
A C T A  U N I V E R S I T A T I S  L O D Z  I E N S I S  
_____ FOLIA LITTERARIA 9 ,  1982________________

Adela Styczyńska  

NARRATIVE ART IN "BLEAK HOUSE"

"Bleak House", as a s o c i a l - p o l i t i c a l  n ove l,  forms a them atic  
and a r t i s t i c  whole w ith  " L i t t l e  D o r r i t " 1 : in  "Bleak House" th e  
a d m in i s t ra t io n  o f  j u s t i c e  -  o r  r a t h e r  i n j u s t i c e  -  i s  t h e  o b je c t  
o f  s a t i r e ;  i n  " L i t t l e  D o r r i t "  th e  machinery o f  government i s  
a t ta ck ed  in  th e  a c t i v i t y ,  o r  r a t h e r  i n a c t i v i t y ,  o f  Circumlocu-
t io n  O ff ice .  Both novel3 show th e  in te rco n n ec t io n s  between th e  
system o f  government and d i f f e r e n t  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  c i r c l e s ,  
and in  each bu reaucracy ,  muddleheadedness and d e l i b e r a t e  opposi-
t io n  to c o n s t r u c t iv e  i n i t i a t i v e  o r  to  the  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  th e  
in d iv id u a l  c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  c o n s o l id a t io n  o f  t h e  system o f  op-
p re s s io n .  I t  i s  no t s u rp r i s in g  t h a t  "Bleak House" has been com-
pared to  K a fk a 's2 work. The comparison w ith  "The T r ia l "  comes na-
t u r a l l y  to  th e  mind o f  a 20th  cen tu ry  readers in  th e  novel o f  
bo th  w r i t e r s  th e  t r i a l  d rags  on, th e  s i n i s t e r  f a rc e  waips people 
m orally  o r  d r iv e s  them to  in s a n i ty .  In  t h i s  co n te x t  D ickens 's  
o r i g i n a l i t y  i s  a l l  th e  more s t r i k i n g :  in  "Bleak House" he i n t r o -
duces th e  theme which w i l l  c o n t in u a l ly  r ecu r  in  tw en t i e th  cen-  
tu ry  f i c t i o n  -  t h a t  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  op pressed , ignored and

In h i s  s tudy "The Dickens T h ea tre " ,  O xfo rt 1967. Robert Ga- 
r i s  d is cu s s e s  th re e  nove ls in  th e  c h a p te r  c a l l e d  "The World o f  
System": "Bleak House", " L i t t l e  D o r r i t "  and "Hard Times".
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C entury,  ed. J .  G .r  о s s ,  G. P e a r  s о n , Toronto 1962; W. 
A l l e n  in  h is  essay:  The Comedy o f  D ickens, [ in : ]  Die it en» 
1970, ed. M. S l a t e r ,  London 1970, and o th e r s .



even tu a lly  destroyed by a powerful system . In one o f  th e  la s t  
meetings between John Jam dyce and Conversation Kenge the la t t e r  
says: t

We are a prosperous community, Mr. Jarndyce, a very prospe-
rous community. We are a great country, Mr. Jarndyce, a 
very great country. This i s  a great system , Mr. Jam dyce, 
and would you wish a great country to  have l i t t l e  system?  
Now, r e a l ly ,  r e a l ly 3.

The machinery under which the Jarndyce case i s  p o s s ib le ,  i s  
indeed powerful, On the  surface  i t  seems th a t the whole matter  
i s  evidence o f the in e f f ic ie n c y  o f  the law. In e f f e c t  the delay-
ing t a c t ic s  in  le g a l  proceedings enslave people and "do bu si-
ness" fo r  the servants o f  the law, which i s  i llu s tr a te d  by th e%
main p lo t  w ith  i t s  numerous ram ifica tion s.

The system  o f  law works on severa l le v e ls :  a t th e  top th ere  
i s  th e Lord C hancellor, almost a symbolic f ig u re ;  he represents  
the m agnificence and the  in a c c e s s ib i l i t y  o f  au th ority . On the  
lower le v e l  there  are men l ik e  Kenge, Vholes and Tulkinghorn; 
each of them hold3 the  d e s tin ie s  o f  h is  c l ie n t s  in  h is  power, 
although each in  a d iffe r e n t way. The rhe toric  o f  Kenge i l l u s -
tra te s  b est the gap between what i s  and what seems; he i s  f u l ly  
aware o f  the power o f  the  word and h is  flow ery speech i s  used 
to  evade or  d is to r t  the  tru th . Vholes i s  a demonic fig u re  who 
ensnares h is  naive c l i e n t  w ith  vague promises and brings him 
to  d is a s te r .  Tulkinghorn, under h is  impenetrable mask, conceals  
an asp ira tio n  to power through the  knowledge o f  the  se cre ts  
o f h is  a r is to c r a t ic  c l i e n t s .  A l l th ree  o f them have fo llow ers  
o f a much lower degree, such as Guppy, Weevle and Smallweed, 
who can be used fo r  le g a l and i l l e g a l  p ra c tic e s . On another 1%- 
v e l th ere  i s  Inspector Bucket, and in  con trast to  the muddle, 
ob scu rity  and absurdity  o f le g a l proceedings . h is  ac tion  i s  
extrem ely e f f i c i e n t .  The p o lic e  force  becomes a powerful branch 
o f the system , but there  are two aspects o f  i t s  a c t iv ity :  a l-
though i t  h e lp s  to d iscov er  the murderer, s a t is fy in g  our demand 
for j u s t i c e  and order, Inspector B ucket's r e le n t le s s  pu rsu it o f  
th e  i n d iv id u a l ,  which i s  p a r ticu la r ly  s tr ik in g  in  the case  o f  Jo

5 С. D i с к e n з ,  Bleak House, A Norton C r i t i c a l  E d i t ion  
E di ted by George Ford, Sylvfere Monod, New York 1977, p. 741. A ll 
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and George, introduces the theme o f  man-hunt in to  the no-
v e l .

The system presented in  "Bleak House" i s  maintained by c lo se  
cooperation between d if fe r e n t  in s t i tu t io n s ,  s o c ia l  groups 
and in d iv id u a ls . The Law Courts are supported by Parliament 
w ith  i t s  party r iva lry  between th e B u ffies and D u ffles and the  
Boodles and Doodles. The a r is to cra cy  represented by S ir  L eices-
te r  Dedlock i s  the most dedicated supporter o f  the system . The 
ordinary people freq uen tly  support i t  by th e ir  indolence and 
in d ifferen c e . There are misguided ’ p h ilan th ro p is ts  l ik e  Mrs. J e l-  
lyby and Mrs. P ard igg le , or  p a ra site s  l ik e  Turveydrop or Harold  
Skimpole whose immorality i s  ty p ic a l o f  a large  part o f  so c ie ty  
in d if fe re n t  to  the s itu a t io n  o f the poor and to  the p ressing  
health  problems o f  the  d a y \  The irony o f th e s o c ia l  s itu a t io n  
in  th is  supremely iro n ic  novel c o n s is t s , among o th ers , in  the  
fa c t  that those who support the system or imagine them selves to  
be among i t s  powerful p rotectors are in fa c t  h e lp le s s ,  p i t i f u l  
f igu ree  whose fa te  depends on the people they seem to p ro tec t.  
Thus S ir  L e ic e ste r  Dedlock, b linded by h is  a r is to c r a t ic  p rid e ,  
i s  com pletely ignorant o f  the ro le  Mr. Tulkinghom plays in  h is  
house. The lawyer i s  a man he tr u s ts  a b so lu te ly , but i t  i 3 he 
who brings about the downfall o f  h is  fam ily .

In th is  so c ie ty  generous people l ik e  John Jarndyce are help-
l e s s  ag a in st  the e v i l  o f  th e ir  tim ee. They can stand a s id e ,  
remain uninvolved in the immoral p ra c tices  o f  the  law and do 
good on a sm all s c a le , thus carrying out a kind o f  ’minimum 
programme" w ith in  the span o f  th e ir  liv e s ^ . Honest but naive  
and vulnerable people l ik e  George and the Bagnets become easy 
v ictim s o f  powerful and ru th le ss agents l ik e  Tulkinghom ; a co-
mic fig u re  l ik e  Snagsby, well-m eaning but lim ite d , i s  e a s i ly  
in tim idated; in fe r io r  leg a l o f f i c i a l s ,  grotesque characters l ik e  
Guppy and V eevle, are in danger o f  f a l l in g  in to  th e routine  
o f o f f ic e  which w il l  turn them in to  puppets l ik e  the  o f f i c i a l s
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Cf .  J . B u t t ,  K. T i l l o t a o n ,  The T o p ic a l ity  o f  

Bleak House, [in :] D ickens, Bleak House, A Casebook, ed . A, E. 
D У в о n , London 1977.

5
C f. G. 3 m i  t  h ' s  a n a ly s is  o f  th e com p lex ity  o f  John  

J arn d yce 's  ch a ra cter , in : C harles D ickens. B leak  H ouse, London 
197 V. - - '



in  the famous opening Court scene; .the Smallweed fam ily  are the  
dregs o f  e o c ie ty , exp lo ited  by and serving the system , ready  
to  s e l l  them selves to  th e  stronger  or blackmail th e  weaker.

D ickens's art in  "Bleak House" -  in  p a r ticu la r  h is  narrative  
method and imagery -  as  a means o f  conveying h is  moral v is io n  
has been stu d ied  by outstanding B r it is h  and American scho lars6 . 
While acknowledging my debt to  them I should l ik e  to concentrate  
in  th is  essay on the dynamic, im a g is tic  p resen ta tio n ,th e  "ca-
mera work" o f  the om niscient narrator, and to  contrast i t  w ith  , t
Dickens s in te r e st in g  psych o log ica l experiment in  E sth er's sub-
j e c t iv e  narration .

1 . Imagery
4 . .

One o f  the  most s tr ik in g  fea tu res q f D ickens'a art in  
"Bleak House" i s  h is  im a g is tic  p resen ta tion , in  which th e  narra-
t iv e  and th e  d esc r ip t iv e  are c lo s e ly  in tercon nected . There are  
certa in  image pattern s which run throughout the n o vel, and I 
propose to  d iscu ss here th ose  which occur in  both streams o f  
narration . Thus the fog and mud imagery has been w idely  in te r -
preted by numerous c r it i c s ;  to  t h is  may be added th e  waste paper  
image: the innummerable leg a l documents in  Chancery, " p iles  o f  
c o s tly  nonsense"; Krook's rag and b o t t le  shop; and the monster  
and enimal imagery which expresses the degradation o f  man and 
the dehumanization o f  le g a l o f f i c i a l s .

.The w aste paper image opens and c lo s e s  th e  Jarndyce case.  
In the f i r s t  chapter we see  "the various s o l i c i t o r s  [ . . . ]  [w ith]  
mountains o f  c o s t ly  nonsense p iled  before them" (p . 6) .  In 
chapter 6 5 ,  when the  case i s  over, we watch a kind o f  - dumb 
show, a dynamic scene w ithout words in  which " sev era l, young 
co u n c illo r s  in wigs and whiskers [ . . . ]  q u ite  doubled them selves  
w ith laughter" when bundles o f  paper began to  be carried  out (p .  
7 5 0 ) . I t  i s  a grim farce  played out before a crowd o f  sensa-

6 See e s p e c ia l ly :  W. J . H a r v e y ,  Chance and D esign  in  
"Bleak House, [in :]  Dicken3 and th e  T w entieth  C entury, ed . J .  
G r o s s ,  G. Р e a r s o n ,  Toronto 1962;' i d e m ,  B leak  House
-  The Double N a rra t iv e , [in :j D ick en s, B leak  House. A Casebook; 
H. P. S u c k s m i t h ,  The N arrativ e Art o f  C h arles D icken s,  
Oxford 1970, and o th e r s .



t io n -seek in g  sp ecta tors w h ile  Richard Carstone, the  la s t  v ictim  
o f  the  ce leb rated  c a se , i s  dying o f  tu b ercu lo sis  and broken 
heart.

Krook's shop as a ca rica tu re  o f th e  Court o f  Chancery, 
co n ta in s , apart from waste paper and rags, the  more macabre 
image o f  sacks o f  bones and women's h a ir . The system which l e f t  
in  i t s  wake p i le s  o f  human h a ir  and bones became a r e a l i ty  in  
tw en tie th  century Europe, but Dickens was c e r ta in ly  fa r  from 
a n tic ip a tin g  such horror in  th e  s a t i r ic  chapter "A Morning Ad-
venture". Again i t  i s  the modern reader who can f u l ly  apprecia-
t e  D ickens's prophetic v is io n . There i s  a p a r ticu la r ly  macabre 
touch in  th e  scene when Krook, struck by the beauty o f  Ada's 
h a ir , extends h is  hand to  strok e i t .  His gesture  a n t ic ip a te s , in  
a symbolic way, the fu tu re d is a s te r  o f  Ada and Richard.

Imagery serves th e  narrator as commentary on the s o c ia l  and 
moral e v i l  o f contemporary England. There are rep u lsive  images o f  
d ir t  and vermin which con tr ib u te  to  the general atmosphere
created  by th e i n i t i a l  image o f  fog and mud. The slums o f  Tom 
a l l-A lo n e 's  are shown in  the  metaphor o f  a d iseased  human body:

As on the ruined human w retch , vermin p a r a s ite s  appear, so  
th ese  ruined s h e lte r s  have bred a crowd o f  fo u l ex is ten ce  
which crawls in  and out o f  gaps in  w a lls  and boards; and 
comes and goes fe tch in g  and carrying fev e r , and sowing more 
e v i l  in  i t s  every fo o tp r in t  than Lord Coodle and S ir  Thomas 
Doodle and the Duke o f  Foodie and a l l  the f in e  gentlemen 
in  o f f i c e  down to  Z oodle, s h a ll  s e t  r igh t in  f iv e  hundred 
years -  though born exp ressly  to  do i t  (p . 197).

The animal and monster imagery i s  repeated ly s tre ssed  in  the  
p resen ta tion  o f  Krook's shop -  there  is  th e famous c a t ,  Lady 
Jane, watching Hiss F l i t e ' s  b irds w ith a hungry look , ready to  
devour them; and there  i s  the owner h im self "short, cadaverous 
and withered" , w ith  h is "breath issu in g  i n v i s i b l e  smoke from 
h is  mouth, as i f  he were on f i r e  w ithin" (p . 49 ).  Two more per-
sons -  Jo and Vholes -  are presented w ith  animal a ss o c ia tio n s  
each in  a c h a r a c ter is t ic  way. The fa te  o f an i l l i t e r a t e ,  abando-
ned ch ild  o f  the  slums i s  the most d ra stic  evidence o f  so c ia l in-
d iffe ren c e  o f  th e  tim es. Jo i s  compared to  an ox, c ru e lly  ex p lo i-
ted  by men, and contrasted  w ith a dog which i s  in te l l ig e n t  and 
tra in ed , fa r  b e t te r  cared fo r  than the  human ch ild :

I t  i s  a market day. The b lin d ed  oxen , overgoaded , o v er d r i-



ven, never gu ided , run in to  wrong plaoea and are beaten  out;  
and plunge red-eyed and foaming, a t atone w a lla , and o ften  
so re ly  hurt the  inn ocent, and o ften  aorely  hurt them selves. 
Very l ik e  Jo and h is  order; very , very l ik e .  [ . . . ]  A band 
o f music comes and p lay s . Jo l is t e n s  to  i t .  So does a dog -  
a d rover's dog w aiting fo r  h is  master ou tsid e  a bu tch er's  
shop. A thoroughly vagabond dog, accustomed to  low company 
and pub lic  houses; a t e r r i f i c  dog to  sheep, ready at a whi-
s t l e  to  scamper over th e ir  backs, and tea r  out mouthfuls o f  
t h e ir  wool; but an educated, improved dog, who has been 
taught h is  d u ties  and knows how to d ischarge them. He and 
Jo l i s t e n  to  m usic, probably w ith  much the same amount o f  
animal s a tis fa c t io n ;  lik ew ise  as to  awakened a ss o c ia tio n ,  
a sp ira tio n  or reg re t , melancholy or jo y fu l referen ce  to  
th in gs beyond the s e n ses , they are probably upon a par. But 
oth erw ise , how fa r  above the  human l is t e n e r  i s  the  brute! 
{p. 199).

Yet J o , the  ignorant and p r im itive  vict im  o f  an in d iffe r en t  
s o c ie ty ,  i s  human in  h is  fe e l in g s  o f  g ra titu d e , h is  cap acity  fo r  
appreciating kindness. Mr. Vholes, on the contrary , i s  an in t e l -
l ig e n t  human being who p erverts h i 3  humanity, th e evidence o f  
which i s  h is  behaviour as a p r o fe ss io n a l. He i s  presented w ith  
sa ta n lc  a s s o c ia t io n s , a black f ig u r e ,  buttoned up, a tempter  

•watching h is  v ictim  with  "a charmed gaze"r and a devouring look; 
he i s  a serpent and a ca t watching h is  mouse p a tie n tly  and t h is  
image i s  used throughout the whole scene o f  th e  con versation  
between Attorney and C lien t (ch . 39)« Whenever he appears w ith  
Richard h is  manner imparts a s so c ia tio n s  w ith death.When th e narra-
to r  presen ts him in  r e a l i s t i c  terms he s tr e s s e s  h is  ph ysica l  
u g lin ess .

The monster imagery which i s  c lo s e ly  connected w ith  animal 
a ss o c ia tio n s  i s  a lso  developed by D ickens'a well-known use  o f  
the synecdoche. In h is .d e s c r ip tiv e -n a rr a tiv e  p resen ta tion  Dick-
ens freq u en tly  makes a part stand fo r  th e  whole, u su a lly  w ith  
grotesque and s a t i r i c a l  e f f e c t s .  In "Bleak House" Dickens u se s  
th is  d evice  to  express th e  dehumanization o f  the  o f f i c e r s  o f  
th e  Law. In th e f i r s t  chapter lawyers and beadles are referred  
to  as " s ilk  gowns" and "maces":

There i s  th e  r e g i s t r a r  below th e  Judge in  wig and gown; and 
t h e r e  a re  two o r  th r e e  maces o r  p e t ty  bags , o r  p r iv y  p u rs e s ,  
o r  whatever they may be in  l e g a l  c o u r t  s u i t s  (p . 7 ) .

And the  Lord Chancellor i s  shown w ith  h is  "attendant wigs"-



a l l  "stuck in  a fog bank"# S ilk  gowns^, bags or  maces are not 
monsters or monstrous o b jec ts  in  them selves, but i f  parts o f  
garment stand fo r  th e o f f i c ia l s  them selves, and symbols o f  au-
th o r ity  take th e p lace  o f  human fa ces the  e f f e c t  i s  a t  f i r s t  
grotesq ue, but i t  soon changes in to  horror: we see  the  in d iv i-
dual u tter in g  h is  desperate  appeal fo r  help to  an assembly o f  
puppets and maskst ф

"Several members o f  the bar are s t i l l  to  be heard, I b e l ie -
ve?" says the  C hancellor w ith a s l ig h t  sm ile .

E ighteen o f  Mr. T an gle 's learned fr ie n d s , eaoh armed with  
a l i t t l e  summary o f  e igh teen  hundred s h e e ts , bob up l ik e  
eigh teen  hammers in  a p ia n o for te , make e igh teen  bows, and 
drop in to  e igh teen  p laces  o f  ob scu rity  (p. 9 ) .  [• • •]  The 
C hancellor r is e s ;  th e  bar r is e s ;  the p rison er  i s  brought! 
forward in  a hurry; th e  Man from Shropshire c r ie s ,  "My Lord!"  
Maces, bag3 and purses in d ign antly  proclaim  s ile n c e  and 
frown at the Man from Shropshire (p . 9 ) .

Thus th e h e lp le ssn ess  o f  man overwhelmed by the  monstrous 
inhumanity o f  the o f f i c i a l s ,  and -  in  a wider p ersp ective  -  o f  
th e  system , i s  e s ta b lish ed  as the  leading theme in  the opening  
scene o f  th e n ovel. Dickens a n tic ip a te s  here the  v is io n  o fQ
Ionesco in  h is  comedy o f  the absurd, 3uch as "Le Maitre" .

The symbols o f  a uth ority  referred  to  as the  Mace and Seal 
take another s ig n if ic a n c e  in  the commentary o f  Miss F l i t e ,  re-
ported in E sth er 's n arrativ e . Here they are presented as monsters 
which draw people on and then destroy  them. I t  i s  a v isu a l re-
p resen ta tion  o f  a f a ta l  power which men and women cannot re-
s i s t  but which in  fa c t  i s  in  them selves: i t  i s  th e ir  greed fo r  
money which en slaves them:

7
This i s  a d ev ice  used in  the early  as w e ll as in  la te  f i c -

t io n .  Cf. Mr.- Bumble's go ld -la ced  c o a t, s t a f f  and cocked hat in  
"Oliver Tw ist". In "Hard Times" James.Harthouse i s  referred  to  
as "waistcoat" and "whiskers" which, in  t h is  case su ggests Tom 
Gradgrind's fa s c in a tio n  with appearances and H arthouse's moral 
hollow ness.О

In Io n e sc o 's  o n e-a c t  p la y  "The L eader"("Le M aitre") th e  ce-
l e b r i t y  appears in  th e  l a s t  scen e as a m onstrous puppet, a "man- 
- in -a n -o v e r c o a t-w ith -a -h a t-w ith o u t-a -h e a d " . One o f  th e g ir l-a d m i-  
rers  ask s: " B u t... b u t . . .  th e  le a d er  h a sn 't  g o t  a head?’1 To 
w hich th e  Announcer answers: "What's he need a head f o r  when 
h e 's  g o t g e n iu s !"  The dehum anization  i s  com plete .



"There's a cruel a ttra c tio n  in  the  p la ce . You ca n 't  leave  i t .  
And you must expect. [ . . . ]  I t ' s  the Mace and Seal upon the  
ta b le .

What could they do, did she think? I m ild ly  asked her. 
"Draw", returned Miss F l i t e .  "Draw people on, my dear, Draw 
peace out o f  them. Sense out o f  them. Good looks out o f  
them. Good q u a l i t ie s  out o f  them. I have f e l t  them even  
drawing my r e st  away in  the n ig h t. Cold and g l i t t e r in g  de-
v i ls ! "  (p . WO).

The m otif o f  Fate thus suggested  runs throughout the  n o vel,  
whether as the  p o l i t i c a l  power which ro le s  men's l iv e s  or as  
s o c ia l  convention which enslaves in d iv id u a ls . Thus Lady Dedlock,  
a ffra id  o f  public censure, i s  blackm ailed by Mr. Tulkinghom . 
The lawyer gradually  becomes an agent o f  Fate whicłj u ltim ate ly  
destroys E sth er 's  mother. Like many other  characters in  Dick-
en s's novels he i s  presented in  a r e a l i s t i c  and a metaphori-
c a l way, as a ru sty -look ing  f ig u r e , r esp ectab le , s i l e n t ,  w e l l-  
-mannered,, w ith a weakness fo r  tobacco and p o rt , and, at a la -
t e r  sta g e  o f  a c tio n , as a shadowy fora fo llow in g  Lady Dedlock. 
This shadow image has again a double fun ction : i t  su ggests a 
constant menace to  Lady Dedlock and i t  p er fe c tly  renders the  
o b sessive  s ta te  o f  her mind:

Interposed between her and th e  fading l ig h t  o f  day in  th e  
now q u ie t s t r e e t ,  h is  shadow f a l l s  upon her, and he darkens 
a l l  before her. Even so does he darken her l i f e .  (p . 575).  
[ » . . ]  T herefore there i s  not much th at Lady Dedlock, sea ted  
in  her c h a ir , could wish to  see  through th e window in  which  
îîr . Tulkinghom  stands. And y e t  -  and y e t  -  she sends a look  
in  th at d ir e c t io n ,  as i f  i t  were her h ea r t's  d e s ir e  to  have 
th at  f ig u re  moved out o f  th e  way ( ib id .) .

. ‘ The Fate m otif i s  developed by the narrator in  an in ter e st in g  
and complex way. Thus pń the lower l e v e l  there  i s  Mr. Tulking-
hom as a threaten ing  f ig u re ;  to Lady Dedlock her a r is to c r a t ic  
mansion becomes "a house o f  su ffocation "  whenever he appears.  
But at th e  moment o f  h is  apparent v ic to ry  over Lady Dedlock the  
narrator introduces the  image o f  the clock  which measures out 
th e  l a s t  m inutes "of Mr. T u lk in g h o m 's  l i f e ,  o f  which’ th e  law yer i s  
co m p lete ly  unaware. Thus th e  n a rra to r  a c h ie v e s  a h e ig h ten in g  o f  
suspense and a widening o f  p e r s p e c t iv e . The law yer g oes  home 
w ith  a sen se  of su cc ess  and power, but th e  .reader knows th a t  
h is  f a t e  i s  already s e a le d .  The commentary I s  in te n s e ly  i r o n ic ,



watch being two minutes wrong. D esp ite h is  reproof -  "Two minu-
t e s  wrong? At th is  rate you won't la s t  my tim e!" -  in  fa c t  the  
minutes o f  h is  l i f e  have already been counted and i t  i s  the  
watch which w i l l  l a s t  longer. Together w ith  th e tick in g  o f  the  
clock  the  Roman A llegory on th e  c e i l in g  in  the law yer's room 
com pletes th e image c lu s te r  announcing h is  death, 

t A fu rth er  in te n s if ic a t io n  o f  iro n ic  meaning fo llo w s  w ith the  
image o f  th e  s tarry  sky on a m oonlit n ight in  which the  narra-
to r  crea tes  a v is io n  o f  an in d iffer e n t u niverse  above both the  
v ic t im , Lady Dedlock, and the  pursuer, Mr. Tulkinghorn, doomed 
to  be a v ict im  sh o r tly . Dickens a n tic ip a te s  here Hardy's iro n ic  ♦ 
p rojectio n  o f cosmic in d ifferen c e  in  Ju xtap osition  to  human s t r i -
vings end endeavours. The s ta r s  are tr a d it io n a lly  symbolic o f  Fate  
above man, and in  "Bleak Ноизе" th e serene sky, the  huge me-
tr o p o lis  q u iet  at n ig h t, a glim pse o f  a d is ta n t harbour w ith  a 
sh ip  s a il in g  o u t, p e r fe c tly  convey the sense o f  l i f e  going on 
undisturbed by the  in tr ig u es  o f  people and by th e  disappearance  
o f in d iv id u a ls:

A f in e  n ig h t, and a brigh t large  moon, and m ultitudes o f  
s ta r s .  Mr. Tulkinghorn, in  repairing to  h is  c e l la r ,  and in  
opening and sh uttin g  those  resounding doors, has to  cross a 
l i t t l e  p r iso n lik e  yard. He looks c a s u a lly , th inking what a 
f in e  n ig h t, what a brigh t large  moon, what m ultitudes o f  
s ta r s .  A q u iet  n ig h t, too .

A very q u iet n ig h t. When the moon sh in es very b r i l -
l ia n t ly  a s o litu d e  and s t i l ln e s s  seem to proceed from her,  
th at in flu en ce  even crowded p la ces f u l l  o f l i f e .  Not only i s  
i t  a s t i l l  n ight on dusty high roads and on h i l l '  summits, 
whence a wide expanse o f  country may be seen in  repose,  
q u ie ter  and q u ie ter  as i t  spreads away in to  a fr in g e  o f  
tre e s  aga inst the  sky w ith the grey ghost o f  a bloom upon 
them; [ . . . ]  not only i s  i t  a s t i l l  night on th e  deep, and on 
the shore where the watcher stands to  see  the ship w ith  
her spread wings cross -the path o f  l ig h t  th a t appears to  
be presented to  only him; but even on th is  stran g er 's w il-
derness o f  London there i s  some r e s t . I t s  s tee p le s  and to -
wers, and i t s  one great dome, grow more eth erea l;  i t s  smoky 
house tops lo s e  th e ir  grossn ess, in the pa le effu lgen ce; the  
n o i se s  t h a t  a r i s e  from th e  s t r e e t s  a re  few er and are  s o f t e -
ned, and th e  fo o t s t e p s  on the  pavements pass  more t r a n q u i l l y

- away (p .  5&3-584.).

The J u x ta p o s it io n  betw een th e  s e r e n ity  o f  th e  n ig h t  and Mr. 
T u lk in gh orn's зеп зе  o f  s e c u r ity  as he w alks to  h i s  death  , i.-:: on*} 
o f  Dickenfe's m a sterstrok es o f  iro n y . I t  i s  ach ieved  by- ' imagery an.l 
b y  h is  handling  o f  th e  om n iscien t p o in t  o f  v iew .



2 . D ickens's "ever-varying p resen ta tio n ”
-  the om niscient narrator

The th ird  person narrator -  commentator in  "Bleak House" may 
be o ften  id e n tif ie d  w ith th e im plied author, to  use Wayne C. 
B ooth's term inology, but he t e l l s  the story  from d iffe r e n t pers-
p e c tiv e s , s h ift in g  h is  v is io n  l ik e  a f ilm  operator , using a va-
r ie ty  o f  s t y le s .

He i s  om niscient i r / t h e  sense th at he knows everyth ing , or . 
almost everyth in g, about h is  ch aracters, but he imparts h is  
knowledge to  or  w ithholds i t  from the reader as fa r  as i t  s u its  
h is  purpose. In t h is  way he d is c lo s e s  the  s ecre t  o f  Lady Ded-
lock  b it  by b it ;  th e antecedents are revealed as the  story  
progresses and they are o ften  im plied rather than d ir e c t ly  s ta -
ted (e .g .  , th e story  th a t Esther hears from her aunt) u n t i l  we 
reach the moment when Lady Dedlock's s e c r e t  i s  revealed  p u b lic ly  
by Mr. Tulkinghorn, which rev ela tio n  i s  follow ed by Inspector  
Bucket's report to  S ir  L e ice ster  and rounded o f f  by th e  ad d itio -
nal inform ation from George. The narrator i s  om niscient in  the  
f i r s t  chapter, which contains a panoramic view o f England, as a 
background to  th e  Jam dyce ca se , and a survey o f  generations o f  
people destroyed by the machinery o f  Law, b ut, as E. M. F orster  
says in  "Aspects o f  the N o v e l h e  knows le s s  about Lady Ded-
lock  and Kr. Tulkinghom  is  a mystery to  him. Sometimes the nar-
ra tor  con fin es h is  v is io n  to  one o f  th e characters to  in te n s ify  
the- dramatic e f f e c t ,  as in  the  n arrative o f  Krook's death. 
T his event i s  seen by Guppy and Weevle; i t  begins in th e  th ird  
person and th en , in  the c r i t i c a l  moment, th ere  i s  a sudden s h i f t  
to  ’Ve" as i f  Guppy h im self were t e l l in g  h is  experience." Thus 
the  sen se  o f  mystery and sen sation  i s  heightened s in ce  Guppy 
and Weevle are ignorant o f  what i s  r e a lly  going on in  Krook's 
shop; they are kept in  su spense togeth er  w ith £he reader; the  
n arra tor  i d e n t i f i e s  h im se lf  w ith  the c lerk s and the d iscovery  
o f  t r u t h  cu lm inate s in  th e  horror o f  t h i s  tr u ly  go th ic  scenes

? E. K. F o r s t e r ,  A sp ects o f  th e  N o ve l, Penguin Books 
)07k, p. 66.



They advance s lo w ly , looking a t  a l l  these  th in g s . The ca t  
remains where they found her, s t i l l  sn arlin g  a t something 
on the ground, before th e f i r e  and between the  two ch a irs .  
What i s  i t ?  Hold up the l ig h t .  *  .

Here i s  a sm all burnt patch o f  f lo o r in g ; here i s  the  t in -
der from a l i t t l e  bundle o f  burnt paper, but not so l ig h t  аз  
usual seeming to  be steeped in  something; and here i s  -  i s  i t  
th e  cin der  ash es, or  i s  i t  coal?  0 Horror, he IS here! and 
t h is  from which w e/u run away, s tr ik in g  out the~ l ig h t  and 
overturning one another in  the  s t r e e t ,  i s  a l l  th a t repre-
sen ts him.

Help, h elp , help! come in to  th e house fo r  Heaven's sake!
(p. адз).

There i s  an in ten s e ly  dramatic e f f e c t  achieved by th is  sud-
den id e n tif ic a t io n  o f  th e narrator w ith  the  two c lerk s  who are  
besid e  them selves w ith  fea r .

The narrator frequ en tly  addresses the reader w ith  h is  iron ic  
commentary as in  the f i r s t  Chancery scen e, or in  the chapter where 
Jo i s  compared to  a dog and an ox; he addresses the public  a t large  
in  the scene o f  J o 's  death and h is  sa rc a stic  tone r e lie v e s  the  
melodramatic character  o f  the chapter. But another, very in te re s-
t in g  kind o f  commentary in  t h is  novel i s  D ickens's im a g istic  pre-
sen ta tio n  which in v o lv es h is  p a r ticu la r  "camera work".

Film d irec to rs  l ik e  G r if f i th  and E isen ste in  have pointed to  
Dickens as a forrerunner o f  th e  technique o f  f ilm  montage and re-  
cent c r i t i c s  have again s tre ssed  t h is  aspect o f  h is  work . "Bleak 
House" i s  p a r tic u la r ly  r ich  in  examples o f  th e long sh o t,  
medium sh o t, c lo se-u p  and d is s o lv e , which fu n ction  as a method 
o f  t e l l in g  the s tory  or  as a commentary. The famous beginning o f  
"Bleak House" i s  an ex c e l le n t  i l lu s t r a t io n  o f  th e  long shot w ith  
i t s  panorama o f  London and England in  November fo g . The camera 
tra v e ls  a l l  over the c i t y  and i t s  o u ts k ir ts ,  preparing the  scen e,  
in  i t s ,  concrete and symbolic meaning, fo r  the  a c tio n 4o f  the  
n ovel. The d escr ip tiv e -n a rra tiv e  part i s  in  fa c t  l ik e  a te x t

10 U nderscoring mine.
1 1

S. E i s e n s t e i - n ,  Wybór p ism , Warszawa 1959; essay:  
"D ickens, G r i f f i t h  i  my". A lso D. P o w e 1 1 , in ; The Dicken-
s ia n .  Centenary Number; J .  R a b a n ,  The Technique o f  Modern 
f i c t io n ,  London 1972, p , 11A. The author an a ly zes  th e  scen e o f  
S te e r fo r th 's  d ea th , i . e .  th e  moment when David f in d s  him on th e  
beach , in  terms o f  fi lm  tech n iq ue  and s t r e s s e s  f i lm  q u a l i t i e s  ч »' 
d e s c r ip t io n  in  D ick en s's  n o v e ls  which a n t ic ip a te  Dos P a is o s .



in  a screen  p la y , phrases w ithout f in i t e  verbs reveal image 
a f te r  image:

London [.!*.] im p lacable  November weather [ . . . ]  Fog everywhere. 
Fog up th e r i v e r ■ [ ... ]  Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on 
th e Kentish h eigh ts ( , . . . ]  Chance people  on the bridges  
peeping over the parapets in to  a nether sky o f  fog with fog  
a l l  around them, as i f  they were up in  a b alloon  and han-
ging in  the m isty c loud s. Gas looming through th e  fog in  
d iv erse  p laces in  the s t r e e ts .

Then fo llow s the "medium shot". The camera tr a v e ls  to  Lin-
c o ln 's  Inn, we are in s id e  the Court o f Chancery and the  c lo s e -  
-up shows Lord Chancellor s i t t in g  w ith "his attendant wigs" in  
the  "very heart o f  the fog". W. J .  Harvey1  ̂ in  h is  e x ce lle n t  
essay speaks o f  the "pulsation e ffe c t"  o f D ickens's narration  
which i s  achieved by a contin ual s h i f t  from panorama to  a con-
fin ed  v is io n .  To th is  must be added that th e "camera work" or  
D ickens's "film  technique", i s  o ften  used w ith  a stron g ly  iron ic  
e f f e c t .  The "long shot" scenes are c a r e fu lly  planned and the  
s h if t in g  from the panorama to  a c lose-u p  u su a lly  serves as an 
in d irec t  commentary. Thus a f te r  the  night scene between Lady 
Dedlock and Mr. Tulkinghorn the v a st  view o f  the  early  morning 
in  England and in  London -  sim ultaneous images o f people engaged 
in  th e ir  d a ily  a c t i v i t i e s ,  o f f i c ia l s  going to  work, streetsw eep-  
e r s , squares, f a l l in g  lea v es  -  g iv e s  th e  im pression o f  l i f e  
going on around and in  s p ite  o f  the  c o n f l ic t s  between actors in  
in d iv idu a l drama. The po int o f  the scen e, however, i s  in  the  
f in a l  c lose-up : the f la g  r is in g  above S ir  L e ic e s ter 's  mansion, 
a symbol o f .  the  pride o f  a great fam ily whose f a l l  i s  imminent. 
S im ilarly  th ere  i s  a deeply iro n ic  meaning in  the panoramic view  
o f London at the end o f  chapter 19 which culm inates in  th e .ć lo s e -  
-up o f  the "great Cross a t the summit o f  S t. P au l's Cathedral". 
To J o , the vagabond o f  T om -all-A lon e's, i t  i s  only "the crown-
ing confusion  o f  the  great confused c ity " ,  but to  the  reader,  
the cross " g lit te r in g  above the  red and v io le t - t in te d  cloud o f  
smoke" i s  a symbol o f  C h r is tia n ity  ignored in  t h is  r ich  and 
pagan c it y .  The lo n e lin e s s  o f  an abandoned ch ild  contrasted  
with the  in d ifferen c e  o f  the  inh abitants o f  the  m etropolis i s  
p a r ticu la r ly  stre ssed  in  t h is  symbolic ' d é t a i l  and with i t  Dick-
----------------  f

12 H a r v e y ,  op. c i t .



ens a n tic ip a te s  th e  theme o f  man's a lie n a tio n  in  th e  modem 
urban ju n g le  which runa through tw entieth  century l it e r a tu r e .

D ickens's "close-up" technique deserves a s p e c ia l a tte n tio n  
apart from i t s  a ltern a tio n  w ith  the  panoramic v iew s. The c lo s e -  
-up works as a commentary in  i t s  own r ig h t. Thus in chapter  
"Attorney and C lien t"  there  are two images con tin u a lly  juxtapo-
sed: Mr. Vholes ta lk in g  to  Richard and the " o ff ic ia l"  ca t watch-
ing a m ouse-hole. A ca t and mouse image i s  not new; what i s  
o r ig in a l  i s  D ickens's v isu a l  technique which con ta ins a fa c tu a l  
narration  o f  a bu sin ess ta lk  and an a n tic ip a t io n , on the sym-
b o l ic  l e v e l ,  o f  R ichard's ‘u ltim ate  d estru ctio n . S im ilarly  the  
Mace and Seal shown in  a c lose-u p  are a symbolic image o f  the  
f a ta l  power which destroys people . One o f  the most in ter e s t in g  
examples o f  D ickens's use o f  sym bolic d e t a i l  in  c lose-u p  i s  the  
well-known d escrip tio n  o f  Lady Dedlock's p o r tra it  w ith  a "broad 
bend -  s in i s t e r  o f  l ig h t  th at s tr ik e s  down crookedly in to  the  
hearth and seems to  rend i t"  (p .  138.). By h is  im ag is tic  technique  
Dickens achieves an a r t i s t i c  foresh orten in g , a p o e tic  concentra-
tio n : the h era ld ic  d e t a i l ,  s ign  o f  i l l e g i t im a te  b ir th , su ggests  
Lady.Dedlock's s ecr e t  and announces th e downfall o f  th e house o f  
Dedlock (" str ik es  crookedly in to  th e  hearth and seems to  rend 
i t " ) .  Thus the  whole image works as condensed n arrative  and an-
t ic ip a t io n .

Sometimes the J u xta p osition  o f  scenes tak ing p lace sim ul-
tan eou s ly , shown by the n arrator's  camera, i s  comic or grotesque,  
as in  the  case o f  th e  J e lly b y  household. Here the  meetings  
w ith  Mrs. J e lly b y , who w ith  her "transparent eyes" .s ee s  Negro 
ch ild ren  in  Borioboola Gha, are contrasted w ith scen es l ik e  those  
when Peepy i s  f a l l in g  down the s t a ir s ,  or moments when Es-
th er  i s  try in g  to  make some order in  the house w h ile  Mr. Je lly b y  
i s  s i t t in g  in s i l e n t  d esp a ir  w ith  h is  head a ga in st the  w a ll.

In h is  essay t i t l e d  "Dickens, G r if f i th  and we" E isen ste in  
says th at what film  i s  to  th e tw en tie th  century pub lic  D ickens's  
novels were to  the V ictorian  readers. He s tr e s s e s  th e  extraor-
dinary v isu a l power and dynamic p resen ta tion  o f  th e  author of  
"Bleak House" and analyzes some scenes o f "O liver Twist" as a 
ready made scen ario  w ith  i t 3  technique o f m ontage, "cutback" 
and c lo se -u p , la te r  used in  a m aster ly  way by G r if f i th ,  Examples 
o f  such scen arios are to  be found in  a l l  D ick en s 's  n o v e ls , but



the n arrative  in  "Bleak House" h as.a  p a r ticu la r ly  "cinematic"  
q u a lity  which g iv e s i t  a very s p e c ia l rhythm, or "pulsation" e f -
f e c t ,  as W. J . Harvey put i t .  Among D ickens's la te r  novels "A Tale  
o f Two C itie s"  deserves a tte n tio n  as another "filro -like"
novel; here Dickens made a very in ter e st in g  use o f  the "dis-
solve"  technique both in  th e v isu a l and auditory e f f e c t s ,  but the  
d iscu ss io n  o f  th is  aspect i s  beyond the scope o f  the  present pa-
per.

5 . E sth er's n arrative

E sth er's s to ry , .as the  second stream o f  n arration , brings  
fu rth er  v a r ie ty . She represents a d iam etr ica lly  opposed p o in t o f  
view to  that o f  the impersonal narrators though e s s e n t ia lly  l i -
mited in  comparison w ith h is  panoramic v is io n ,  she i s  a lso  good-  
-hearted  and n a ive , a t le a s t  at the beginning, w h ile  he i s  iro -
n ic , o ften  s a r c a s t ic . Consequently her narration  brings a re-
l i e f  in  tone and s e t s  o f f  the value o f  the om niscient iro n ic  
commentary. Thus Dic&ens a p p lies th e  c la s s i c a l  p r in c ip le  o f  con-
t r a s t ,  so h igh ly  appreciated  by F ie ld in g and Henry Jam es^ , w ith  
a w e ll-ca lcu la ted  a r t i s t i c  e f f e c t .

However, E sther, as narrator and character , has been c r i t i -
• 14c ised  by d iffe r e n t  c r i t i c s  as unconvincing and in s ip id  . I t  has

been a lso  pointed out th at  Dickens i s  in co n s is ten t  in  the  use
o f  the convention he imposed upon h im se lf , and th at sometimes he
makes E sther .exp ress  id eas and p a in t images which are beyond

15her or out o f  character . We may quote here her remarks about 
Mr. V h oles's  " lingering  look" when he watches Richard, or her 
comment'on Mr. Kenge's p ra ise  o f  the  system:

He sa id  t h is  at the  s ta ir -h ea d , g en tly  moving h is  r ig h t
hand as i f  i t  were a s i lv e r  trow el, -with which to spread

3 H. F i  e 1 d i  n g ,  in : Tom J o n es , Book V, ch apt. 1 ,  
v o l .T ,  "Of th e  S er iou s in  W riting"; H. J a tv q  s  in  th e  "Preface"  
to  "Lady E arberina" , v o l .  XIV, New York 1961: "On th e  in te -
r e s t  o f  co n tra sted  th in g s  any p a in te r  o f - l i f e  and manners in e v i-
ta b ly  much depends".

C f .  G э r  i  s ,  op. c i t .
H a r v e y ,  op.  c i t . ,  p . 147.



cement o f  h is  words on the stru cture  o f  the  system and con-
s o lid a te  i t  fo r  a thousand ages (p. 741 ) .

Though a t t h is  stage  o f  a ctio n  E sther i s  already, much more 
experienced and c r i t i c a l  she i s  by nature not iro n ic  and the  
above remark i s  much too so p h is tica ted  fo r  her. I t  i s  a lso  true  
th a t th ere  i s  an id e a liz a t io n  o f  E sth er's character  and she may 
be ir r it a t in g  w ith  her con tinu a l exhorta tion s to  duty and her  
se lf-e f fa c em e n t. T h is, however, i s  very much in  keeping w ith the  
V ictorian  demand fo r  fem inine goodness in  f i c t io n  and in  agree-
ment w ith  D ickens's v is io n  o f  the  fem inine id e a l;  i t  i s  a lso  in  
agreement w ith  E sth er's sense o f  in fe r io r ity  which i s  psycholo-
g ic a l ly  q u ite  convincing . On the  other  hand severa l c r i t i c s  have 
pointed out th at E sther represents a moral fo rce  in  the novel
and th ere  are some recent s tu d ie s in  which E sth er's  character i s

Л f id iscu ssed  as evidence o f  D ickens's p sy cho log ica l awareness . My 
purpose i s  to  present E sth er 's narrative as one o f  in tere st in g  
experim ents in  p sych o lo g ica l study.

In th e va st com positional p attern  o f  "Bleak House" cer ta in  
characters and m ilieu s  are introduced in  both streams o f  narra-
t io n ,  w h ile  others appear only in  one, and t h is  i s  a m atter o f  
carefu l c a lc u la tio n . Thus the Court o f  Chancery and th e  law yers,  
and th e ir  counterpart Krook w ith h is  rag and b o t t le  shop are  
shown by both narrators; so i s  Miss F l i t e ,  but Mrs. J e lly b y 's  
household, Mr. Turveydrop and, above a l l ,  Mr. Skimpole, are shown 
in  E sth er's n arrativ e . On th e other  hand th e  a r is to c r a t ic  world  
o f  th e Dedlocks, th e ir  residence w ith  i t s  melancholy atmosphere, 
th e Ironmaster and h is  world are shown mainly by th e  omni-
s c ie n t  narrator, although E sther comes in to  contact w ith  Lady 
Dedlock and S ir  L e ice ster  and shows us glim pses o f  th is  world 
from her po int o f  v iew . The ju x ta p o s itio n  o f  th ese  two opposed  
angles o f  v is io n  has an ex c e l le n t  a r t i s t i c  e f f e c t .  A fter  the in -
trod u ction  o f  th e world o f  Chancery by th e om niscient narrator  
w ith  h is  s in i s t e r  and grotesque puppet show and h is  shrewd com-
mentary we see  th e  ’lawyers and Lord C hancellor in  chapter th ree

1 6 See th e essays by M. R o s s o ,  Dickens and E sther, The 
Dickensian 1969, and L. F r a n k ,  Through a Glass D arkly', E st-
her Summerson and "Bleak House", Dickens Studies Annual, v o l. 4 ,
1975; ę ls o  S u c k ś m i t h ,  op. ç i t .



through E sth er's eyes. Her innocence-and lack  o f  experience are  
evident in  her fee lin g  o f  awe mixed w ith  su rp rise  and reverence  
when she watches the law yers, and the Lord C hancellor, d iveeted  
of h is  robes, i s  a d is tin gu ish ed  fig u r e  but more human than in  
h is  f i r s t  appearance, Esther hâs a long way to  go u n t i l  her re-
v e re n tia l  a t t itu d e  undergoes a change, i . e .  u n t i l  she becomes 
aware o f  the  corrupted ways o f  Chancery. In her contact w ith  
London she experiences astonishm ent and awe -  s in ce  i t  i s  a new 
world -  but su rp rise  changes in to  horror when she v i s i t s  Krook's 
shop, w hile  astonishm ent and compassion are the  two fe e -  ' 
l in g s  she experiences in  her contact w ith  the  J e lly b y  house-
hold . I t  i s  here th at E sther becomes a c tiv e  -  she teaches Cad-
dy what a fam ily  l i f e  may be l ik e .  Compassion, kindness (as in  
her a tt itu d e  to  Miss F l i t e ) ,  a p o s it iv e  reaction  to  chaos, 
wrongheadedness and s tu p id ity  (as in  her r e la tio n s  w ith  the  J e l -  
lybys) are natural and spontaneous on E sther's p art.

With a l l  her l im ita t io n s , connected w ith  her sex and educa-
t io n , E sther i s  in te l l ig e n t ;  she has a lso  a sense o f  beauty and 
a g i f t  o f  ob servation . This i s  her equipment as a narrator . So 
when she g iv e s  a p o e tic  d escrip tio n  o f  her environment, s t r i -
king in  i t s  v isu a l q u a lity , we can accept i t  w ithout quarre- 
Mng w ith  th e author, although we would ra th er expect i t  from a 
p ro fessio n a l w r iter . This i s  how E sther presen ts dawn and ear ly  
morning a f te r  her a rr iv a l in  Bleak House:

I t  was in te r e s t in g  when I  d ressed  b e fo r e  d a y l ig h t ,  to  peep 
V out o f  window where my c a n d les  were r e f le c te d  in  th e  

black panes l i k e  two b ea con s, and, f in d in g  a l l  beyond s t i l l  
enshrouded in  th e in d i s t in c t n e s s  o f  l a s t  n ig h t ,  to  watch how

- i t  turned out when th e  day came on. As th e  p rosp ec t gradual-
ly  re vea led  i t s e l f ,  and d isc lo se d  th e  scen e o ver  which th e  
wind wandered in  th e  dark , l i k e  my memory ov er  my l i f e ,  I 
had a p lea su re  in  d isc o v e r in g  th e  unknown o b je c ts  th a t  had 
been around me in  my s leep *  At* f i r s t  th ey  were f a in t ly  d i s -
c e r n ib le  in  th e  m is t , ' and above them th e  la t e r  s ta r s  s t i l l  
glim m ered. That p a le ' in t e r v a l  o v e r , . th e  p ic tu r e  began to  
en la rg e  and f i l l  up so f a s t ,  th a t,  a t every new p e e p ,'I  could  
have 3 found enough t o 1 iook  a t  fo r  an h o u r . . .  (p .  8 5 ) .

T his i s  a p o e t ic  d e s c r ip t io n  in  which th e  c o n tr a s t  o f  l i g h t  
and darkness p e r fe c t ly  renders th e  atmosphere o f  dawn and Dick-
e n s 's  "camera work" w ith  i t s  « d isso lt fe" 'tech n iq u e  i s  s k i l f u l l y  
used to convey th e  dream lik e q u a li ty  o f  E s th er 's  v is io n .

The most in t e r e s t in g  fu n ct io n  o f  E s th er 's  n a r ra t iv e  i s  in  th e



p resen ta tion  o f  d iffe r en t  characters from her p oin t o f  v iew ,  
i . e .  when E sther i s  used as a kind o f  " f i lt e r " ,  to  use James' s  
term, an " in te llig en ce"  through whom d if fe r en t characters are  
shown (tou tes proportions gardées)} and in  her own lo v e -s to r y  
which invo lves her s e lf -r e v e la t io n .

In the  course o f  the narrative  E sther rev ea ls  h er s e lf  as  
a rea l C h ristia n , f u l l  o f compassion and understanding fo r  
oth er  people. At*the beginning she accep ts other  p eo p le 's
strange behaviour w ith  astonishm ent, sometimes n a iv e ly , yet  
always in  good f a it h  though she may be puzzled . But in  the  
course o f  th e ac tion  E sther'develops m orally and ga ins expe-
r ien ce;  a t th e end, though she never v io le n t ly  condemns anybo-
dy, her disapproval o f  d iffe r e n t  people i s  q u ite  ev id en t. This 
i s  her a tt itu d e  to  Mrs. J e lly b y  and Mr. Turveydrop, but above a l l  
to  Harold Skimpole. The p resen ta tio n  o f  th is  character  through  
E sth er's  v is io n  i s  one o f  D ickens's devfbes to  involve the  
reader in  cooperation  w ith  the  narrator. From the very begin-
ning we r e a liz e  th at  Skimpole i s  an ir re sp o n s ib le  man, a para- 
s i t e  who e x p lo its  h is  fr ien d s  and n e g lec ts  h is  fa m ily , but Esther  
i s  not aware o f  h is  im m orality. T he.reader th ere fore  correc ts  
and com pletes E sth er'з p resen ta tion ; w h ile E sther aocepte ap-
pearances in  good f a i t h ,  the reader sees  th e  f u l l  meaning o f  
the s itu a t io n . Here E sther records th e ir  f i r s t  contact in  "Bleak 
House" when Skimpole t e l l s  th e young people about h is  l i f e :

He was very  fond o f  read ing  th e  p ap e rs ,  very  fond o f  making 
fancy ske tches w ith  a p e n c i l ,  very  fond o f  n a tu re ,  very fond 
o f  a r t .  A l l  he asked o f  s o c ie ty  was to  l e t  him l i v e .  That 
was no t much. His wants were few. Give him th e  pape rs ,  con-
v e r s a t io n ,  music, mutton, c o f f e e ,  landscape ,  f r u i t  in  th e  
se a so n , a few s h e e t s  o f B r i s t o l  board and a l i t t l e  c la r e t  
and he asked no more [ . . . ] .

He was q u ite  en ch an tin g . I f  I f e l t  a t a l l  confused  a t  
th a t ea r ly  tim e , in  endeavouring to  r e c o n c ile  anyth ing  he 
sa id  w ith  anyth ing I had thought about th e  d u tie s  and ac-
c o u n t a b i l i t ie s  o f  l i f e  (w hich I  am fa r  from su re o f ) ,  I was 
confused  by not e x a c t ly  understandin g why he was f r e e  o f  
them. That he was fr e e  o f  them, I  s c a r c e ly  doubted; he waa 
so very  c le a r  about i t  h im se lf  (p . 6 6 ) .

E sth er i s  w r it in g  h er s to r y  as a m arried woman seven  y ea rs  
a f t e r  marrying A lla n , and by say in g  " If I f e l t  a t  a l l  confi.sed  
a t  th a t  e a r ly  tim e" , she in d ic a te s  th a t  she has a cYear o p ir io n  
o i Skim pole now. • At h e r  f i r s t  m eeting she n a iv e ly  b e l ie v e s  th at



Skim pole, i s  е "mere ch ild"  as he wants everybody to  b e lie v e .  
Jarndyce confirms th is  opin ion  before E sther, perhaps because he 
wants to  save the  reputation  o f  h is  fr ien d , or , perhaps, because  
he has not y e t  the courage to  fa ce  the tru th  about h is  fr ie n d 's  
imm orality. Yet he is  shocked when he f in d s  out th at Esther  
and Richard have been sham elessly  taken advantage o f  by Skim-
p o le , The scene with Coavins i s  an i l lu s tr a t io n  o f  D ickens's s k i l -
fu l  handling o f  the  double le v e l  o f  meaning which r e su lt s  from 
the narrative  method. One le v e l  presen ts the  surface  meaning as  
accepted by the naive -  Richard and E sther -  w h ile  the other i s  * 
th e reader's point o f  v iew , i . e .  th e reader shares i t  w ith the  
main narrator anci sees  the whole exten t o f  Skimpole'"s disho-
n esty .

In the  course o f  action  E sth er's  a tt itu d e  to  Skimpole gra-
d ua lly  changes. She r e a liz e s  h is  ir r e s p o n s ib il ity  when he es-
capes from • c red ito rs  leav in g h is fam ily  to  fa ce  them. She d is -
covers h is  cynicism  and depravity in  h is  a t t itu d e  to  Richard 
whom he put in to con tact w ith  Vholes fo r  a b r ib e , and to  Jo,  
whom he gave up to  the p o lic e  fo r  a b r ib e , though Jo was se-
r io u s ly  i l l  a t th at tim e. .She see s  th at  Skimpole e x p lo it s  Ri-
chard and then drops him when he ceases to  be a source o f  re-
venue fo r  him. In fa c t  Skimpole i s  one o f  D ickens's g rea te s t  
v i l la in s  under a charming mask. His pretending to  be a ch ild  in  
f in a n c ia l  m atters . i s  a c a re fu lly  planned method o f  behaviour  

. which, however-, i s  not hypocrisy. Skimpole i s  impervious to  
moral argument. He consid ers h im self fr e e  from a l l  moral norms 
and" thus he i s  dangerous to  those who come in to  contact w ith  
him: he can betray a frien d  or an innocent ■man when i t  s u it s  
h is  purpose. Even though Esther may not r e a l iz e  the f u l l 'e x t e n t  
of h is  p erv ers ity  she i s  stron g ly  disapproving in  her la s t  meet-
ing w ith  him. She expresses her disapproval in  very mild  
teras  ar.d she i s  q u ite  defeated  by h is  • p o l i t e  and amused beha-
v io u r  when he exposes h is  cy n ica l  v iew s:

I gave him to  u nd erstand , in  th e  g e n t l e s t  word3 I could u s e ,  
th a t h is  conduct seemed to in v o lv e  a d isreg a rd  o f  s e v e r a l  
moral o b l ig a t io n s .  He was much amused and in te r e s te d  when 
he heard t h i s  and sa id :  "No, re a lly ? "  - w ith  ingenuous simp-
l i c i t y .
{ . . . ]  "My d ear Mias Summerson", he re tu rn ed , w ith  a candid  
h i la r i t y  th a t was a l l  h is  own, "I c a n 't  be bribed" . [ . . . ]



"I am ex ac tly  th e  man to  be placed in  a sup erior  p o s it io n ,  
in  such a case as th a t . I am above th e re s t  o f  mankind, in  
such a case as th a t . 1 can act w ith philosophy, in such a case  
as th a t.  I  am as free  as the a ir .  I f e e l  m yself as far  
above su sp icion  as C easar's w ife “ (p . 885).

The con trast between Skim pole's cyn ica l a tt itu d e  and E s-
th e r 's  g en tle  c r it ic is m , which i s  d e lib e ra te ly  used as understa-
tem ent, brings out the horror o f  e v i l  represented by in d iv i-
dual man. In th is  confrontation  between E sther , goodhearted and 
earn est , and her sm iling ru th less  host the reader has a s im ila r  
sense o f  oppression  as in  th e early  scene w ith  the  Man from 
Shropshire, h e lp le ss  aga inst "maces, bags and purses".

Another aspect (fit E sth er 's narration i s  the  p resen ta tion  o f  
her love  fo r  A llan Woodcourt and her re la tio n sh ip  w ith  John 
Jarndyce. Dickens i s  u su a lly  not considered an in tro sp e c tiv e  
n o v e lis t  though recent c r it ic is m  fo cu sses a tten tio n  on h is  
p sych olog ica l in s ig h t ,  to o , in  the s to r ie s  o f  such characters  
as William D orrit ( c f .  Sucksmith)17  or E sther ( c f .  the a r t i c le s  
by Martha Rosso in  "The Dickensian* and by Lawrence Frank in  
"Dickens Studies Annual"); to  th ese  may be added the characters  
o f Mr. Dombey, Miss Havisham, Mrs. Clennam and Miss Wade -  the  
l a t t e r  three being in te r e s t in g  s tu d ies  o f  p a th o lo g ica l ca se s .  
As a chàracter Esther i s  not very com plicated, but she has a 
sense o f  in fe r io r i ty  and w ith  i t  an inner experience which  
she wants to  keep a s e c r e t . Her narrative  i s  D ickens's attempt  
to  en ter a ch arac ter 's  mind, and -  which i s  much more d i f f i c u l t
-  the mind o f  a young woman who i s  capable of a strong emotion 
and y e t  suppresses her fe e l in g s .  In her s tory  o f  A llan  Woodcourt 
E sth er '3  n arrative  i s  f u l l  o f  s ile n c e s  and gaps which th e rea-
der must f i l l  out h im se lf. Esther g iv e s  a d e ta iled  d escrip-
t io n  o f Mr. Jarndyce's appearance; she o ften  speaks o f  h is  hand-
some and changing face  -  th e r e  are no in h ib it io n s  in  her a t t i -
tude to  him. I t  i s  obvious th a t th e  d is ta n c e  o f  age and h is  
p o s it io n  as g u a rd ia n -fa th e r  make her f e e l  e t  ease w ith  him. When 
she mentions A llan  Woodcourt fo r  th e f i r s t  tim e she speaks about 
him in  an u n n a tu ra lly  reserved  to n e and, t h i s  very  r e t ic e n c e  
sug g e s t s  th a t  he has made a stro n g  im p ression  on her:

17
S u c k s m i t h ,  op. c i t . , a lso  I .  D o b r  z у с к a ,  

?-аг\Л 4)ickens, Warszawa 1,972.



I have ommitted to  mention in  i t e  p la ce , th at there  was some-
one e ls e  a t  th e  fam ily dinner party. I t  was not a lady . I t  
was a gentleman. I t  was a gentleman o f  a dark complexion -  a 
young surgeon. He was rather reserved , but I thought him 
very s e n s ib le  and agreeab le. At le a s t , Ada asked me i f  I  did 
n o t, and I sa id  yes Cp. 163.).

Esther has a sensé o f  in fe r io r ity  because o f  her o r ig in  and 
i t  i s  obvious th at she does not allow h e r s e lf  to  en ter ta in  hopes 
w ith  regard to  A llan , and y e t in  s p i te  o f -h e r s e lf  th ese  Ьорез 
are in her con sciou sn ess. The second mention o f  A llan  i s  very  
s ig n if ic a n t  in  wha  ̂ i s  not s ta te d . E sther d e lib e r a te ly  leav es . 
out what Ada says and the  reader may only guess th a t  i t  must 
have been a remark about the  im pression E sther made on Allan:

I have fo rg otten  to  mention -  a t le a s t  I have not mentioned
-  th at  Mr. Woodcourt was the  same dark young surgeon whom we 
had met a t Mr. Badger's. O r,that Mr. Jarndyce in v ited  him to  
dinner th at day. O r,that he had come. Or, that when they we-
re a l l  gpne, and I said  to  Ada,"Now, my d a r lin g , l e t  us have 
a l i t t l e  ta lk  about Richard I ", Ada laughed and sa id  -  But, I 
d on 't think  i t  m atters what my darling  sa id . She was always 
merry (p . 162J.

The f i r s t  statem ent i s  corrected  by the  second; Esther did  
not fo rg e t  to  mention, and when she does .-mention i t ,  i t  seems as 
i f  the inform ation were’ drawn from her b it  by b it ;  and y e t  i t  
i s  evident that Esther i s  p leased  and Ada's unrecorded s ta te -
ment must have been f la t te r in g  to  her. On another occasion , du-
ring the dinner with  Mr. and Mrs, Badger, A llan  Woodcourt i s  
mentioned only .o n ce , in  a casua l way. The whole conversation  i s  
centered round Richard's career  s in ce  i t  becomes obvious th a t he 
i ą  not su ited  fo r  the  p ro fession  o f  a physicfian. Mrs, Badger 
says: "Young men l ik e  Mr. A llan  Woodcourt [ . . . ]  w i l l  find  some 
reward in  i t  through a great  deal o f work fo r  a very l i t t l e  mo-
ney, and through years o f  considerable  endurance and d isappoint-
ment" (p . 2 0 6 ) . Nobody takes n o tice  o f  i t  except Esther who 
then f e e l s  depressed and s le e p le s s  though she does not want 
to  admit the reason fo r  th is  even to  h erse lf;

I was w akeful and ra th er  lo w -s p ir i t e d .  I  d o n 't  know why. 
At l e a s t  I d o n 't th ink  I know why. At l e a s t  perhaps I  do, 
but I d o n 't  th in k  i s  m atters (p .  211.),

I t  i s  during th e  same n ig h t th a t  h er  guardian i s  w ak efu l,  
to o ,  becau se - . a s  th e  reader may gu ess  from what i s  on ly  im-



p lied  -  he th in ks o f  h is  growing love fo r  E sther. He d is c lo -
se s to  her more about her past and th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  and i t  i s  
here th at E sther i s  puzzled by h is  reaction  t °  her g ra titu d e for  
h is  fa th e r ly  loves

"I saw my ward o ften er  than she saw me", he added, c h eerily  
making l ig h t  o f  i t ,  "and I always knew she was beloved , use-
f u l  and happy. She repays me twenty-thousand-fold ,and twen-
ty  more to  th a t , every hour in  every day!"

"And o ften er  s t i l l " ,  said  I ,  "she b le s s e s  her Guardian
who i s  a Father to  her". . .

At th e word Father, I saw h is  fonner trou ble  come into  
h is  fa ce . He subdued i t  as b efo re , and i t  was gone in  an 
in s ta n t ,  but i t  had been there,and  i t  had come so s w ift ly  
upon my words th a t I f e l t  as i f  they had g iven  him a shock.
I again inwardly repeated wondering, "That I could read ily  
understand. None that I could read ily  understand!" No, i t  was 
tru e . I did not understand i t .  Not fo r  many and many a day 
(p . 214J.
Thus in a counterpoint technique Dickens makes th e two lov e  

r e la tio n sh ip s , E sther-A llan , Jam d yce-E sth er , in ter a c t  and com-
bine in to  one com positional p attern . The reader i s  drawn in to  
cooperation w ith th e main narrator who su ggests th e  fe e lin g s  o f  
h is  characters in  a way, no doubt, more transparent than Henry 
James does in  h is  complex moral and p sych o log ica l dramas, and 
y e t he c le a r ly  wants the  reader to  "write" th e  s tory  with him. 
A s im ila r  s it u a t io n  takes p lace when A llan Woodcourt and h is  
mother pay a v i s i t  to  Mr. Jarndyce before A lla n 's  going to  In-
d ia . E sther u su a lly  w r ite s  about him in  a s t i f f  and lacon ic  
way, and w h ile she indulges in  her sense  o f  the comic about 
Mrs. Badger she i s  ra ther g en tle  w ith  Mrs. Woodcourt who i s  
a lso  a f in e  comic crea tion . Her emphasis on A lla n 's  d escen t,  
which ru les out a mariage w ith  a person who i s  not h is  equao. 
in  o r ig in ,  i s  p a in fu lly  f e l t  by E sther as an in d ire c t  warning  
aga in st her having any hopes o f  ever marrying him. T h is, howe-
v e r , i s  never p la in ly  sta ted  only im plied . The f in a l  in c id en t  
in  which th e  flow ers fo r  E sther are l e f t  w ith Caddy, confirms 
what has been suggested  throughout, th at A llan  i s  in  love  with  
E sther, though she does not dare to  b e lie v e  i t ,  or even to  
admit i t  to  h e r s e lf;  th at  he brought h is  mother to  see  her and 
th at th e mother does not approve o f  h is  ch o ice , because she has 
higher  a sp ira tion s  fo r  him, which was evid ent in  the dinner scene  
and which i s  s tre ssed  again in  her la te r  conversa tion  with Esther.



Esther i s  very carefu l not to pronounce A lla n 's  name when he  
i s  most in ten s e ly  in her thoughts and f e e l in g s .  Her guardian's  
proposal i s  received  w ith  a f u l l  sen se  o f  g ra titu d e  and an 
outburst o f  tea rs  when she i s  alone -  a s in cere  m an ifestation  
o f her regret- and disappointm ent. The thought o f  Mrs. Wood-
cou rt, who had once suggested th at Esther ought to  marry her  
guardian, i s  the nearest approach to  the forbidden ground; th e  
memory o f  the  flow ers im p lies a con fession  about hopes e n te r -
tained but suppressed'. This f lu x  o f  thoughts i s  a f in e  example 
o f in te r io r  monologue in  Dickens:

"Don't you remember, my p la in  dear", I asked lookin g a t the  
g la s s ,  "What Mrs. Woodcourt sa id  before th ese  scars were 
th e re , about your marrying-".

Perhaps the name brought them to my remembrance. The 
dried remains o f  th e f lo w ers . I t  would be b e t te r  not to  
keep them now. They had only been preserved in  memory o f  some-
th ing wholly past and gone, but i t  would be b e tte r  not to  
keep them now (p . 539).

Since her i l l n e s s  Esther i s  obsessed with  th e thought about  
what she c a l l s  her d isfigu rem en t, and th e very ob sessiven ess  o f  
the idea t e s t i f i e s  to  what she does not say -  she cannot hope 
to  be a t tr a c t iv e  to  A llan any more. She ap preciates her guar-
d ia n 's  gen ero sity  -  and she does not f u l ly  r e a l iz e  how much he 
lo v es her -  but she bursts in to  tears when she d ecid es to  ac-
cept h is  proposal because she has to  g iv e  up A llan .

The way Dickens manages the  tr ia n g le  Jarndyce-E sther-A llan  
i s .a  co n s is ten t' development o f  h is  n arrative  experim ent. With 
her sense o f  duty and her in f e r io r i ty  complex now confirmed by 
her i l l n e s s  E sth er becomes in  some moments u n re lia b le  in  her  
comments on th e  ev en ts  end th e  reader must draw conclu sion s  
d if f e r e n t  from h e r s ,  not on ly  to  f i l l  out the  gaps. Thus when 
sh e m eets A lla n  a f t e r  h is  return  from India  she m isin terp re ts h is  
re a c t io n  to  h e r  unexpected appearance as p i ty ,  which i s  hum ilia-
t i n g  fo r  h e r ,  wh ile th e  reader understands th a t  Allan is .sh o ck ed  
fcy t h e  t r a c e s  of  i l l n e s s  and su ffe r in g  sh e had undergone in  
h i s  absence. - While E s th e r  schools  h e r s e l f  to  be in d if f e r e n t  to  
wrvat she  t h in k s  i s  p i ty  she i s  unaware t h a t  one a l lu s io n  to  

>t!" i s  enough to  u p s e t  h e r  a r t i f i c i a l  s e l f - c o n t r o l  by 
v;u ch iщ  what i s  most deep ly arid p a in f u l ly  hidden in  her con- 
s c i  - ., Tt works l i k e  a s ig n a l  r e l e a s in g  a n a tu ra l r e a c t io n ,



a con d ition a l r e f le x ,  which i s  beyond con tro l. These are examples  
o f  deep p sych o log ica l in s ig h t not only in  D ickens's novels but  
in  n ineteen th  century f ic t io n  in  g e^ jra l, before  Freud, Here ia  
th e scene when E sther and A llan  speak about Richard:

"I saw you observe him rather c lo se ly " , sa id  I .  "Do you think  
him so changed?"

"He i s  changed", he returned shaking h is  head. I f e l t  the  
blood rush in to  my fa ce  fo r  the f i r s t  tim e, but i t  was only  
an instantaneous emotion, I  turned my head asid e, and i t  was- 
gone (p . 550).

With a l l  her se lf-e ffa cem en t Esther co n tin u a lly  th inks o f  her  
l o s t  beauty, she d eceive s h e r s e lf ,  she pretends to  be reco n ciled - 
to  her fa te  w h ile  she i s  n o t. During Caddy's i l ln e s s  she men-
tio n s  A lla n 's  v i s i t s  apparently w ithout emotion, s e l f - d is c ip l in e d ,  
pretending to  be happy and calm and then th e  a r t i f i c i a l i t y  
o f her behaviour betrays her:

So I went about the  house, humming a l l  th e tunes 1 knew; and 
I s a t  working and working in  a desperate  manner, and I talked  
and ta lk ed , morning, noon, and n ight tp. 605 ).

She rev ea ls her fe e lin g s  in some sm all d e t a i ls  which prove  
th a t A llan i s  con stan tly  in  her thoughts, e .g .  when she hears h is  
v o ice  in  a crowd at the harbour w h ile she does not know yet th at  
he has returned, or when she meets him a cc id e n ta lly  during her  
pu rsu it o f  Lady Dedlock. She notes then: "I knew h is  vo ice  very  
w ell" . Her conversation  w ith  Jarndyce about A llan  sheds more 
l ig h t  on the s itu a t io n  between two young people who have never  
adm itted t h e ir  love  to each o th er . I t  i s  evident th at  Jarndyce i s  

, sounding her and th at he guesses th e tru th , though Esther i s  
s i l e n t  or hides her thoughts in in d if fe re n t speech. In s p ite  
o f  th e ir  mutual love  and resp ect -  or rather because o f  i t  
Jerndyce and E sther hide th e ir  thoughts and fe e l in g s ;  they do 
not want to  hurt each o th er , but the ten sion  between them grows 
s te a d ily  u n t i l  Jarndyce g iv e s  Esther up to  A llan . The reader sees  
much e a r lie r  than E sther th at Jarndyce has g iv en  up h is  p lace  
to  the young man. I t  becomes ob vious in  th e in c id e n t  when Es-
th er  returns from Richard's accompanied by Al la n.  J a m d y c e 's  
absence in  the p lace  where he used to  meet h er  i s  a su r p r ise  to  
her, but not so to  th e  reader who again  has t c  " f i l l  out" or 
complete that part o f  the s to r y  which has Кч'-г. only su g g e ste d .  
Thus -  though we are fa r  from Jam esian s o p h it ! ' ;t ion  -  Dickens



develops a double le v e l  o f  narration  in  E sth er's memoirs which  
serves w e ll h is  a r t i s t i ç  purpose, but he avoids ambiguity and 
tn the cru c ia l conversation  between th e lov ers  he revea ls and 
confirms a l l  th a t  has been suggested to  and co rre c tly  in terpre-
ted by an a tte n tiv e  reader,

E sth er's n arrative  in vo lves th e reader in  cooperation  w ith  
the main narrator Cor, in  th is  c a se , im plied author) both as fa r  
аз her ow n.story i s  concerned and as fa r  as she i s  -  to  use Ja-  
mes' 3  term again -  a " reflector"  through whom the main theme 
i s  il lu s tr a te d .  There are oth er  " reflectors"  used w ith in  E sth er's  
narrative who illu m in ate  the cen tra l theme or  express op in ions  
about s o c ia l and moral problems d ir ec tly  or in d irectly -con n ected  
w ith the nain n arra tiv e , e .g .  Caddy J e lly b y  w ith  her condemna-
t io n  o f her mother's ir r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  The most in ter e st in g  
exaæple, however, o f  t h is  type o f  commentator i s  Mies F l i t e ,  She 
may be compared to  Shakespeare's fo o ls  whose words are th e most 
s e n s ib le  commentary on the mad world in  which th e  characters move. 
I t  i s  she who гетагкз on the working o f  th e system  o f  Law 
and on the hypnotic power which seems to  draw people to  the  
Court o f  Chancery. The author makes her a lso  t e l l  s to r ie s  w ith in  
s„> rie s18 which have an important fu nction  in  th e  main narra-
t iv e ,  e .g .  th e story  o f  the shipwreck in  which A llan  d i s t in -
guished h im self by h is  brave behaviour. There i s  a lso  one charac-
t e r i s t i c  instan ce  when she expresses the op in ion  o f  the  author  
him self about s o c ia l  d is t in c t io n s  in  which Dickens looks fa r  
ahead to  the future:

• "My dear", sa id  sh e ,as  she c a r e fu lly  ro lled  up her s ca r f  and 
* lo v es , "my brave physician  ought to  have a T i t le  bestowed  
upon him. And no doubt he w i l l .  You are o f th at opinion?"

That he w e ll deserved one, y e s . That he would ever have
o n e , no.

«V’hy not, F itz  -  Jarndyce?" she ask ed ,rather sharply.
I said  i t  was not the custom in  England to  con fer  t i t l e s  

or men d istin gu ish ed  by p eacefu l s e r v ic e s , however good and
g r e a t; u n le s s  o c c a s io n a l ly ,  when • th ey  co n sis ted  o f  the  
accum ulation  o f  some larire  amount o f  money, *

"Why good g r a c io u s" , sa id  M iss F l i t e ,  "how can you say  
th a t?  S urely you know, my d ear , th a t a l l  th e  g r e a te s t  orna-
ments o f England in  know ledge, im ag in a tio n , a c t iv e  hum anity, 
and improvement o f  every s o r t ,  are added to  i t s  n o b i l i ty !  Look

• ' nr.-. ?.. H a r  j y, T e l l e r s  and L i s t e n e r s ,  London 1975.



round you, my deer» and con sid er . You must be rambling ä 
l i t t l e  now, I th in k , i f  you d on 't know th a t th is  i s  the  
gr»4t  reason why t i t l e s  w il l  always la s t  in  t h is  land»"

I  am afraid  she b elieved  what she sa id ; fo r  there were 
.nts when she was very mad indead (p . 442-44?).

m s . Uses here a S w iftian  rev ersa l o f  va lu es: what the mad 
wo ys i s  in  sharp disagreem ent w ith th e r e a l i ty ,  but i t  i s
i  ! j 1 i f  u topian v is io n  o f  England. E sth er's sober com-
ment makes th e iron ib  s itu a t io n  s t i l l  more po in ted ,

D ickens's narrative a rt in  "Bleak House" revea ls  him as a 
great forerunner o f  tw en tieth  century masters both in  theme and 
form. In the impersonal narration  he uses th e technique o f  
filro-m ontage, and h i3 dynamic d e scr ip tiv e -n a r ra tiv e  passages un-
fo ld  as i f  by means o f  the  camera work o f  a modern f ilm  d irec-
to r . In E sth er's s to ry  he makes an experiment in  p sych olog ica l  
n arration , he handles the  p oin t o f  view method in  an o r ig in a l  
way in vo lv in g the reader in  cooperation w ith  th e  narrator and, 
togeth er  w ith  h is  fu rth er  su ccess fu l experim entation in  the  nar-
r a tiv e  method in  " L ittle  Dorrit" and "Great E xpectations" , he 
a n tic ip a te s  th e so p h ist ica ted  technique developed by Henry Ja-
mes. E sther'«  n arrative  has a lso  an important fu n ctio n  as a 
con tra st in  tone and v is io n  to  th a t  o f  the f i r s t  narrator. While 
th e  impersonal narrator i s  o v er tly  ir o n ic , and h is  irony covers  
a wide range o f  shades from b it in g  and sa r ca s tic  to  u nderstate-
ment, E sth er's  commentary i s  o ften  meant as an u nderstate-
ment which, no le s s  th a t  the  commentary o f  the  om niscient nar-
ra tor  brings out sharply* th e  horror inherent in  the moral and 
s o c ia l  s itu a t io n  presented in  the n ovel. Another important d if -
ference  between th e two streams o f  narraticfti, which con trib u tes  
to  th e  polyphonic e f f e c t  o f  the  whole n o vel, i s  the  s ty le ,  or  
rather the v a r ie ty  o f  » ty le s  used by th e f i r s t  narrator , in-
cluding parody and free  U rec t  speach, and th e  language o f  Es-
th er  -  but th is  i s  th e .c t  fo r  a separate study.

I n s t y t u t  F i lo l o g i i  A n g ie ls k ie j  1 
U niwersy te t Łódzki



Adela Styczyńska 

METODA NARRACJI W "SAMOTNI"

"Samotnia" uważana za jed n ą.z  najw ybitn iejszych  pow ieści Di-
ckensa przyciąga uwagę krytyków zarówno ze  względu na t r e ś ć ,  jak  
i ,ory g in a ln ą  form^. Razem z "Małą Dorrit" tworzy tematyczną ca-
ło ś ć  jako powieść sp o łeczn o-po lityczn a  późniejszego okresu twór-
cz o śc i Dickensa. Zawiera o strą  sa tyrę  na sądownictwo a n g ie ls -
k ie ,  a w sz er sze j  perspektywie j e s t  oskarżeniem systemu sp o łecz-
nego, który n iszczy  Jednostkę dochodzącą swych praw i  zamienia  
w marionetki tych , którzy są mu podporządkowani. Artyzm Dicken-
sa  ̂ w "Samotni" j e s t  przedmiotem liczn ych  prac krytyków amery-
kańskich i  a n g ie lsk ich . Celem autorki j e s t  zbadanie tych aspek-
tów metaforyki' Dickensa, które były mniej akcentowane lub pomi-
ja n e , oraz metody n a rra c ji, a mianowicie "technik i film ow ej” i  
n arracji w p ierw szej o so b ie , która j e s t  interesującym  ekspery-
mentem psychologicznym w tw órczości D ickensa. W "Samotni" Di-
ckens zastosował podwójny tok narrac ji:  pierwszoosobową w cza s ie  
przeszłym (E sth er; i  narrację w tr z e c ie j  o sob ie  w cz a s ie  teraź-
niejszym  (n arrator  bezoosobowy, wszechwiedzący). Autorka analizu-
j e  raetafo-rykę występującą w obu nurtach n a rra c ji, następn ie bada 
narracje w tr z e c ie j  o so b ie , powołuje s i ę  na artykuł S. Eisen-
s te in a  o zastosowaniu "technik i montażu" przez Dickensa, oraz 
krytyków a n g ie lsk ich  i  rozwija ana log ię  między metodą Dickensa a 
filmem. Opowiadanie w pierw szej o sob ie  j e s t  szczeg ó ln ie  in tere -
sującym eksperymentem psychologicznym . Esther Summerson J est  -  
ćwierć wieku przed Henry Jamesem -  narratorem, którego re la cja  
n ie  zasłu gu je  w p e łn i na zaufanie i  musi być uzupełniona przez 
wnikliwego czy te ln ik a . W ś w ie t le  badań nad metaforyką i  narra-  

}ą w "Samotni" Dickens ukazuje s i ę  n ie  ty lk o  jako w ie lk i mora-
l i s t a  zaangażowany w sprawy społeczne swoich czasów, a le  Jako 
a rty sta  o niezwykle bogatej s k a li środków wyrazu, a d z ięk i ory-
g in a ln o śc i i  nowoczesności swej metody artystyczn ej -  Jako pre-
kursor w ie lk ich  p isarzy końca XIX i  XX w. tak różnych, jak: Henry 
James, Dos Passos i  Kafka. *


