a r e  f i n a l l y  incorpora ted  

i n t o  a  cohesive union of " fo l ly"  and "wisdom." 

Jenny must, i n  e f f e c t ,  t ranscend h e r  se l f -preoccupat ion ,  a c t i v e l y  engag- 

i n g  i n  p o s i t i v e  emotional  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  accept ing  and express ing  love. 

L i z z i e  Hexam is perhaps the  major f i g u r e  i n  t h i s  maturat ion process ,  e x e r t i n g  

both a  conscious and unconscious e f f e c t  i n  soo th ing  and animating Jenny's 

embi t te red  s p i r i t .  The love  she  b r i n g s  i n t o  Jenny's l i f e ,  expressed (as Jenny 

no te s )  i n  "a h e a r t  t h a t  never hardens,  and a  temper t h a t  never t i r e s ,  and a  

touch t h a t  never h u r t s "  (111, 2,  438), n o t  only s e r v e s  t o  assuage Jenny's pa in  

b u t  s t i m u l a t e s  h e r  moral growth a s  we l l .  Thus, having fathomed both  L i z z i e ' s  

love  f o r  Wrayburn and h e r  b e l i e f  t h a t  he r  humble s o c i a l  o r i g i n s  a r e  an insuper-  

a b l e  b a r r i e r ,  Jenny's l a t e n t  sympathet ic  imaginat ion i s  a c t i v e l y  evoked, g iv ing  

h e r  h e r  f i r s t  experience of ano the r ' s  sorrow. S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  as i n  Swive l l e r ' s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  the  Marchioness, t h i s  awakened sympathy i s  augmented by t h e  

f o o l ' s  ame l io ra t ive  imaginat ion;  i n  f a c t ,  i t  i s  Jenny's c e l e s t i a l  v i s i o n  it- 

s e l f  t h a t  she  wishes t o  impart:  "'My L i z z i e ,  my poor L izz i e !  0 my blessed  

c h i l d r e n ,  come back i n  t h e  long b r igh t  s l a n t i n g  rows, and come f o r  h e r ,  n o t  me. 

She wants h e l p  more than  I ,  my b le s sed  children!" '  ( 1 1  1 349). Responding 

t o  both L i z z i e ' s  l ove  and need f o r  s o l a c e ,  Jenny's  moral n a t u r e  i s  nur tured ,  

h e r  b i t i n g  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and t ru th-sense  made more expansive and humane. She 

r e p e n t s  h e r  susp ic ious  a t t i t u d e  t o  Riah and s h e l t e r s  him when he is  dismissed 

by Fledgeby ( I V ,  9, 729), while  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  dea th ,  b r ing ing  t o  mind h e r  harsh  

t reatment  of t h i s  s h a t t e r e d  i n d i v i d u a l ,  s t i m u l a t e s  a s i m i l a r l y  hea l thy  remorse: 

"'He s u f f e r e d  heav i ly ,  d i d  my unfor tuna te  boy. He was very ,  very ill some- 

times. And I c a l l e d  him a  q u a n t i t y  of names;' shaking h e r  head over  h e r  work, 



dropping tears. 'I don ' t  know t h a t  h i s  going wrong was much t h e  worse f o r  

me"' (732).  

The f i n a l  c o n t r i b u t i n g  f a c t o r  i n  Jenny's  moral growth, h e r  r o l e  i n  t h e  

i n j u r e d  Eugene Wrayburn's recovery ,  i s  a t  once a  s i g n  of i t s  culminat ion,  

and a complex r e s o l u t i o n  of many problems and concerns developed throughout 

Dickens's a n a l y s i s  of t h e  ch i ld - foo l ' s  evolu t ion .  I have suggested t h a t  t h e  

ch i ld - foo l  is  an image of t h e  d i v i n e  i n  human form and a  b r idge  between t h e  

Holy Innocent  and t h e  normal world. Jenny, through the  two conversions i n  

which s h e  p a r t i c i p a t e s  (her  own and Eugene's),  demonstrates  t h a t  a  un i f i ed  

symbolic-psychologically c r e d i b l e  f i g u r e  can g ive  both  r o l e s  a f i rmly  r e a l i s -  

t i c  foundat ion s i g n i f i c a n t l y  enhancing t h e i r  thematic  power and e f f e c t .  

While r e c a l l i n g  t h e  Marchioness 's r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  Swivel le r  (where t h e  

fevered Richard s h a r e s  h i s  imaginat ive v i s i o n  wi th  t h e  g i r l  who r e s t o r e s  him 

t o  l i f e ) ,  Jenny's m i n i s t r a t i o n s  t o  Wrayburn a c t u a l l y  o f f e r  a  more i n t r i c a t e  

and s o p h i s t i c a t e d  image of t h i s  b a s i c  p a t t e r n .  Jenny becomes "an i n t e r p r e t e r  

between t h i s  s e n t i e n t  world and t h e  i n s e n s i b l e  man'' (IV, 10, 739),  combining 

the  s a l i e n t  f e a t u r e s  of t he  Marchioness 's and Swive l l e r ' s  r o l e s  t o  emerge as 

both  redeemer and v i s iona ry  poe t ,  h e a l e r  and s e e r :  

'Ask h e r  i f  she  has seen t h e  c h i l d r e n  . . . Ask h e r  i f  s h e  has  
smelt  the  f lowers? '  

'Oh! I know!' c r i e d  Jenny. ' I  understand him now . . . You mean 
my long b r i g h t  s l a n t i n g  rows of c h i l d r e n ,  who used t o  b r ing  me e a s e  
and r e s t ?  You mean t h e  c h i l d r e n  who used t o  t ake  me up, and make me 
l i g h t ? '  

Eugene smi led ,  'Yes.' 
'I have no t  seen them s i n c e  I saw you. I never  see them now, bu t  

I a m  ha rd ly  eve r  i n  pa in  now.' 
'It was a p r e t t y  fancy , '  s a i d  Eugene. 
'But I have heard my b i r d s  s i n g , '  c r i e d  t h e  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e ,  'and 

I have smelt my f lowers .  Yes, indeed I have! And both  were most 
b e a u t i f u l  and most Divine! '  

'Stay and h e l p  t o  nu r se  me,' s a i d  Eugene, q u i e t l y .  'I should l i k e  
you t o  have t h e  fancy h e r e ,  be fo re  I d i e . '  (IV, 10, 737) 

Whereas e a r l i e r  ch i ld - sa in t s ,  descended from God i n t o  a  f a t a l l y  co r rup t  world, 



must r e t r e a t  i n t o  death o r  sec lus ion,  Jenny i n t e r p r e t s  between heaven and 

e a r t h ,  giving form and substance t o  he r  s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  br inging God's grace 

t o  man. She has ceased t o  s e e  her  ange l i c  chi ldren  f o r  she has become one 

h e r s e l f ;  " a l l  softened compassion now," Jenny, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  the  u n r e a l i t y  

and p a s s i v i t y  of Oliver  o r  Nel l ,  exe rc i ses  a  r e a l  and a c t i v e  redemptive power. 

The very s k i l l  by which she has sus ta ined he r  l i f e  and imagination and given 

form t o  he r  v i s ion ,  " the n a t u r a l  l igh tness  and del icacy of touch, which had 

been re f ined  by p r a c t i c e  i n  h e r  miniature work," now becomes the  means by 

which h e r  min i s t r a t ions  a r e  made p r a c t i c a l  and benef icent ,  and he r  s p i r i t u a l l y  

edi fy ing v i s ion  is complemented by tangible  physical-emotional care.  Jenny 

"would change the  dress ing  of a  wound, o r  ease a l i g a t u r e ,  o r  turn  h i s  face ,  

o r  a l t e r  the  pressure of the bed-clothes on him, with an absolute c e r t a i n t y  

of doing r igh t "  ( 7 3 9 ) ,  while,  a s  "v ig i l an t  a s  ever  i n  her  watch" (741), she 

i s  the  only charac ter  with the s e n s i t i v i t y  and i n s i g h t  t o  discover the  word 

Eugene seeks i n  h i s  del ir ium ("wife") and thus ensures h i s  moral sa lva t ion  

through h i s  marriage t o  Lizz ie .  I n  A Midsummer Night 's Dream Theseus a s s e r t s  

t h a t  " the l u n a t i c ,  the  lover ,  and the  poet" share  a common na tu re ,  apprehend- 

i n g  "more than cool reason ever comprehends" (V. 1. 5-8); throughout Dickens's 

works, l ikewise ,  the  t r i p l e  elements of f o l l y ,  love, and imagination have been 

cont inual ly  equated and intertwined.  Jenny, who shares  he r  imagination and 

love with Eugene, making him a g i f t  of he r  fool-nature, provides one of the  

h ighes t  and most r e a l i s t i c  expressions of t h i s  theme. 

As w e l l  a s  forming a more r e a l i s t i c  b a s i s  f o r  the  chi ld- fool ' s  symbolic 

r o l e s ,  Jenny, i n  t h a t  same process, e s t a b l i s h e s  a  necessary l i n k  between t h e  

Holy Innocent and t h e  normal world, transcending t h e i r  seemingly impassable 

gul f .  Even a s  Jenny e x e r t s  a  heal ing  inf luence  on Eugene, h e r  ac t ions  i n  h i s  

recovery, f u l l y  evoking he r  l a t e n t  sympathies, continue and confirm her  own 



maturat ion.  I n  h e a l i n g ,  Jenny is healed.  Possess ing  none of t h e  s imple ton ' s  

mental l i m i t a t i o n s ,  b u t  s t i l l  s h a r i n g  h i s  e s s e n t i a l  e thos  and moral r o l e s ,  

Jenny r e v e a l s  t h a t  t he  "fool ,"  wi th  h i s  moral i n s i g h t ,  c e l e s t i a l  imaginat ion,  

s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s ,  and holy  s i m p l i c i t y ,  can e n t e r  t h e  normal world through 

t h e  development of c h i l d  t o  a d u l t  and a c t u a l l y  ga in  s t r e n g t h  i n  t h i s  t r a n s i -  

t i o n .  Jenny thus  re- introduces the  most no tab le  func t ion  of t h e  comic j e s t e r ,  

c o n t r i b u t i n g  a  s ense  of v i t a l i t y  t o  t h e  o f t e n  pas s ive  f o r c e s  of goodness, 

wh i l e  h e r  more adaptable  ch i ld- fool  n a t u r e  r e c o n c i l e s  i t s  p o t e n t i a l l y  disrup-  

t i v e  t ens ions .  The ch i ld - foo l ' s  evo lu t ion  does no t  d i r e c t l y  answer t h e  ques- 

t i o n s  of t h e  Holy Innocent 's  psychosexual f r u s t r a t i o n  and i n n e r  pathos,  o r  

s e r v e  t o  e n t i r e l y  n u l l i f y  t h e  aggress ive  co r rup t ion  of t h e  s o c i a l  world 's  

egregious fo rces ,  b u t  i t  provides an e f f e c t i v e  r e s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  r e a l i t y -  

romance c o n f l i c t ,  merging s t r e n g t h  and v i r t u e  i n  a  u n i f i e d  f i g u r e .  

Like Ne l l ,  f i n a l l y ,  a  c h i l d  who is  "old i n  a d v e r s i t y  and t r i a l "  (OCS, - 

52, 390),  Jenny is a  "ch i ld  i n  yea r s  . . . woman i n  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  and t r i a l "  

(439). I n  l i g h t  of t h e  ex t ens ive  p a r a l l e l s  between Nel l  and Jenny, i t  i s  not  

implaus ib le  t h a t  the  s i m i l a r  s t r u c t u r e  of these  two passages i s  a  conscious 

technique on Dickens's 

f o o l  motif .  Both Nel l  

wh i l e  N e l l  succumbs t o  

t i n g  between Heaven and 

p a r t  t o  mark the evo lu t ion  and culminat ion of t h e  ch i ld-  

and Jenny a r e  ch i ld ren  subjec ted  t o  " t r i a l s , "  b u t  

I I a dve r s i t y , "  Jenny grows i n  " se l f - r e l i ance , "  i n t e r p r e -  

e a r t h ,  ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y  and t h e  normal world,  repre- 

s e n t i n g  t h e  power of t h e  "fool" t o  su rv ive  t h e  c o n f l i c t  wi th  r e a l i t y .  Tom 

Pinch o r  Joe  Gargery could never  r i s e  above t h e i r  i n n a t e  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  b u t  

Jenny, a u n i f i e d  ch i ld - foo l ,  can preserve  t h e i r  va lues  i n t o  matur i ty .  "You 

have changed me w i s e r "  (439) says  Jenny t o  Riah; and through t h e  process  of 

matura t ion  t h a t  Jenny undergoes, she becomes a  f i g u r e  " w i s e "  i n  t he  experience 

needed t o  func t ion  i n  t h e  normal world,  whi le  s t i l l  equa l ly  "wise"  i n  t h e  

v i r t u e  of ho ly  f o l l y .  



3. Conclusion 

Not even t h e  most a rden t  admirer of t h e  f o o l  i s  l i k e l y  t o  hold up t h i s  

f i g u r e  a s  a paradigm f o r  human behaviour ,  an i d e a l  t o  be emulated i n  a l l  

ways. The f o o l ' s  psychosexual f r u s t r a t i o n  and o s t r a c i z i n g  inadequacies  a r e  

both s e r i o u s  d e f e c t s ,  whi le  from Pickwick Papers on Dickens has acknowledged 

t h a t  un tu tored  innocence is  an i n s u f f i c i e n t  response t o  s o c i a l  e v i l .  Simul- 

taneously,  t h e  f o o l ' s  C h r i s t i a n  va lues ,  devot ion t o  community, moral i n s i g h t ,  

and sympathet ic  imaginat ion remain t h e  paramount f e a t u r e s  of Dickens's own 

moral philosophy. Throughout h i s  w r i t i n g s ,  then ,  i n  conjunct ion wi th  h i s  

a n a l y s i s  of holy s i m p l i c i t y ' s  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  Dickens has endeavoured t o  explore ,  

t e s t ,  and s t r eng then  the  power of t h e  Holy Innocent i n  c o n f l i c t  with s o c i a l  

and i n d i v i d u a l  e v i l ,  seeking  a r e a l i s t i c  and f e a s i b l e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  s u r v i v a l  

and f r u i t i o n  of t he  f o o l ' s  e thos .  Much of h i s  success  i n  t h i s  venture  i s  

revea led  i n  t h e  evo lu t ion  of t h e  ch i ld - foo l ,  which, wi th  i t s  g r e a t e r  capac i ty  

f o r  growth and adap ta t ion ,  r eve r se s  t h e  dec l ine  of t h e  var ious  fool- types i n  

Dickens's works, and, by un i fy ing  the  Holy Innocent ' s  symbolic na tu re  and 

psychological  r e a l i t y ,  demonstrates t h a t  t hese  two f a c t o r s  can be mutually 

r e in fo rc ing .  The s t r e n g t h s  of the  ch i ld- fool  mot i f ,  moreover, a r e  not  merely 

an i s o l a t e d  in s t ance  of t h i s  more succes s fu l  r e s o l u t i o n ;  Dickens i s  concerned 

wi th  d isseminat ing  t h e  va lues  of t h e  Holy Innocent throughout t h e  normal world, 

and t h e  p a t t e r n s  w e  have observed i n  t h e  ch i ld - foo l  motif  have s i g n i f i c a n t  

connect ions and p a r a l l e l s  with o t h e r  charac te r - types  and mot i f s  i n  Dickens's 

f i c t i o n .  

The most obvious para l le l -connec t ion  is the  a n g e l i c  heroine.  A s  we have 

seen,  whatever t h e  t ens ions  of t h e i r  personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  t h e  child-woman- 

f o o l  t r i n i t y  a r e  l i nked  a t  important  i m a g i s t i c  and thematic  l e v e l s ,  whi le  from 



Nel l  and Florence,  t o  S i s sy  and Jenny, t h e  c h i l d  and t h e  woman have been 

completely i d e n t i f i e d .  Both charac te r - types ,  moreover, s h a r e  a p o s i t i v e  

evolu t ionary  growth, advancing from pure ly  symbolic forms t o  a s t r o n g e r ,  

more u n i f i e d  f i g u r e .  Rachael i n  Hard Times, t he  a d u l t  counterpar t  t o  S i s sy  

Jupe, c l a r i f i e s  t h i s  growth. A s  Stephen Blackpool exclaims,  

'Thou a r t  an Angel, Bless  t h e e ,  b l e s s  thee! '  
'I  am, a s  I have t o l d  t h e e ,  Stephen, t h y  poor f r i end .  Angels a r e  

n o t  l i k e  m e .  Between them, and a working woman fu '  of f a u l t s ,  t h e r e  
is  a deep gul f  s e t .  My l i t t l e  sister i s  among them, b u t  she  i s  
changed.' ( I ,  13,  86) 

I n  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from Rose Maylie, who may be  cons idered ,  "without impiety,"  

t h e  abode of angels ,  t o  "a working woman f u '  of f a u l t s , "  whose c h a r a c t e r  and 

a c t i o n s  a r e  nonethe less  pure ly  a n g e l i c ,  the  Dickensian hero ine  ga ins  g r e a t e r  

r e a l i t y  and s t r e n g t h  whi le  s t i l l  preserv ing  h e r  c e n t r a l  s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s .  

J u s t  a s  t h e  ch i ld - foo l ' s  foo l - func t ions  become more r e a l i s t i c  a s  they become 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  dynamic, s o  a g r e a t e r  emphasis on a c t i v e ,  s e l f - r e l i a n t  capac i ty  

dominates t h e  c h i l d - f o o l ' s  a d u l t  coun te rpa r t s  i n  t he  l a t e r  novels .  Bleak 

House d e c l a r e s  t h a t  one must " t r u s t  i n  noth ing  bu t  i n  Providence and [one's] 

own e f f o r t s "  (13, 180)--an important  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  s t r i c t l y  super- 

n a t u r a l  Ol iver  o r  Nell--and the  growth of Es ther  Summerson i n  t h e  novel  repre-  

s e n t s  a mutual ly r e i n f o r c i n g  union between d i v i n e  grace  and product ive  human 

ac t ion .  "Thou changest me from bad t o  good," says  Stephen t o  Rachael, "thou 

mak'st  m e  humbly wishfo '  t o  be  more l i k e  t h e e ,  and f e a r f o t  t o  l o s e  thee  when 

t h i s  l i f e  is mer, and a '  t he  muddle c l ea red  awa'. Thou'rt  an Angel; i t  may 

be,  thou h a s t  saved my s o u l  a l i ve ! "  (88).  "Dear g i r l .  Dear h e a r t .  Good 

Angel!" s ays  Arthur  Clennam t o  Amy D o r r i t  (11, 34, 816) who r e s t o r e s  him t o  

phys i ca l  and emotional h e a l t h  through h e r  capac i ty  ( l i k e  Jenny's) t o  u n i t e  

t a n g i b l e  phys i ca l  ca re  w i th  a s p i r i t u a l l y  ame l io ra t ive  v i s ion :  

Clennam, l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  vo ice  t h a t  read t o  him, heard i n  i t  a l l  t h a t  
g r e a t  Nature was doing, heard i n  i t  a l l  t h e  sooth ing  songs she s i n g s  t o  



man. A t  no Mother's knee bu t  h e r s ,  had he e v e r  dwelt i n  h i s  
youth on hopefu l  promises,  on p l a y f u l  f a n c i e s ,  on t h e  h a r v e s t s  
of tenderness  and humi l i t y  t h a t  l i e  hidden i n  t he  ea r ly - fos t e red  
seeds  of t h e  imaginat ion;  on t h e  oaks of r e t r e a t  from b l i g h t i n g  
winds, t h a t  have t h e  germs of t h e i r  s t r o n g  r o o t s  i n  nu r se ry  acorns.  
But,  i n  t h e  tones  of t h e  voice  t h a t  read t o  him, t h e r e  were 
memories of an o ld  f e e l i n g  of such t h i n g s ,  and echoes of every 
merc i fu l  and loving  whisper t h a t  had ever  s t o l e n  t o  him i n  h i s  
l i f e .  (815) 

And L i z z i e  Hexam, f i n a l l y ,  g iv ing  s o l a c e  t o  the  dying Bet ty  Higden, "very 

s o f t l y  r a i s e d  t h e  weather-s tained grey head, and l i f t e d  h e r  a s  h igh  a s  Heaven" 

1 1  8, 514). J. H i l l i s  Mi l l e r  i n s i s t s  t h a t  Amy D o r r i t  is  "the mystery of 

i n c a r n a t e  g o o d n e ~ s , " ~ '  whi le  John Lucas counters  t h a t  she  "was born i n  t h e  

Marshalsea and n o t  i n  Heaven, and i f  she  symbolizes anything i t  i s  t h e  power 

of t h e  human t o  cope wi th  the  worst t h a t  s o c i e t y  is  and does.  "38 The t r u t h ,  

f o r  Amy and o t h e r  Dickensian hero ines ,  l i e s  i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  r econc i l e  

t hese  two pos i t i ons .  Like Jenny Wren who u n i f i e s  t h e  f o o l ' s  c e l e s t i a l  irnagi- 

na t ion  and gives i t  form and subs tance  i n  t he  r e a l  world, the  women i n  t he  

previous passages " i n t e r p r e t "  between heaven and e a r t h ,  angel  and human, re- 

deeming man from s o c i a l  cor rupt ion  and d e s p a i r ,  and guiding him t o  s a l v a t i o n .  

They become condui t s  f o r  d iv ine  grave o r  " incarna te  goodness" p r e c i s e l y  because 

t h e i r  r o l e s  and cha rac t e r s  a r e  a c t i v e ,  s e l f - r e l i a n t ,  amel iora t ing  t h e  worst 

t h a t  r e a l i t y  o f f e r s .  

While s h a r i n g  t h e  c h i l d - f o o l ' s  evo lu t ion ,  however, t h e  woman is no t  s i m -  

p ly  a  r e i t e r a t i o n  of t h a t  b a s i c  p a t t e r n .  Rather ,  j u s t  a s  t h e  c h i l d  g ives  t he  

f o o l  a  more r e a l i s t i c  psychological  foundat ion,  s o  the  woman g ives  t h e  c h i l d  

a  f u l l e r  express ion ,  embodying the  next  s t a g e  i n  t h e  c h i l d ' s  growth--the a d u l t  

who has  preserved t h e  c h i l d ' s  innocence and made i t  a  v i t a l  p a r t  of a mature 

moral sense .  The c h i l d  possesses  the  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  un i fy ing  the  d o c t r i n e  of 

holy s i m p l i c i t y  and t h e  normal world; c h a r a c t e r s  l i k e  Es the r ,  Rachael, Amy, 

and L i z z i e  a r e  t h e  culminat ion of t h a t  p a t t e r n .  The "fool ,"  i n  e f f e c t ,  from 



t he  e x p l i c i t l y  simple-minded o r  simple-souled i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  t h e  normal y e t  

i n n a t e l y  innocent  c h i l d ,  almost impercept ib ly  blends i n t o  f u l l y  normal a d u l t s ,  

a  movement t h a t  e l imina te s  the  f o o l ' s  i n t r i n s i c  l i m i t a t i o n s  whi le  augmenting 

and d isseminat ing  h i s  e thos .  

I n  Dickens's innovat ive  v i s i o n  of t h e  f o o l ,  fur thermore,  t h i s  process  of 

d i sseminat ion  is c a r r i e d  on i n t o  s t i l l  wider a r e a s .  Discussing t h e  n a t u r e  of 

Shakespearean comedy, William Wil le ford  s t a t e s  t h a t  Shakespeare's f o o l s  

I1 g ene ra l ly  remain unmoved by t h e  t r a i n  of marr iages i n  t h e  comic denouement," 

because t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f o o l  is ,  above a l l ,  " f u l l  of s e l f - f u r t h e r i n g  l i f e , "  

a  s t a t i c  cha rac t e r  incapable of development. 39 Dickens's uses  of t he  f o o l  

t r a d i t i o n ,  however, r eve r se  both of t h e s e  p a t t e r n s ,  h i s  Holy Innocents  and 

t h e i r  r e l a t e d  f i g u r e s  possess ing  both the  capac i ty  f o r  d i r e c t  personal  r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p s  and personal  growth. F i r s t ,  a s  i s  customary i n  comedy, marriage 

s i g n i f i e s  t he  cont inua t ion  of l i f e ,  the  r e s t o r a t i o n  of harmony. For Dickens 

i t  becomes a  f u r t h e r  means through which the d o c t r i n e  of holy s i m p l i c i t y  can 

be extended. As noted e a r l i e r ,  l ov ing  personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  an expres- 

s i o n  of t h e  s p i r i t  of t h e  Dickensian Holy Innocent ,  an o r i g i n a l  v a r i a t i o n  on 

t h e  convent ional  image of the  f o o l  a s  pe renn ia l  s o c i a l  o u t c a s t .  Even the  nor- 

mally c e l i b a t e  and unmarried Pickwickian f o o l  i s  the  p a t e r n a l i s t i c  p r o t e c t o r  

of the  f o o l ' s  an t i - soc i e ty ,  extending h i s  warmth and humanity i n  a  t r u e  s o c i a l  

communion. Although the  a c t u a l  marr iages among Dickensian f o o l s  may be few 

( f o r  t he  psychosexual t ens ions  of many foo l - f igu res  n u l l i f y  any romantic 

impulses and i n  some e a r l y  cases  marriage seems more l i t e r a r y  convenience than 

b e l i e v a b l e  re la t ionship4 ' ) ,  i n  s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s ,  such a s  Traddles and Sophy, 

Pocket and C la ra ,  Joe  and Biddy, t h e  r e a l i s t i c  romantic bonds a r e  a  s i g n i f i -  

can t  ex tens ion  of  t h e  f o o l ' s  na tu re .  Like t h e i r  b e s t  e a r l y  pro to type ,  t h e  

marriage of Swive l le r  and t h e  Marchioness, t h e s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f f e r  a  neces- 



s a r y  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  i d e a l i z e d  fool -pr incess  union,  sugges t ing  t h a t  

i ts  thematic  meaning can be  preserved wi thout  t h e  u n r e a l i t y  t h a t  mars i t s  

t o t a l  impact. The l a t e r  fool-marriages,  i n  e f f e c t ,  a r e  genuinely human while  

still evinc ing  an e l eva t ed  symbolic essence ,  an important  r ecogn i t i on  ( a s  i n  

t h e  c h i l d  and t h e  woman) of t h e  s p i r i t u a l  w i th in  t h e  human. Once aga in ,  

t h e  movement from e x p l i c i t  f oo l - f igu res  t o  foo l - l i ke  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e  normal 

world extends these  b a s i c  cons ide ra t ions .  As i n  t he  case  of t h e  f o o l s ,  t he  

e a r l i e s t  examples of t h e  marr iages between he ro  and he ro ine  may seem r a t h e r  

shadowy (Nicholas and Madeline, Harry and Rose Maylie) ,  b u t  t h e  l a t e r  bonds, 

o f t e n  r e q u i r i n g  some s i g n i f i c a n t  growth o r  maturat ion i n  t h e  cha rac t e r s  in -  

volved,  a r e  more genuinely reso lv ing .  Es the r  and Woodcourt, Amy and Clennam, 

B e l l a  and Harmon, L i z z i e  and Wrayburn e n t e r  "a modest l i f e  of usefu lness  and 

happiness" (LD, - 11, 3 4 ,  826), cont inuing  the  Holy Innocent ' s  primary r o l e  of 

counterbalancing s o c i a l  e v i l  by e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  bond (o r  community) of mutual 

love.  

Second, i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  Wi l l e fo rd ' s  v i s i o n  of t he  f o o l  a s  a  s t a t i c  be ing ,  

Dickens acknowledges t h a t  moral growth is  f r equen t ly  a  p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r  any 

c h a r a c t e r  ( inc luding  the  foo l )  t o  e n t e r  t hese  r ea l i s t i c - symbo l i c  bonds. We 

have seen  throughout t h i s  s tudy ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  many Dickensian f o o l s  undergo 

such matura t ion ,  a  process  involv ing  t h e  p re se rva t ion  and s t r eng then ing  of 

t h e  "chi ld" (and i t s  concomitant foo l - l i ke  q u a l i t i e s )  i n t o  adulthood. One of 

Aldous Huxley's more absurd a t t a c k s  on Dickens is  r e l evan t  i n  t h i s  connection. 

Observing t h a t  t h e  " i n f a n t i l e "  o r  "ch i ld ish"  man i s  "one who has  not  developed 

a t  a l l ,  o r  who has  regressed  towards the  womb, i n t o  a  comfortable unawareness," 

and t h a t  t h e  "chi ld- l ike" man i s  "one who has  given himself  a  chance of con- 

t i n u i n g  t o  develop long a f t e r  most a d u l t s  have muffled themselves i n  the  cocoon 

of middle-aged h a b i t  and convention," Huxley condemns Dickens f o r  c r e a t i n g  and 



endorsing only t h e  former type: "There w a s  something r a t h e r  wrong with a 

man who could t ake  t h i s  lachrymose and tremulous p l easu re  i n  a d u l t  i n f a n t i l -  

i t y .  l f 4 1  And y e t ,  perhaps t h e  l a r g e s t  concerns i n  Dickens's uses of t h e  f o o l  

and h i s  r e l a t e d  f i g u r e s  a r e  t h e  p r e c i s e  i s s u e s  on which Huxley bases  h i s  

c r i t i c i s m :  t h e  t r u e  n a t u r e  of Dickensian holy  s i m p l i c i t y  and t h e  capac i ty  of 

i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  achieve  t h i s  moral s t a t e  through a process  of continued develop- 

ment. 

Fa r  from endorsing "adul t  i n f a n t i l i t y , "  Dickens is  i n  e n t i r e  agreement 

wi th  Huxley's judgment t h a t  t h e  " i n f a n t i l e "  i s  "s tupid  and unaware and sub- 

human. "42 F igures  l i k e  Grandmother Smallweed and Mrs. Gradgrind, f o r  example, 

r ep re sen t  perver ted  images of t r u l y  i n s i g h t f u l  and adaptable  childhood. 

"Where, i n  t h e  d u l l  eyes of doa t ing  men," asks  Dickens, "are  t h e  laughing 

l i g h t  and l i f e  of childhood?": "Send f o r t h  t h e  c h i l d  and t h e  c h i l d i s h  man 

toge the r ,  and b lush  f o r  t h e  p r ide  t h a t  l i b e l s  our  own o ld  happy s t a t e ,  and 

g ives  i t s  t i t l e  t o  an ugly and d i s t o r t e d  image" (OCS, - 12, 92-3).  Dickens, i n  

f a c t ,  seems t o  have a n t i c i p a t e d  Huxley's i l l u m i n a t i n g  d i s t i n c t i o n ,  and h i s  

a l l e g e d l y  "lachrymose and tremulous p leasure"  i n  these  "ugly and d i s t o r t e d "  

images is  conspicuously absent .  Affirming t h a t  such thought less  na ive tg  and 

mental s t a g n a t i o n  is a pervers ion  of man's proper  moral s t a t e ,  Dickens a l s o  

a s s e r t s  t h a t  man can and must grow from h i s  "comfortable unawareness" t o  a 

f u l l e r  ch i ld - l i ke  consciousness .  Throughout Dickens's exp lo ra t ion  of t h e  

r e s i l i e n c y  and a d a p t a b i l i t y  of t h e  Holy Innocent ' s  e thos ,  f o o l s  l i k e  Pickwick, 

Swive l l e r ,  Pinch,  and Jenny Wren have undergone a process  of s t r eng then ing  

and r e b i r t h ,  t h e i r  innocence enhanced by exper ience ,  t h e i r  n a i v e t i  tempered 

by i n s i g h t .  Embodying Huxley's c h i l d i s h / c h i l d - l i k e  p o l a r i t y ,  ~ i c k e n s ' s  f o o l s  

t ranscend t h e i r  i n f a n t i l e  s e l f -b l indness  t o  achieve a moral ly  percept ive  y e t  

s t i l l  benevolent  philosophy. Nei ther  s t a t i c  nor  "muffled i n  h a b i t  and con- 



vention,"  even such f i g u r e s  a s  Barnaby, C u t t l e ,  and Toots s h a r e  t h i s  p a t t e r n ,  

responding t o  t h e  nega t ive  f o r c e s  of s o c i a l  e v i l  and t h e  p o s i t i v e  fo rces  of 

human love  wi th  a genuine p o t e n t i a l  f o r  personal  growth. 

This  emphasis on the  f o o l ' s  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  moral matura t ion  has  s t i l l  

g r e a t e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  Not merely l i m i t e d  t o  e x p l i c i t  foo l - f igures  ( o r  even 

those  who s h a r e  t h e  f o o l ' s  e t h o s ) ,  such p a t t e r n s  of educa t ion  o r  conversion 

r e c u r  throughout Dickens's works, f u r t h e r  d i sseminat ing  the  d o c t r i n e  of ho ly  

s i m p l i c i t y  and g ran t ing  i t  g r e a t e r  c r e d i b i l i t y .  Dickens a s s e r t s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  

t h a t  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  preserve  t h e  "fool"  from childhood t o  ma tu r i t y ,  t h a t  

i t  is  p o s s i b l e  t o  t ransform se l f -b l ind ing  na ive& i n t o  holy innocence, and, 

f i n a l l y ,  t h a t  i t  is  p o s s i b l e  t o  r ega in  a pu re r  moral sense.  Eugene Wrayburn, 

a "child" t o  Jenny Wren i n  h i s  thought lessness  and bored l a s s i t u d e ,  is  reborn 

through Jenny's "chi ld- l ike" v i s i o n ;  and, having been e n l i s t e d  i n  t he  ranks 

of t h e  f o o l s ,  cha l lenges  t h e  "Voice of Society" and Podsnappery by marrying 

t h e  lower c l a s s  L i z z i e  Hexam ( t h e  "Voice's" v e r d i c t ,  no t  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  is 

"Madness and moonshine" [819],  s i g n i f y i n g  i t s  own unenlightened obtuseness  

and t h e  d i v i n e  madness of Wrayburn's newly acquired fool -na ture) .  S imi l a r  

p a t t e r n s  of moral conversion a r e  ev ident  i n  d ive r se  character- types.  Martin 

Chuzzlewit even tua l ly  recognizes  the  v i r t u e  of Tom Pinch; Scrooge embraces 

t h e  "chi ld 's"  v i s i o n ;  Dombey e n t e r s  t he  fool  community; David Copperf ield 's  

impressionable na ive& and "undisc ip l ined  hea r t "  a r e  s t rengthened  and tem- 

pered;  Louisa and Gradgrind l e a r n  t h e  importance of childhood fancy; Sidney 

Carton r e p e a t s  t h e  s a c r i f i c e  of C h r i s t ;  Pip l e a r n s  from t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  of  

Joe; B e l l a  and Eugene a r e  reborn through love. As S a i n t  Paul  s t a t e s ,  " i f  any 

man among you seemeth t o  be wise i n  t h i s  world,  l e t  him become a f o o l  t h a t  he  

may be  wise," and, by having the  "fool ,"  i n  some form o r  o t h e r ,  p a r t i c i p a t e  

i n  t hese  educa t iona l  processes ,  Dickens p re sen t s  t he  Paul ine  d o c t r i n e  i n  ac t ion .  



I sugges ted  e a r l i e r  t h a t  i f  t h e  moral n a t u r e  o f  t h e  Holy Innocent  could 

e x i s t  on ly  a t  an e l e v a t e d  mythic l e v e l ,  then t h e  o v e r t  d i d a c t i c  purpose of  

Dickens 's  work would be  s e r i o u s l y  diminished. As  Dickens himself  observed 

i n  h i s  se l f -parodying  account of L i t t l e  Margery and Thomas Twopence, a char- 

acter's s u p e r n a t u r a l l y  i n f a l l i b l e  moral s ense  is  u n l i k e l y  t o  r ep re sen t  a  

c r e d i b l e  d i d a c t i c  device .  By p r e s e n t i n g  r e a l i s t i c  human be ings  engaged i n  

moral c o n f l i c t ,  however, approaching a  s t r o n g e r  moral s ense  through educa t ion ,  

heightened imagina t ive  sympathy, and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  o t h e r s ,  growing i n  

response t o ,  r a t h e r  than d e s p i t e ,  t h e i r  environments i n  t h e  r e a l  world,  

Dickens g ives  t h e  d o c t r i n e  of ho ly  s i m p l i c i t y  i t s  most convincing b a s i s  and 

b roades t  a p p l i c a t i o n .  Advancing from pu re ly  symbolic forms t o  more r e a l i s t i c  

foo l - f i gu re s ,  t o  f i g u r e s  wholly i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  t h e  normal world whi le  s t i l l  

s h a r i n g  t h a t  d o c t r i n e ,  t o  f i g u r e s  who r ega in  o r  accept  t h e  " foo l , "  t h e  Holy 

Innocent  and h i s  moral va lues  a r e  revea led  a s  an e s s e n t i a l  element i n  man's 

moral n a t u r e ,  a necessary  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  human and s o c i a l  e v i l  t h a t  need no t  

p e r i s h  o r  r e t r e a t  when chal lenged by cor rupt ion .  

Fools  a r e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  t he  enemies of d e f i n i t i o n ,  l i m i t a t i o n ,  and con- 

c lu s ion .  Lear ' s  Fool simply vanishes  half-way through t h e  drama; Touchstone 

mar r i e s  t h e  unsavoury Audrey though warned by Hymen t h a t  h i s  " loving voyage/ 

Is b u t  f o r  two months v i c t u a l l e d "  (AYL. - V. 4.  188-9); Fes t e  i s  abandoned out-  

s i d e  t h e  pa lace  w a l l s ;  and Erasmus's S t u l t i t i a ,  upon completing h e r  encomium, 

l e a p s  from t h e  podium exclaiming,  "I s e e  you expec t  an Epilogue, b u t  g ive  me 

l e ave  t o  t e l l  ye you a r e  much mistaken i f  you th ink  I remember any t h i n g  of  

what I have s a i d ,  having f o o l i s h l y  b o l t e d  ou t  such a  hodg podg of words. 1143 

The h i s t o r y  of t h e  Dickensian Holy Innocent i s  s i m i l a r l y  complex, i nvo lv ing  

m u l t i p l e  i n t e r - p e n e t r a t i n g  mo t i f s  and d i v e r s e  complementary o r  con t r ad i c to ry  

l i n e s  of  development, a l l  seemingly moving eve r  f u r t h e r  away from e x p l i c i t  



fool - f igures .  I n  a c t u a l  f a c t ,  a s  Lear 's  Fool laments ,  " lo rds  and g r e a t  men 

and l a d i e s  too" begrudge t h e  Fool h i s  monopoly on f o l l y :  "they w i l l  no t  l e t  

m e  have a l l  t he  f o o l  t o  myself;  t h e y ' l l  be snatching" (I. 4. 146-52). 

Dickens's f o o l s  need no t  lament,  f o r  t he  q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  the  normal world con- 

t i n u a l l y  a s s i m i l a t e s  from t h e  Holy Innocent a r e  t h e  h i g h e s t  va lues  of Dickens's 

moral v i s ion .  
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