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OLIVER TWIST

CHARLES DICKENS was born in Portsmouth on 7 February 1812, the second of eight children. Dickens’s childhood experiences were similar to those depicted in David Copperfield. His father, who was a government clerk, was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was briefly sent to work in a blacking warehouse at the age of twelve. He received little formal education, but taught himself shorthand and became a reporter of parliamentary debates for the Morning Chronicle. He began to publish sketches in various periodicals, which were subsequently republished as Sketches by Boz. The Pickwick Papers was published in 1836–7, after a slow start it became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication he adopted; thereafter, all Dickens’s novels were first published in serial form. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). A Christmas Carol, the first of the hugely popular Christmas Books, appeared in 1843, while Martin Chuzzlewit, which included a fictionalized account of his American travels, was first published over the period 1843–4. During 1844–6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son while in Switzerland. This and David Copperfield (1849–50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In later works, such as Bleak House (1853) and Little Dorrit (1857), Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. In 1850 Dickens started the weekly periodical Household Words, succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round; in these he published Hard Times (1854), A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and Great Expectations (1860–61). Dickens’s health was failing during the 1860s and the physical strain of the public readings which he began in 1858 hastened his decline, although Our Mutual Friend (1865) retained some of his best comedy. His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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A DICKENS CHRONOLOGY







	1812    
	7 FebruaryCharles John Huffam Dickens born at Portsmouth, where his father is a clerk in the Navy Pay Office. The eldest son in a family of eight, two of whom die in childhood.

	1817    
	Family move to Chatham.

	1822    
	Family move to London.

	1824    
	Dickens’s father in Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison for three months. Dickens employed in a blacking warehouse, labelling bottles. Attends Wellington House Academy, a private school, 1824–7.

	1827    
	Becomes a solicitor’s clerk.

	1832    
	Becomes a parliamentary reporter after mastering shorthand. In love with Maria Beadnell, 1830–33.

	1833    
	First published story, ‘A Dinner at Poplar Walk’, in the Monthly Magazine. Further stories and sketches in this and other periodicals, 1834–5.

	1834    
	Becomes reporter on the Morning Chronicle.

	1835    
	Engaged to Catherine Hogarth, daughter of editor of the Evening Chronicle.

	1836    
	Sketches by Boz, First and Second Series, published. Marries Catherine Hogarth. Meets John Forster, his literary adviser and future biographer.

	1837    
	The Pickwick Papers published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1836–7). Birth of a son, the first of ten children. Death of Mary Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law. Edits Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9.

	1838    
	Oliver Twist published in three volumes (serialized monthly in Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9). Visits Yorkshire schools of the Dotheboys type.

	1839    
	Nicholas Nickleby published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1838–9).


	1841
	Declines invitation to stand for Parliament. The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge published in separate volumes after appearing in weekly numbers in Master Humphrey’s Clock, 1840–41. Public dinner in his honour at Edinburgh.


	1842    
	January – June First visit to North America, described in American Notes, two volumes.

	1843    
	December A Christmas Carol appears.

	1844    
	Martin Chuzzlewit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1843–4). Dickens and family leave for Italy, Switzerland and France. Dickens returns to London briefly to read The Chimes to friends before its publication in December.

	1845    
	Dickens and family return from Italy. The Cricket on the Hearth published at Christmas. Writes autobiographical fragment, ? 1845–6, not published until included in Forster’s Life (three volumes, 1872–4).

	1846    
	Becomes first editor of the Daily News but resigns after seventeen issues. Pictures from Italy published. Dickens and family in Switzerland and Paris. The Battle of Life published at Christmas.

	1847    
	Returns to London. Helps Miss Burdett Coutts to set up, and later to run, a ‘Home for Homeless Women’.

	1848    
	Dombey and Son published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1846–8). Organizes and acts in charity performances of The Merry Wives of Windsor and Every Man in His Humour in London and elsewhere. The Haunted Man published at Christmas.

	1850    
	Household Words, a weekly journal ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins in March and continues until 1859. Dickens makes a speech at first meeting of Metropolitan Sanitary Association. David Copperfield published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1849–50).

	1851    
	Death of Dickens’s father. Further theatrical activities in aid of the Guild of Literature and Art, including a performance before Queen Victoria. A Child’s History of England appears at intervals in Household Words, published in three volumes (1852, 1853, 1854).

	1853    
	Bleak House published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1852–3). Dickens gives first public readings (from A Christmas Carol).

	1854    
	Visits Preston, Lancashire, to observe industrial unrest. Hard Times appears weekly in Household Words and is published in book form.

	1855    
	Speech in support of the Administrative Reform Association.

	1856    
	Dickens buys Gad’s Hill Place, near Rochester.

	1857    
	Little Dorrit published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1855–7). Dickens acts in Wilkie Collins’s melodrama The Frozen Deep and falls in love with the young actress Ellen Ternan. The Lazy Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, written jointly with Wilkie Collins about a holiday in Cumberland, appears in Household Words.

	1858    
	Publishes Reprinted Pieces (articles from Household Words). Separation from his wife followed by statement in Household Words. Dickens’s household now largely run by his sister-in-law Georgina.

	1859    
	All the Year Round, a weekly journal again ‘Conducted by Charles Dickens’, begins. A Tale of Two Cities, serialized both in All the Year Round and in monthly parts, appears in one volume.

	1860    
	Dickens sells London house and moves family to Gad’s Hill.

	1861    
	Great Expectations published in three volumes after appearing weekly in All the Year Round (1860–61). The Uncommercial Traveller (papers from All the Year Round) appears; expanded edition, 1868. Further public readings, 1861–3.

	1863    
	Death of Dickens’s mother, and of his son Walter (in India). Reconciled with Thackeray, with whom he had quarrelled, shortly before the latter’s death. Publishes ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Lodgings’ in Christmas number of All the Year Round.

	1865    
	Our Mutual Friend published in two volumes (issued in monthly parts, 1864–5). Dickens severely shocked after a train accident when returning from France with Ellen Ternan and her mother.

	1866    
	Begins another series of readings. Takes a house for Ellen at Slough. ‘Mugby Junction’ appears in Christmas number of All the Year Round.


	1867
	Moves Ellen to Peckham. Second journey to America. Gives readings in Boston, New York, Washington and elsewhere, despite increasing ill-health. ‘George Silverman’s Explanation’ appears in Atlantic Monthly (then in All the Year Round, 1868).


	1868    
	Returns to England. Readings now include the sensational ‘Sikes and Nancy’ from Oliver Twist; Dickens’s health further undermined.


	1870    
	Farewell readings in London. The Mystery of Edwin Drood issued in six monthly parts, intended to be completed in twelve. 9 June Dies, after collapse at Gad’s Hill, aged fifty-eight. Buried in Westminster Abbey.


		Stephen Wall, 1995







INTRODUCTION

(New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the details ofthe plot explicit.)

The first instalment of Oliver Twist, or, The Parish Boy’s Progress by Boz appeared in Bentley’s Miscellany in February 1837, four months before the death of King William IV and the accession of Queen Victoria. This grimmer, slimmer second novel by Dickens, in a new magazine of which he was editor, initially came as a shock to many of those who were still enjoying The Pickwick Papers, the fat comic serial he had been bringing out since April 1836, and would not complete till November 1837. The genial adventures of the plump, accident – prone, comfortably-off Mr Pickwick and his cockney servant Sam Weller had caught the public imagination, and the circulation of the monthly parts had swollen forty-fold to 20,000. But Dickens was now deliberately shifting social and moral focus: the nearest equivalent to Mr Pickwick in Oliver Twist, Mr Brownlow, a well-meaning old gentleman and Oliver’s benefactor, is hardly among the book’s half-dozen most memorable or artistically successful characters. The new work would take its public off the mainly cheerful coaching highways of Pickwick into some darker and more dangerous dens and alleys.

Lord Melbourne, the young Queen Victoria’s prime minister and mentor, was an early reader of the novel. His response, as she told her diary, was revulsion: ‘It’s all among Workhouses, and Coffin Makers, and Pickpockets… I don’t like those things; I wish to avoid them; I don’t like them in reality, and therefore I don’t wish them represented.’ The new queen herself found it ‘excessively interesting’.1There was moreover something new about the way such low scenes were represented by Dickens. Pierce Egan’s bestselling Life in London, of 1821, dedicated to George IV, and illustrated, like Oliver Twist, by the great George Cruikshank (together with his father and brother), had established a fashionable, thrilling but cosy image of the unrespectable underworld. Taking his heroes Tom and Jerry slumming on ‘Rambles and Sprees through the Metropolis’, Egan introduced the public to the ‘flash’ world of the criminal and sporting fraternities, but in a comic spirit and always with a safe escape route back to the comforts of the West End. When his well-to-do heroes end up in the Bow Street magistrates’ court after a brawl, it is for a sentimental episode in which they witness a magistrate being moved to pity by the plight of a penniless girl, the victim of a cruel seducer. The reassuring moral is thus that ‘Justice was never seen to greater advantage.’ The magistrate’s court in which Oliver Twist finds himself after being wrongly arrested is a different place altogether, the domain of the insulting and brutally punitive Mr Fang, a ‘Justice’ who – with others – plays each day ‘enough fantastic tricks’, Dickens says, ‘to make the angels weep thick tears of blood’ (Book the First, Chapter the Eleventh, hereafter as ‘I, ii’). For a pocket – picking he has not committed, Oliver is summarily sentenced by Fang to three months’ hard labour, like Bulwer-Lytton’s hero in Paul Clifford (1830). A witness happens to arrive and exonerate Oliver; but it is an ordeal after which he collapses, ‘his face a deadly white, and a cold tremble convulsing his whole frame’. Dickens’s harsh, rapid, sardonic manner, his note of charged understatement, drawing on his experience in reportage with Sketches by Boz (1836 – 7), insists on the shocking plausibility of such injustice in an England that makes scant provision for those without friends in high places or funds in the bank.

Another contributor to Bentley’s Miscellany, indeed Bentley’s lifelong friend and paid literary adviser, the Revd R. H. Barham, found the start of Oliver Twist politically unsettling: ‘By the way,’ he told a friend in April 1837, ‘there is a sort of Radicalish tone about Oliver Twist which I don’t altogether like. I think it will not be long till it is remedied, for Bentley is loyal to the backbone himself.’2Barham’s remark tallies with the comment of the modern critic Steven Marcus that ‘The socially radical impulse behind the moral idea in Oliver Twist is revealed in the fact that it is written from a point of view which… regards society from without.’ At no point in the novel is the orphaned Oliver shown as being able to appeal for sympathy or vindication to public institutions, charitable or legal.

At least to begin with Oliver Twist is not a ‘Victorian novel’. The police at the end cry out to open up ‘In the King’s name’, and the England in which it takes place was only in the process of becoming what we might recognize as ‘modern’. Perhaps the most strikingly alien of its features is the looming prospect of capital punishment, which informs the entire book, and whose implications deserve close consideration. When we first meet the new-born Oliver in the work house he is lying ‘gasping on a little flock mattress’ (I, i), and we soon learn he is in danger of having his hard-won breath cut off by society. Says the gentleman in the white waistcoat, ‘That boy will be hung’ (I, 2). Nothing seems likelier than an end on the gallows for Dickens’s small, socially excluded hero, in the world of Bumbles, Sowerberrys and Fagins his creator sets before him. Oliver’s very surname, given him by Bumble, suggests not only perversity but also its likely fate: one slang sense of ‘twisted’ was ‘hanged’ – the usage deriving, Eric Partridge (see Appendix C) tells us, in the vivid way of such terms, from ‘twisting as one swings on the rope’.

The gallows-haunted world into which Dickens thrusts us, moreover, is true to the extreme severity of the law at the time. Between 1801 and 1835, 103 death – sentences were passed on children under the age of fourteen for theft (though sensibilities were changing and not one was carried out). Lest it be thought that the ranks of the hanged would dwindle naturally with the onward march of progress, it must be registered that twice as many people were hanged in the first thirty years of the nineteenth century as in the last fifty of the eighteenth. This gruesome increase can be associated with the social unsettlement caused by the Napoleonic Wars, industrialization and urban growth, and with fear of the lower orders among the propertied classes after the French Revolution. In the year 1830 there had been an extraordinary 18,017 felony prosecutions under the capital (or ‘bloody’) code (probably reflecting the judicial repression of the discontent of agricultural labourers as expressed in the ‘Swing Riots’). Two-thirds of the 671 hangings in the 1820s, as V. A. C. Gatrell’s horrifying The Hanging Tree: Execution and the English People, 177o–1868 reports, were for property crime, only one-fifth for murder. The situation would alter drastically over the very period of Oliver Twists serialization; Dickens as usual had an acute sense of change in the air; thanks to a series of reforms, 438 were sentenced to death in 1837, only 56 in 1839–and few of those were actually hanged.

The executions were a major social phenomenon in more than a symbolic sense. They were public, and their audiences were frequently vast (crowds of up to 100,000 were recorded). Dickens told his friend and publisher John Macrone in a letter of 1835 why he would not follow up the success of his ‘Boz’ sketch of Newgate prison, which included a visit to the death cell, with one about the House of Correction at Coldbath-Fields, which he had just visited: ‘You cannot throw the interest over a years imprisonment, however severe, that you can cast around the punishment of death. The Tread-Mill will not take the hold on men’s feelings that the Gallows does…’ Several criminals often went to the gallows in one go; a few decades earlier as many as eighteen or twenty had been dispatched per session. Oliver having arrived at the London lair of Fagin, his newest protector, on a Sunday night, it is to one of these Monday morning rituals, we gather, that the Dodger and Charley Bates go off to ‘make pocket -handkerchiefs’ by picking pockets while Oliver dozes. On their return Fagin starts softening up Oliver for the same line of work, but then ‘changed the subject’, as Dickens ironically says, ‘by asking whether there had been much of a crowd at the execution that morning’. Of course Fagin’s real subject remains the same–crime and punishment – and we see where Oliver may be heading under his tutelage. Earlier, Fagin has been muttering to himself, ‘What a fine thing capital punishment is!’, for some of the hanged have been members of his own gang, who have gone to their deaths without betraying him, though it seems that he has betrayed them for the rewards. He is profiting by the hangings in several ways; and Dickens is comprehensively challenging the notion of the deterrent effect of the gallows. The novel ties together in an unobtrusive symbolic knot the handkerchiefs criminally picked from pockets, those sported as neckwear, the hempen ‘cravat’ of the hangman and all the vicissitudes that throats or ‘windpipes’ are heir to, of choking, strangling, clasping, tearing and cutting. Its low characters all seem to breathe on sufferance.

What the gallows crowd went for was a matter of some controversy, though Dickens was in little doubt. He wrote to Macvey Napier in 1845, recalling with some horror having attended the execution of the murderer Francois Courvoisier in 1840, that ‘robbery and obscenity and callous indifference are of no commoner occurrence anywhere, than at the foot of the Scaffold’. And in February 1846 (while carefully revising Oliver Twist for a new issue in ten monthly parts), he wrote about the same event in an extended letter to the Daily News against capital punishment:

From the moment of my arrival, when there were but a few score boys in the street, and those all young thieves… – down to the time when I saw the body with its dangling head, being carried on a wooden bier into the gaol – I did not see one token in all the immense crowd; at the windows, in the streets, on the house – tops, anywhere; of any one emotion suitable to the occasion. No sorrow, no salutary terror, no abhorrence, no seriousness; nothing but ribaldry, debauchery, levity, drunkenness, and flaunting vice in fifty other shapes. I should have deemed it impossible that I could have ever felt any large assemblage of my fellow – creatures to be so odious.3

A similar horror permeates Oliver Twist: Fagin’s Old Bailey trial ends with the courtroom shaken by ‘deep loud groans… like angry thunder’, the sound of ‘a peal of joy from the populace outside, greeting the news that he would die on Monday’ (III, 14).

One sees the thinking that led Dickens at Courvoisier’s send-off to look down on his ‘fellow-creatures’ from an upper room; and the alienation he expresses here contrasts potently with the response of his colleague and rival novelist William Makepeace Thackeray, whom he recognized below, rubbing shoulders with the crowd. Thackeray’s 1840 essay about the experience, ‘On Going to See a Man Hanged’, makes a point of saying that ‘the mob was extraordinarily gentle and good-humoured’, and expressing ‘wonder at the vigorous, orderly good sense, and intelligence of the people’. On the other hand, he goes on to confess that his own response is ‘an extraordinary feeling of terror and shame’, to describe the whole crowd as swayed by ‘that hidden lust after blood which influences our race’, and to say ‘that I came away down Snow Hill that morning with a disgust for murder, but it was for the murder I saw done. Dickens in his 1845 letter to Napier asked ‘whether ignorant and dissolute persons…, seeing that murder done, and not having seen the other, will not, almost of necessity sympathize with the man who dies before them; especially as he is shewn, a Martyr to their fancy’. There was often much sympathy with the condemned; the case of Fagin and his hostile audience seems exceptional.

Dickens still hiding the wound of his period of family abandonment and social despair in Warren’s blacking factory, and so predominantly self-taught and self-made, came to Newgate on an impulse, at the last minute, and may have had cause to doubt the purity of his own motives. Already in Pickwick Papers, though there farcically treated, mobs were an object of suspicion and fear, liable to unjust and violent surges of caprice. But since, on your own, you could not beat a mob, you might all too easily end by joining it, as the timorous Pickwick whispers to his comrades, ‘don’t ask any questions. It’s always best on these occasions to do what the mob do’ (ch. 13). In ‘The Hospital Patient’, one of the Sketches by Boz, first published in August 1836 (the same month as that chapter of Pickwick), Dickens records how strolling through Covent Garden he saw a pickpocket being taken to a police office, and found that ‘Somehow we can never resist joining a crowd, so we turned back with the mob, and entered the office.’ Oliver Twist too is pursued through the streets of London as a pickpocket, to cries of ‘Stop thief! stop thief!’, in a thrilling set – piece. But then Dickens turns on himself and us to point out that the object of the chase here is ‘One wretched, breathless child, panting with exhaustion, terror in his looks, agony in his eye’. Dickens’s feelings are involved on both sides, and it is this vertiginous doubleness of sympathy, with the violent and the victimized, that informs the many great passages and chapters of what is at once a flawed and a magnificent, startling novel.

Dickens’s friend and biographer John Forster famously wrote of the romantic glamour and excitement that drew Dickens even as a ten-year-old boy to various areas of London, and particularly the criminal ones known as ‘rookeries’: ‘But, most of all, he had a profound attraction of repulsion to St Giles’s.’ That the striking phrase here is Dickens’s own we can be sure; for he uses it in the 1846 letter already quoted, to the Daily News, expanding on ‘the horrible fascination’ of the death penalty ‘in the minds… of good and virtuous and well-conducted people’: ‘The attraction of repulsion being as much a law of our moral nature, as gravitation is in the structure of the visible world, operates in no case (I believe) so powerfully, as in this case of the punishment of death.’4The ‘horrible fascination’ both of the criminal underworld and of ‘the punishment of death’, formulated here as a psychological theory some years after Oliver Twist, deeply informs the imaginative construction of the novel, not least in the nightmare logic by which, as Richard Maxwell has put it, ‘Oliver gets back to safety, no matter how great his peril; peril threatens no matter how great his safety.’ And the chief peril for Oliver is that he should be driven into the criminal life that points to the gallows. Critics have been misled, I think, by Dickens’s declaration after the event, in his 1841 Preface, that ‘I wished to show, in little Oliver, the principle of Good surviving through every adverse circumstance, and triumphing at last.’ This need not be taken as saying that he is a spotless goody-goody: ‘the principle of Good’ survives in him, it isnt necessarily that he is an allegorical embodiment of it. We shall not undergo the full experience of the book if we knowingly decide to feel no suspense about whether he will end up as an object of ‘the hideous apparatus of death’ (III, 14).

In Tom Jones (1749), the masterpiece of Henry Fielding, we are told of the foundling hero that ‘it was the universal Opinion of all Mr Allworthy’s Family, that he was certainly born to be hanged’ (Bk. III, ch. 2). If in Oliver Twist we fail to register the first prediction that ‘That boy will be hung’, we get more chances, for as a ward of the parish Oliver is proverbial gallows-fodder. The sneaking bully Noah Claypole taunts Oliver by stating ‘his intention of coming to see him hung whenever that desirable event should take place’ (I, 6), adding that if Oliver’s mother had not died in childbirth she would most likely have been hung. Oliver responds with a fury resembling those we see later in Bill Sikes, a reaction that is both understandable and a seeming confirmation of the prediction: he ‘seized Noah by the throat, shook him in the violence of his rage till his teeth chattered in his head, and, collecting his whole force into one heavy blow, felled him to the ground’. Cue the gentleman in the white waistcoat, reiterating that ‘I felt a strange presentiment from the very first, that that audacious young savage would come to be hung’ (I, 7). When Oliver is wounded and captured after the attempted housebreaking at the Maylies’ house in Chertsey, one of his captors administers first aid, solicitously trying ‘to restore Oliver, lest he should die before he could be hung’ (II, 7) – a likely prospect for anyone involved in an armed attempt at housebreaking (during which Sikes has fired his pistol). The conspiracy between Monks and Fagin against Oliver chimes with the general doom – mongering about him; they mean to use the law to kill him, ‘by driving him through every jail in town, and then hauling him up for some capital felony’ – dragging him, as Monks says later, ‘to the very gallows-foot’ (III, 3, 13).

I have mentioned Dickens’s formative period in Warren’s blacking factory at the age often, of which he told no one until he confided it to Forster in the spring of 1847 in a fragment of autobiography. Its impact seems to have driven Oliver Twist (and the later parts of Pickwick Papers) before being more explicitly treated in David Copperfield (1849–50). A relative’s offer of the humbling, menial job in ‘a crazy, tumble – down old house… literally overrun with rats’ was ‘accepted very willingly by my father and mother’, Dickens bitterly recorded, to help the disastrous family finances – which not long afterwards landed the father in Marshalsea Prison for debt. The boy himself experienced this ready abandonment of his education for the sake of six shillings a week as a parental betrayal and a blighting of his future, feeling ‘my early hopes of growing up to be a learned and distinguished man crushed in my breast’. All the more that soon the family home was broken up and Dickens ‘(small Cain that I was, except that I had never done harm to any one)’ was left alone ‘as a lodger to a reduced old lady’.

He remembers his own hungry loungings about the streets after work: ‘But for the mercy of God, I might easily have been, for any care that was taken of me, a little robber or a little vagabond.’ This presents the young novelist – to – be as another little Oliver barely escaping – providentially – a Fagin’s ultimately murderous sponsorship. That treacherous guardian is indeed foreshadowed too. Young Dickens does have a Fagin, in fact his benefactor, looking after him: ‘on the first Monday morning’ at Warren’s one of the older boys came ‘to show me the trick of using the string and tying the knot. His name was Bob Fagin; and I took the liberty of using his name, long afterwards, in Oliver Twist.’ Not only his name, though: Oliver’s Fagin also starts to show him the tricks of a sullying trade on his first morning. In the blacking warehouse Dickens anxiously protected his shaky title as ‘the young gentleman’ with the help of the kindly Bob Fagin, who also looked after him when he was ill; but Dickens would recall ‘the secret agony of my soul as I sunk into this companionship’, and there is no little ingratitude in the liberty he takes by using the name for his wickedest villain. He seems later to have recognized this himself, to judge by the poignantly outgrown protector – figure of Joe Gargery in Great Expectations (1860–61), whom he even has visit a blacking warehouse when he comes to London.

One must agree with John Bayley in his essay on Oliver Twist when he comments, ‘No wonder Fagin the criminal is such an ambivalent figure when the real Fagin’s kindness had, so to speak, threatened to inure Dickens to the hopeless routine of the wage – slave.’ This seems kinder and truer than the blunt instrument of John Carey’s joky sarcasm in The Violent Effigy about the parts of the book where Oliver falls among thieves: ‘We should realize…that Dickens is simply reasserting, in this part of the novel, the distinction between himself and the low boys in the blacking warehouse. It is a hymn to the purity of the middle – class soul.’ The novel should indeed make us feel uneasy about the relation between class and virtue, enforcing as it does the recognition that accidents of exposure, of ‘adverse circumstance’, as well as the intrinsic innocence or strength of character which we prefer to think about, may determine which individuals can resist temptation, and which of us become corrupted.

‘Oliver Twist, as the great Dickensian Humphry House once noted, ‘is intensely topical to the time of its publication.’ For a start, the famous incident in the workhouse at the end of the first instalment, where Oliver holds out his bowl and scandalously announces, ‘Please, sir, I want some more’ (I, 2), promptly points to the urgent contemporary relevance of the question of the poor. Much has been written on the withering treatment of the workhouse and apprenticeship systems in the first part of the book, and on the question of how that opening relates to what follows in London with Fagin and Mr Brownlow. Dickens seems to be satirizing the then – controversial ‘New Poor Law’ created by the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, a measure of Utilitarian inspiration – carried through, that is, by followers of Jeremy Bentham – on the basis that it has caused, in House’s words, ‘a rejuvenation of abuses in a more unpleasant form’. He may also be targeting ‘faults of the old law allowed to continue under the new’, for individual parishes were allowed considerable leeway in their application of the new rules.

At any rate, as K. J. Fielding has argued, Dickens is directing his ethical criticism at the bleakly inhuman (or, in practice, brutally selfish) doctrines of political economy not only in their application to the legislative and public – administrative fields, but also as he sees their extended application in such matters of private morality as the supposed tradition of honour among thieves. Mr Bumble, the beadle, grandly declares that ‘political economy’ (I, 4) – a tag which for him functions as an euphemism for calculated parsimony – is something those outside the workhouse do not understand. Equally, when the Dodger and Charley Bates save themselves by joining in the mob’s pursuit of Oliver for their own theft, Dickens shifts into the high ironic mode of Henry Fielding in Tom Jones or Joseph Andrews to draw a mock-Utilitarian moral:

… this strong proof of their anxiety for their own preservation and safety goes to corroborate and confirm the little code of laws which certain profound and sound – judging philosophers have laid down as the mainsprings of all Madam Nature’s deeds and actions… putting entirely out of sight any considerations of heart, or generous impulse and feeling… (I, 13)

And later, more vividly, in Fagin’s superb witty homily to ‘Morris Bolter’, alias Noah Claypole, explaining why crude self – interest must be slightly modified, Dickens parodies the reductive Utilitarian conception of human life and society in a way that clarifies the central concerns of the novel:

‘Every man’s his own friend… Some conjurors say that number three is the magic number, and some say number seven. It’s neither, my friend, neither. It’s number one.’

‘Ha! ha!’ cried Mr Bolter. ‘Number one for ever!’

‘In a little community like ours,’ said the Jew, who felt it necessary to qualify this position, ‘we have a general number one; that is, you can’t consider yourself as number one without considering me too as the same, and all the other young people.’

‘Oh, the devil!’ exclaimed Mr Bolter. (III, 6)



Noah epitomizes treacherous selfishness, and Fagin has to spell out that if he breathes a word against the gang then Fagin will have to ‘blow upon’ him, as the phrase is, for his (capital) crime of stealing from Sowerberry, a crime which ‘would put the cravat round your throat that’s so very easily tied, and so very difficult to unloosen, – in plain English, the halter!’ For now, the warning has the desired effect: ‘Mr Bolter put his hand to his neckerchief, as if he felt it inconveniently tight, and murmured an assent… ’ And Fagin draws his conclusion:

‘… so we come at last to what I told you at first – that a regard for number one holds us all together, and must do so, unless we would all go to pieces in company.’



It is part of Dickens’s vision of applied political economy, and his vindication of ‘considerations of heart, or generous impulse and feeling’ (I, 13), that such selfish reasoning does not hold them all together, and that it is Noah who fatally ‘peaches’ upon Fagin at the last.

The vertiginous suddenness of the young author’s huge success at this time – he only turned twenty – five in February 1837 – is hard to take in. As Oliver Twist began its Bentley’s Miscellany run Dickens had only one book as such to his credit – not to his name, but his pseudonym – the First and Second Series of Sketches by Boz, published in February and December 1836 with forty illustrations by George Cruikshank, collecting pieces of journalism from as far back as December 1833. But there was a revised reissue in monthly parts from November 1837 to June 1839, thus coinciding with most of the serial run of Oliver Twist, and providing chapter and verse for many of the observations of London life that glinted in the novel’s darkness.

More remarkably, when Oliver Twist started its run, and for ten months, it also overlapped with the runaway success Pickwick Papers, published in monthly parts from April 1836 to November 1837. Pickwick’s parts, published on their own, were on average twice the length of the roughly 9,000-word instalments of Oliver Twist: Dickens would write the intense Oliver batches first, then cheer himself up with the expansiveness of Pickwick. One gets some idea of the almost unmanageable wave of popularity Dickens was trying to surf at the period of Oliver Twist from the fact that his third novel, Nicholas Nickleby, began appearing in March 1838 and ran till October 1839, an overlap of thirteen months. This is not to mention (during the Oliver Twist period alone) a successful play, Is She His Wife? or, Something Singular!, put on in March 1837 at the St James’s Theatre. And Dickens’s market value was shooting up all the time: the long – delayed Barnaby Rudge, initially valued at £200 for outright copyright, had risen in less than four years, by mid 1840, to £3,000 for an outright lease. It was mainly his swelling success, and Forster’s encouragement, that incited him to resign as Bentley’s editor – once Oliver Twist had been written – after a final quarrel about terms and conditions with the interfering and imprudently mean – spirited Richard Bentley, the ‘Burlington Street Brigand’ (who was, however, legally in the right).5

The repeated transfers of creative engagement between works seem to have been cross-fertilizing. They did not sap, but positively inspired Dickens. It was not till three months after little Oliver had escaped from the frying pan of the workhouse into the hellfire of Fagin’s den in May 1837 that poor Mr Pickwick left the bustling world of inns, coaches and embarrassing scrapes, quixotically entering the reality of the Fleet debtors’ prison, to encounter its squalid, debasing regime and its gaunt, isolated, desperate inmates. Pickwick is shocked, and Dickens denounces ‘the just and wholesome law which declares that the sturdy felon shall be clothed, and that the penniless debtor shall be left to die of starvation and nakedness. This is no fiction’ (ch. 42). The sarcasm here is, as Steven Marcus observes, ‘the kind of social satire with which Oliver Twist is launched’; so that, as he brilliantly says, ‘Dickens is that unique instance – a novelist whose first book might be said to have been influenced by his second.’

And, we might also say, his second by his third. The first episode of Nicholas Nickleby gives Dickens a dry run for the end of Oliver Twist, anticipating the trial and execution of Fagin, which was not written till later that year. The wandering Nicholas is chilled at the sudden sight of the exterior of Newgate, and has a vision of the deaths of men in the past – ‘when curious eyes have glared from casement, and house – top, and wall and pillar, and when, in the mass of white and up – turned faces, the dying wretch, in his all – comprehensive look of agony, has met not one – not one – that bore the impress of pity or compassion’. This seems to recover through an anguish of identification something of the nightmare of Dickens’s memory of the blacking factory, where he and Bob Fagin worked at a street window, ‘so brisk at it, that the people used to stop and look in. Sometimes there would be quite a little crowd there. I saw my father coming in at the door one day when we were very busy, and I wondered how he could bear it.’ The triggers of association were thus primed for use in Fagin’s trial scene, with its court ‘paved from floor to roof with human faces’, ‘a firmament all bright with beaming eyes’ where ‘in no one face… could he read the faintest sympathy with him’ (III, 14).

It sharpens our appreciation of Oliver Twist, then, to see it as a thrilling triumph of improvisation, the work of a novelist discovering himself again – finding this time, deeper down than Pickwick, a more darkly imagined kind of novel. There has been disagreement among critics as to how far Dickens had worked out in advance the plot of the book; indeed, whether when he started he knew he was going to write a novel at all. We can in this edition read the work in its first, serial form – with a few rough edges, and moments of emotional overflow mostly stirred by his distress at the death in May 1837 of his beloved sister – in – law Mary Hogarth. Using this text gives us, so to speak, a ticket to the excitement of the premiere, a live performance, and allows us to get closer to the experience of Dickens’s first readers. Only in Bentley’s Miscellany is the town of Oliver’s birth named, as ‘Mudfog’ (as if readers of Bentley’s were simply receiving another of Dickens’s occasional humorous ‘Mudfog Chronicles’); only in Bentley’s do we get some Fieldingesque paragraphs from the narrator on the topic of benevolence and self-interest, or a digression on digressions; and only in Bentley’s is Nancy presented, more pertly and ironically, as ‘Miss Nancy’, still wearing the tartily ‘gorgeous’ attire of ‘red gown, green boots, and yellow curl-papers’ (I, 13), which is in later texts whisked off her, as it were, and draped instead on her colleague Bet.

Dickens had not yet written a tightly plotted novel, only a picaresque one, and so he had not developed the careful system of ‘number-plans’ that permitted the intricate hints, links and foreshadowings of such later works as Bleak House (tightness of plotting was in any case uncommon in the spacious, often serialized, fiction of the nineteenth century). The Dickensian scholar Burton M. Wheeler points out some examples of what he sees as a more freewheeling plotting technique adapted to serial publication, where you could not go back and change things as you wanted. Dickens, he says, leaves himself hints that are open for later development – as on the first morning in Fagin’s den, where the old fence takes out one trinket ‘so small that it lay in the palm of his hand. There seemed to be some very minute inscription on it, for the Jew… pored over it long and earnestly’ (I, 9). In the event we never hear of this trinket again; it seems quite possible that Dickens planted it there in case he wanted to develop something from it later – perhaps to make it jewellery from the dead Agnes.

Another aspect of the spontaneity of Oliver Twist comes in with the involvement of the illustrator, whose contribution caused the young Henry James to remember the book as ‘more Cruikshanks than Dickens’s; it was a thing of such terribly vivid images’. Late in life, after Dickens’s death, George Cruikshank would indeed claim, not very plausibly, that the idea for Oliver Twist was his. Yet he did play a crucial role, and not only because, as Baudelaire described it, his characteristic violent style involves a theatricality that chimes with Dickens’s own – ‘All his little characters are furiously and turbulently miming away like actors in a pantomime’ – and is grim or cartoonish: ‘The grotesque is habitual with him.’6When Dickens had his material well in hand, Cruikshank would receive each month’s chapters to work from; but sometimes Dickens could only send a description by note or word of mouth. In ‘Is Oliver Dreaming?’, John Sutherland ingeniously but persuasively speculates that this arrangement may have been responsible for the bizarre and seemingly inexplicable episode at the Maylies’ country house in II, n, where Oliver, dozing at the window, seems to be having a nightmare in which he is back at Fagin’s, only to wake and find Fagin and Monks right outside the window, really staring in at him – the image Cruikshank memorably fixes as ‘Monks and the Jew’. They then vanish bafflingly, without trace – as if not real after all. Sutherland suggests that before actually writing the instalment, ‘Dickens foresaw an abduction or murder attempt on Oliver, and duly instructed Cruikshank to go ahead with the villains-at-the-window illustration, preparatory to that scenario’ – only to decide at short notice on a different tack, too late to replace the illustration, thus having to make the scene a possible hallucination.

Sutherland’s theory intriguingly shows a symbolic or psychological complexity in the work – the question of Oliver’s post – traumatic capacity for life without fear – arising out of a mundane accident of the collaborative circumstances of serial publication. The fact that it could be true, moreover, accentuates the perceptiveness of Richard Maxwell’s comment that Cruikshanks interpretation of Dickens’s story ‘has a unique advantage. It can point up possibilities to the author as well as the reader; it can enter into the making of the work on which it comments.’ Maxwell notes, for example, how Dickens picks up on suggestions in Cruikshanks plate of ‘Oliver introduced to the respectable Old Gentleman’ in the first chapter he wrote after approving it. The artist puts over the fireplace a broadsheet, unmentioned by Dickens, depicting three hanged criminals on the gallows, and works in a moral design, with a purposeful diagonal leading from the handkerchief filled with belongings in Oliver’s hand to the kerchief round the Dodger’s neck, then to the one knotted on Fagin’s head and finally to the triple noose on the wall (stolen handkerchiefs are piled over a clotheshorse in the background). This is the path to the gallows Oliver is in danger of treading. Dickens seems freshly inspired by this when in I, 9 Fagin soliloquizes on capital punishment, on the ‘Fine fellows’ hanged that morning whom he apparently had employed and denounced. ‘Five of them strung up in a row’ answers (with two extra victims) Cruikshanks broadsheet, and suggests the likely fate of Fagin’s young gang, which they choose to ignore in the delusive fug of their pipes and strong drink.

This is only one of the many kinds of meaning that Dickens’s novel rolls up into itself as it gathers momentum. Writing Oliver Twist was an addiction; supposedly taking a break from it in Brighton in November 1837, Dickens had ‘great difficulty keeping [his] hands off Fagin and the rest of them’. To read his letters of early October 1838, when, in a concentrated burst, with his door shut and callers told he had left town, he pushed through the breathtaking last chapters – Nancy’s murder, the pursuit of Sikes, Fagin’s final anguish – is to feel an author being carried along in a heightened state of possession, possession of but also possession by his material. While writing ‘with greater power than I have been able to bring to bear on anything yet’, Dickens fires curt dispatches to his confidant Forster, darkly humorous side – blasts from the forge: ‘Hard at work still. – Nancy is no more. I shewed what I have done to Kate last night who was in an unspeakable “state”, from which and my own impression I augur well. When I have sent Sikes to the Devil, I must have yours.’ The murder of Nancy brings out something in Dickens that quite understandably puts his readers and hearers, starting with his wife, in a ‘state’ – as it still would years later when he began to perform ‘Sikes and Nancy’, or as he called it in 1869 ‘commit the murder’, in his fatal, all – out theatrical readings. And after that horror and the harrowing quasi – accidental public hanging of Sikes, there still remained the trial and last hours of Fagin, which he may have written next, slightly out of sequence. He told Forster in a letter of October 1838 of ‘not yet having disposed of the Jew who is such an out and outer that I don’t know what to make of him’. Painfully, punitively imagining the numb horror of Fagin’s final stunned days, what he later called ‘the flush and fever of that flying interval between the Warrant and the Noose’,7Dickens’s sentences find an unadorned brevity that anticipates the sharpest early Hemingway: ‘The jailer touched him on the shoulder. He followed mechanically to the end of the dock, and sat down on a chair. The man pointed it out, or he should not have seen It’ (III, 14). And the jury’s verdict some moments later is done as if in the note – form of a court – reporter: ‘Perfect stillness ensued – not a rustle – not a breath – Guilty.’ There is much that is as good as, but nothing better than these passages in all the rest of Dickens.

Oliver Twist is throughout an electrifying discovery of technique for the young novelist. When the Dodger approaches the desperate Oliver in Barnet and says, ‘Hullo! my covey, what’s the row?’ (I, 8), Dickens’s inventive prose doubles back to fill us in with a full paragraph on his strange appearance before catching itself up and repeating the line. Similarly, Bill Sikes first manifests himself as a deep, growling voice in an angry speech before being physically described. The writing is studded with gems of piercing detail, as later when Fagin hushes the noisy Sikes, in case someone hears their plan for the Chertsey crib: ‘“Let ’em hear!” said Sikes; “I don’t care.” But as Mr Sikes did care, upon reflection, he dropped his voice as he said the words, and grew calmer’ (I, 19). ‘As he said the words’: we read them first as defiantly loud, but then are made to hear them – the way Sikes inwardly does – as imprudent, and thus with an instantaneous drop in volume. The contradiction between Sikes’s violence and his self – interest, which ultimately undoes him, is precisely and unshowily rendered. Dickens’s contemporary G. H. Lewes, later to be consort to George Eliot, remarked nicely in a review on the constant ‘drollery’ that ‘his language, even on the most trivial points, has, from a peculiar collocation of the words, or some happy expression’, attributing the effect to a ‘fine… association of idea’. John Carey notes a lovely instance where the newly arrived Oliver ‘washed himself and made everything tidy, by emptying the basin out of the window, agreeably to the Jew’s directions’ (I, 9). As he says, “‘Agreeably to”, which looks an innocent adverbial construction, makes a disdainful comment, in passing, about people who pour dirty water out of windows.’ The verbal wit and life is often beyond ‘drollery’, as on the night after Fagin has learned from Noah of Nancy’s supposed treachery, and sits biting his nails in passionate meditation, gazing into a candle – ‘which, with long – burnt wick drooping almost double, and hot grease falling down in clots upon the table, plainly showed that his thoughts were busy elsewhere’ (III, 9). ‘Plainly showed’ means, punningly, both that he neglects to trim it, and that its light makes plainly visible the sinister concentration on his face. We may not consciously register such intricate verbal ingenuities as we read, but they inevitably inform our sense of the novel’s imagined world.

Behind the 1841 ‘Author’s Introduction to the Third Edition’, one of Dickens’s fullest critical statements and printed here as Appendix A, there lies the notorious ‘Newgate’ controversy. In his second captivity Oliver is left a book by Fagin, ‘a history of the lives and trials of great criminals’, whose ‘terrible descriptions were so vivid and real, that the sallow pages seemed to turn red with gore’ (I, 20). The Newgate Calendar, the principal literary document of English crime, first published in 1728, which leaves Oliver in ‘a paroxysm of fear’, was the focus of the controversy over the sensationalism of the ‘Newgate Novel’, which, to Dickens’s great disgust, caught up Oliver Twist in its toils a little after its first appearance. The popular press of the 1830s was strong stuff, as Louis James has shown in English Popular Literature 1819 – 1851, evoking a counterblast from organs like Livesey’s Moral Reformer, which groaned in 1833 that ‘Rapes and every obscenity are published to pander to the corrupt tastes of their readers.’ Further upmarket, Edward Bulwer’s (later Bulwer – Lytton’s) criminal excursions – in particular Paul Clifford (written against capital punishment) and Eugene Aram in 1832 (the story of a real case of a scholar – murderer), both with some radical political undercurrent – had provoked Tory critics. In a different vein, the bestselling Rookwood in 1834, by William Harrison Ainsworth, who became a friend of Dickens in 1835, was a less politically – earnest historical romance, indeed a preposterously sensational ride into the eighteenth – century world of crime and criminals, a frenzied, sexy and violent melodrama of illegitimacy, tombs, oaths, curses, poison, disputed inheritances and concealed identities, with a jolly, glamorous Dick Turpin and a ‘Canting Crew’ of Gypsies thrown in. Ainsworth is nostalgic for that legendary age of crime (‘we are sadly in want of highwaymen’, he laments) in a way that Dickens – despite his friendship with the author, his enjoyment of the book, his borrowing of much of its cant terminology (thieves’ slang) and perhaps his conscious tweaking of its hatred between a legitimate and an illegitimate brother – appears to be directly rejecting in the harsh modernities of Oliver Twist.

When Ainsworth wrote a new Preface to Rookwood in October 1837, he praised the delineation of London life in the early instalments of Oliver Twist; and Dickens became all too clearly associated with the sensational side of the ‘Newgate Novel’ when Ainsworth’s next big hit, Jack Sheppard, based on the exploits of a notorious eighteenth – century thief, overlapped in Bentley’s Miscellany (of which Ainsworth took over as editor in February 1839) with the last four instalments of Oliver Twist–which it exceeded in popularity. Robert Patten tells us that, just in case anyone was in danger of missing the connection, Bentley, cashing in on his copyrights after his quarrel with Dickens, would make a point of announcing the book – form of Ainsworth’s shocker as ‘uniform in size and price with Oliver Twist. Early in 1840, Dickens told his friend R. H. Horne in a letter that ‘I am by some jolter – headed enemies most unjustly and untruly charged with having written a book after Mr Ainsworth’s fashion. Unto these jolter – heads [thick – heads] and their intensely concentrated humbug, I shall take an early opportunity of temperately replying.’

One of these alleged ‘jolter-heads’ was Thackeray, older by a year than Dickens but his junior in the world of books, whose indignation had inspired his first novel, Catherine, written under the pseudonym of ‘Ikey Solomons Jr’ (after a well – known Jewish fence till recently thought to be the original of Dickens’s Fagin). Catherine started in May 1839 in the overtly political (Tory) Fraser’s Magazine and ran parallel to Jack Sheppard as a parodic, mock – Newgate, commentary (its sordid, deliberately unsympathetic story came straight from the Newgate Calendar). In one of many asides in this intemperate attack, not reprinted in his lifetime, Thackeray declared: ‘don’t let us have any juggling and thimblerigging with vice and virtue, so that, at the end of three volumes, the bewildered reader shall not know which is which’. Refusing to accept characters in whom good and bad were mixed, and irritated by the double binds of Victorian self – censorship, Thackeray denounced Dickens’s serious moral ambivalence as well as Ainsworth’s thrill – seeking equivocation. According to Thackeray, in the February 1840 instalment of Catherine, responding doubtless to the rush of no fewer than six theatrical versions of Oliver Twist even before its serialization had finished, the reader was caused:

Breathless to watch all the crimes of Fagin, tenderly to deplore the errors of Nancy, to have for Bill Sikes a kind of pity and admiration, and an absolute love for the society of the Dodger… We had better pass them by in decent silence; for, as no writer can or dare tell the whole truth concerning them, and faithfully explain their vices, there is no need to give ex – parte statements of their virtues.

And what came of Oliver Twist? The public wanted something more extravagant still, more sympathy for thieves, and so Jack Sheppard makes his appearance.

The controversy intensified when on 5 May 1840, Courvoisier, a valet, murdered his 72 – year – old master, Lord William Russell, subsequently proclaiming – allegedly anyway (Ainsworth disputed it) – ‘that the idea of the crime had come to him upon reading Jack Sheppard’.8 On 6 July, he was hanged before a crowd of about 30,000 which included, as we have seen, Dickens and Thackeray themselves – interested parties.

Thackeray’s thrillingly unpredictable essay describing that occasion, ‘On Going to see a Man Hanged’, manages at one point a jab at Oliver Twist which extends his attack in Catherine. Among the teenage girls in the waiting crowd was ‘one that Cruikshank and Boz might have taken as a study for Nancy. The girl was a young thief’s mistress evidently.’ She ‘made no secret… as to her profession and means of livelihood’. Despite her shamelessness about being a prostitute, Thackeray declares, ‘there was something good about the girl’ in her reckless ‘candour and simplicity’. She is with a friend.

I was curious to look at them, having, in late fashionable novels, read many accounts of such personages. Bah! what figments these novelists tell us! Boz, who knows life well, knows that his Miss Nancy is the most unreal fantastical personage possible; no more like a thief’s mistress, than one of Gessner’s shepherdesses9resembles a real country wench. He dare not tell the truth concerning such young ladies. They have, no doubt, virtues like other human creatures… But on these an honest painter of human nature has no right to dwell; not being able to paint the whole portrait, he has no right to present one or two favourable points as characterising the whole; and therefore, in fact, had better leave the picture alone altogether.

We have to pay attention to this line of attack. The logic of Thackeray’s response echoes and extends Lord Gessner’s ‘I don’t like those things… in reality, and therefore I don’t wish them represented.’ Showing the full ‘reality’ is ruled out by censorship; showing anything less is cheating or glamorizing. Dickens’s novel certainly leaves out some of the more sensational aspects of the criminal milieux of the time. Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s chapter on ‘Nurseries of Crime’, in his remarkable non – fiction Facts Relating to the Punishment of Death in the Metropolis (1831), describes the use of girls by criminals like Fagin to draw boys, often as young as twelve, into thieving through ‘the precocious excitement and gratification of the sexual passion’. That way of corrupting Oliver is omitted – as is the less dramatic method used by fences, apparently just as effective, of encouraging boys to borrow freely and plunge themselves so far into debt they had no choice but to thieve. Nancy’s activity as a prostitute (her beat, clients, economic arrangements) is also completely left out, or at any rate left to our imagination. Even so, Thackeray’s all – or – nothing argument seems askew, with its apparent fear that imaginative representations of the human complexity of crime will dangerously corrupt readers by breaking down the official barricades between the virtuous and the vicious.

When Dickens got his ‘opportunity of temperately replying’ in the Introduction to the Third Edition in April 1841, he produced the word missing from the novel: ‘the girl is a prostitute’. He implicitly refused Thackeray’s lumping of Oliver Twist with ‘late fashionable novels’, aligning his own clarity about the ‘miserable reality’ of contemporary urban criminal lives with Hogarth’s and against the ‘allurements and fascinations’ of most criminal fictions, whose thieves are ‘seductive fellows’. It may be a side – blow at some of the unauthorized theatrical versions of Oliver Twist when he contrasts the insupportability for fashionable audiences of ‘a Sikes in fustian’ with the glamour they find in a ‘Massaroni in green velvet’ – Massaroni being the ‘very gentlemanly brigand, full of chivalry and romance’, the ‘Italian Robin Hood’ (thus glorified in the play’s introductory ‘Remarks’) of J. R. Planche’s stage hit of 1829, The Brigand: A Romantic Drama. Dickens sees himself as attempting to reveal the barrenness of the supposedly thrilling life of crime, ‘to dim the false glitter surrounding something which really did exist, by showing it in its unattractive and repulsive truth’. Putting, that is, the repulsion back into ‘the attraction of repulsion’. And to Thackeray’s argument that ‘no writer can or dare tell the whole truth’, Dickens answers with a different emphasis:

I endeavoured, while I painted it in all its fallen and degraded aspect, to banish from the lips of the lowest character I introduced, any expression that could by possibility offend; and rather to lead to the unavoidable inference that its existence was of the most debased and vicious kind, than to prove it elaborately by words and deeds.

Dickens is in one sense equivocating with ‘I painted it in all its fallen and degraded aspect’, since he isn’t showing everything, all the ‘words and deeds’: offensive expressions are banished, Wakefield’s ‘gratification of the sexual passion’ is mostly absent. But one could justify the claim to mean, in contrast with the Massaroni tradition, ‘stripped of spurious glamour, reduced to its true moral squalor’. And the only significant sexual relation, between Sikes and Nancy, is an ‘unavoidable inference’ for the reader, just before the murder, when Sikes returns to ‘his own room’ to find Nancy lying on ‘the bed’ that – it goes without saying – they share. What he does with her there is shown in shocking explicitness.

In representing ‘something which really did exist’, only in a new harsher aspect, Dickens inevitably covers some of the same ground as the ‘Newgate Novel’ and the heroic criminal tradition. Half his terms of thieves’ cant occur also in Ainsworth’s Rookwood–but except in one place (I, 19) he eschews Ainsworth’s footnote – translations with their learnedly witty, clubbish air. The presence of the ‘green’ Oliver usually means explanation can occur within the action, as when Charley Bates indicates ‘by a lively pantomimic representation that scragging and hanging were one and the same thing’ (I, 18). The comedy here of Charley’s self – blinding gallows humour, like the humour of the Dodger’s entertaining courtroom defiance (based on the performance of a young pickpocket whose committal Dickens had witnessed), is part of the real delusive mentality of criminal life. And a novel on this subject must take a procedural interest in the techniques and arrangements of the criminal career, for, as Mayhew says in The Criminal Prisons of London, ‘in order to obtain a regular living by criminal courses, it is necessary that the same apprenticeship should be served to the different forms of that business, as to any other trade’. Oliver’s intended role in the Chertsey burglary is in fact an authentic ‘rig’, or trick, one not named in Oliver Twist but defined in Francis Grose’s Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue: ‘LITTLE SNAKES-MAN. A little boy who gets into a house through the sink-hole, and then opens the door for his accomplices; he is so called, from writhing and twisting like a snake, in order to work himself through the narrow passage.’

What distinguishes Dickens’s vision of crime is the quality and intensity of his imagination, shown in the altogether appropriate alternation of comedy and serious grimness in his treatment of the criminal life. He sees beyond the apprenticeable trades of the underworld to something more universally human. As the Night-Inspector says in Our Mutual Friend, ‘Burglary or pocket-picking wanted’prenticeship. Not so, murder. We were all of us up to that’ (ch. 3). In Pickwick Papers Dickens could have Sam Weller joke marvellously on the topic: ‘Business first, pleasure arterwards, as King Richard the Third said ven he stabbed the t’other king in the Tower, afore he smothered the babbies’ (ch. 25). There is no protective comic shield in Oliver Twist. Sikes crosses from the brutalizing habit of mere ‘professional’ crime into the spiritual horror of the murderer, shunned and self-tormented – a state Dickens so intimately recreates that he can think to record things one hopes he never saw: ‘the reflection of the pool of gore that quivered and danced in the sunlight on the ceiling’; ‘The very feet of the dog were bloody’ (III, 10). And Nancy’s murder confronts the book’s materialists and mechanistic Utilitarians with the question of the soul. When her conscience is awakened Sikes comments that in her pallor, ‘You look like a corpse come to life again’ (III, 3); she is born again, fatally, as her not quite deadened spirit (and what Dickens calls ‘the woman’s original nature’ (III, 3)) makes her turn painfully against the whole course of her life. This image of the revived corpse is punitively revised when Sikes is haunted by her on his terrible flight into the country: her figure follows him ‘like a corpse endowed with the mere machinery of life’ (III, 10). As John Bayley says, Sikes starts as an animal and ‘murder turns him into a kind of man’. The minor thieves are horrified into ‘shrinking off’ from him (III, 11), and the hitherto frivolous Charley Bates is so ‘appalled by Sikes’s crime’ he turns serious (III, 15), risking his life by attacking him. Later Charley actually reforms. Such deep moral antipathies and reverses, with their implicit rebuke to fictional indulgence, do not sit comfortably in the Newgate genre.

Dickens was evidently stung by the easy cynicism of Thackeray’s announcement that ‘his Miss Nancy is the most unreal fantastical personage possible’, and the 1841 Introduction concludes with the impassioned claim about Nancy’s character and conduct, her devotion to Sikes and risking of herself for Oliver, that ‘IT IS TRUE.’ The whole book is fascinating in its contradictory, thematically central, images of ‘the woman’s original nature’: Mrs Bumble and Mrs Bedwin, Mrs Sowerberry and Mrs Maylie and, above all, Nancy and Rose Maylie. In a letter of November 1837 Dickens was particularly glad Forster liked I, 16 – where Nancy, instrumental in Oliver’s recapture, turns on Fagin in instinctive rebellion when he strikes the boy, and flings his club ‘into the fire with a force that brought some of the glowing coals whirling out into the room’. ‘I hope to do great things with Nancy,’ Dickens said. ‘If I can only work out the idea I have formed of her, and of the female who is to contrast with her, I think I may defy Mr Hayward and all his works.’ Abraham Hayward, reviewing Dickens’s whole output in the October Quarterly Review, had praised the early numbers of Oliver Twist but saw a danger, if the young star continued to write so much, that having ‘risen like a rocket,… he will come down like the stick’. Dickens indeed did not ‘come down like the stick’; Nancy’s trajectory, once Oliver is removed the second time into the bosom of the middle class, carries us deeper inside the thieves’ world. We can see how powerfully Dickens imagined the span of Nancy’s story in the ghastly echo, noted by John Carey, of this initial fiery ‘whirling’, when, after her murder, Sikes puts his club in the fire. ‘There was human hair upon the end which blazed and shrunk into a light cinder, and, caught by the air, whirled up the chimney’ (III, 10). The clubs and fires and whirlings mark the beginning and end of a tragic process.

In his 1898 study of Dickens, George Gissing, who in his youth had married a prostitute, implicitly disagreed with Thackeray: ‘Nancy herself becomes credible by force of her surroundings and in certain scenes (for instance, that of her hysterical fury in Chapter XVI [I, 16]) is life itself Her sacrifice on Oliver’s behalf, and yet her refusal to save herself by accepting Mr Brownlow’s offer of refuge because ‘I am chained to my old life’ (III, 8), dramatizes the book’s whole painful understanding of just how far – nearly all the way, but not quite – immersion in unchosen circumstances can dictate one’s moral fate. The ineluctability of her death touches Shakespeare’s Othello for tragic details: the handkerchief (Rose Maylie’s, and redemptively a gift rather than a theft by poor from rich), the bedroom, the brutal overreaction of a deceived man of action. And then Sikes’s	 fate draws on Macbeth: for the stress on the quantity of blood, the guilty hallucinations, the way he bears ‘a charmed life’ (III, 10) until the violent public death in the manner of a legal penalty. The echoes, unforced, do not impede our violent onrush to disaster.

It must be confessed that much in the book fails to reach Shakespearean heights. Gissing, though an admirer of Oliver Twist, put his finger on ‘the two blemishes of the book’: ‘Monks with his insufferable (often ludicrous) rant, and his absurd machinations’, and ‘the feeble idyllicism of the Maylie group’. And much of the plotting, especially later on – probably because of Dickens’s inexperience and the improvisatory nature of the writing – seems clumsily contrived, or at least seems clumsily revealed because ill prepared. Its accumulated coincidences are extraordinary, as a mere sample will indicate. The pocket picked by Charley and the Dodger when Oliver first goes out from Fagin’s happens to be that of Mr Brownlow, the oldest friend of Oliver’s father, and once in love with Oliver’s aunt (now dead), who happens to have on his wall a portrait of Oliver’s mother, which so resembles Oliver Mr Brownlow is awestruck. When Sikes takes Oliver after his recapture to commit his second crime, at Chertsey, hours away from London, it turns out to be the house where Oliver’s other aunt, Rose Maylie, lives. Oliver’s father’s will, destroyed by the father’s wife, happens to have stipulated that Oliver inherits only if ‘in his minority he should never have stained his name with any public act of dishonour, meanness, cowardice, or wrong’ (III, 13) – such a stain is just what falling into Fagin’s hands puts Oliver at risk of; Oliver’s legitimate but wicked brother Edward Leeford (‘Monks’) happens to be the only one to know of this will, and to see and recognize Oliver, whom he has never seen (this time by his uncanny resemblance to their common father), on the one occasion he is away from Fagin’s (and rescued by Mr Brownlow). Somehow Monks connects him with, and somehow finds, Fagin, whom he employs to recapture and criminalize him. All this contrivance is amazing, when runaway boys were routinely sucked into London crime by Fagins anyway, as the book vividly illustrates with Noah Claypole.

But such an enumeration makes plain that, as K. J. Fielding says, ‘our grasp on Oliver Twist depends on not trying to read it as if it were “realistic” ’ – at least in these sections. Even if one reflects that Oliver’s dual resemblance to father and mother is not an impossible phenomenon, and grants some other links, the demands made of the reader’s credulity seem excessive unless one takes seriously Dickens’s invocation of what Mr Brownlow calls ‘a stronger hand than chance’ (III, 11 – and not just the author’s own manipulations, either). The alliterative subtitle, ‘The Parish Boy’s Progress’, invokes the religious allegory of Bunyan’s providential Pilgrim’s Progress (1678) – which makes sense, given the preoccupation with the soul in the more artistically successful parts of the novel. Or, if we wish to understand this closed world of intricately knitted meanings as pointing to a more modern or secular subjectivity, we can think ahead to Franz Kafka and the dreamlike paranoid encounters of The Trial (1925), where figures met seemingly by chance have repeatedly some uncanny personal relation to the hero, Josef K.

In a sense we are paying, in the delayed and thus weakened explanations that occur in some later parts of the book, and paying too in the ravings and machinations of Monks, for the hypnotic power of the first half. The power, for instance, of the magnificently unmotivated, and thus apparently satanic, malignity of Fagin towards Oliver. With ‘his face wrinkled into an expression of villany perfectly demoniacal’ (I, 19), the devilish ‘old gentleman’ seems to need no contrived motive, beyond evil’s congenital hatred of innocence, to want Oliver to be ‘ours, – ours for his life!’ (I, 19). It is intoxicatingly full-blooded. There is, however, a sinister side to the initial mythic effect Fagin makes before the complicating, somewhat deflating explanations kick in. We must be uneasy about the anti – Semitic legends of child – killing which Dickens irresponsibly allows to colour or ‘naturalize’ a phrase like ‘the wily old Jew had the boy in his toils’ (I, 18); Fagin’s red hair, miserliness, resemblance to the devil, inhuman air of a ‘goblin’ or ‘hideous phantom’ or ‘loathesome reptile’ (III, 5, 9; I, 19), and general malevolence, all have some invidious connection with racial stereotype. Further on in his career Dickens, himself by habit not more than a casual anti – Semite, was to make partial amends when a Jewish lady he knew protested against his encouragement of ‘a vile prejudice against the despised Hebrew’, by creating the virtuous Riah in Our Mutual Friend.10 Dickens’s defence that Fagin was Jewish ‘because it unfortunately was true of the time to which that story refers, that that class of criminal almost invariably was a Jew’ is inadequate justification of the array of stereotypical stage properties with which he adorns his old crook (the most notorious Jewish fence of the time, Ikey Solomons, was brown – haired and beardless, and wore smart modern dress). The strongest mitigating circumstance may be Dickens’s intense relish of and twisted identification with this unforgettable embodiment of self – interest, especially at the end when Fagin faces the gallows. Although the musical Oliver/ (i960; filmed 1969), really a celebration of cockney life in the 1960s as it was collapsing, is by some measures a crude neutering and jollification of the novel, the fun its Jewish East – End composer Lionel Bart finds in his hero Fagin, displacing the serious evil on to Sikes, does correspond to something true about the novel – Dickens’s uninhibited imaginative investment in his most antisocial characters. The modern reader of Oliver Twist, however pained by the constant references to ‘the Jew’, is bound to find Fagin as a character weakened, artistically, by his compromising link with Monks: Fagin is unconvincingly made to lament being ‘bound… to a born devil that only wants the will, and has got the power to, to—’ (II, 4). Dickens is unable to make Monks live up to this billing; we can’t easily believe in Monks’s ‘power to’ harm Fagin. Maybe, though, we should, as the mere weasel Noah Claypole can bring him to the gallows. Perhaps, indeed, the conception of Monks’s tireless, cowardly malice and diseased, depraved nature – combined with his money – does have a greater force than is usually acknowledged as a picture of human evil, especially if we can adjust to the melodramatic idiom in which he is presented.

In his movements between high and low, Monks represents the book’s most concrete connection between the bourgeois overworld and the criminal underworld, but there is another sense in which Dickens offers Oliver and us no real escape from Fagin and Sikes, in which even the artistic weakness of the good characters contributes to the novel’s power. Henry James comments stimulatingly on his childhood experience of Oliver Twist through Cruikshanks illustrations that

the offered flowers or goodnesses, the scenes and figures intended to comfort and cheer, present themselves under his hand as but more subtly sinister, or more suggestively queer, than the frank badness and horrors. The nice people and the happy moments, in the plates, frightened me almost as much as the low and the awkward.

It is not just the plates that can provoke this disturbed reaction. The cosiness of the refuges offered by Mr Brownlow and the Maylies, their perfection as an obverse to captivity in the workhouse and Fagin’s perch in the rookery, strike many readers as too good to be true, too convenient to be real – as if the whole action were a dream, a mere acting – out of wishes and fears. John Bayley puts this view forcefully: ‘Even the apparent contrast between Fagin’s world and that of Rose Maylie and Mr Brownlow is not a real one, and this is not because the happy Brownlow world is rendered sentimentally and unconvincingly by Dickens, but because the two do in fact co – exist in consciousness: they are twin sides of the same coin of fantasy, not two real places that exist separately in life.’ This seems borne out by the rhyming of Fagin and Brownlow as ‘old gentlemen’ (with Fagin seeming to imitate Brownlow in the pickpocketing game even before we see him), or the way the scene between Rose and Nancy ‘bore more the semblance of a rapid dream than an actual occurrence’ (III, 3) – and by the comparative lack in the Brownlow – Maylie scenes of what Henry James in his essay ‘The Art of Fiction’ (1884) would call ‘solidity of specification’, of street names, quirky details, relish in the language. The unsettling of realistic logic gives access to a profounder significance. G. K. Chesterton said it beautifully: ‘As a nightmare, the work is really admirable. Characters which are not very clearly conceived as regards their own psychology are yet, at certain moments, managed so as to shake to its foundations our own psychology.’ For much of the action, moreover, Oliver is ill or convalescent – confused, faint, delirious, woozy or actually unconscious – which grounds and partly justifies the lurid heightening of perception in Dickens’s prose.

Another aspect of what has been called the book’s ‘Manichean’ vision is that its ‘good’ bourgeois world is emphatically unofficial, operates quite apart from, and more efficiently than, the institutions of the state and their hierarchies. Mr Brownlow has to defy the magistrate Fang in order to save Oliver; Dr Losberne bullies the servants into backing his lies to the Bow Street Runners, again in order to save Oliver, after the Chertsey burglary. There is another challenging rhyme, suggesting an even darker sense of the benevolent conspiracy on Oliver’s behalf: between the £25 bribe with which Losberne rewards the servant Giles for colluding in the lie that deceives the police, and the £25 bribe paid by Monks to Mrs Bumble for information about Oliver. The ‘good’ characters form a private ‘committee’ in the end, acting without reference to the law, and effectively kidnap Monks in order to torment and threaten him into submission (their easy success may well surprise us). They do this because they believe Oliver’s story of his innocence, despite his inability to produce any evidence of it (which means he cannot have recourse to the official world that requires provable facts). Oliver’s unbelievability, in fact, is part of his nightmare; we might connect his inability to vindicate himself with his illegitimacy as another mark of the outcast. Dr Losberne comments that ‘he can only prove the parts that look bad’ (II, 8), and perhaps this is the chief point of the seeming hallucination of Fagin and Sikes at the window, or the bizarre episode with the raving hunchback at the house by Chertsey Bridge, where Losberne does not lose faith in his young protege despite the fact that ‘not an article of furniture, not a vestige of anything, animate or inanimate, not even the position of the cupboards, answered Oliver’s description!’ (II, 9).

Oliver’s experience of exclusion, then, and Nancy’s, enforces on readers of the novel a view of society from the outside, and an understanding of the passionate necessity of having ‘friends’, a word that formerly could mean kinsmen or near relations. Nancy says to Rose (herself thought illegitimate, but luckier), ‘Thank Heaven upon your knees, dear lady,… that you had friends to care for and keep you in your childhood’ (III, 3). Oliver’s desolate early years in the workhouse world as what Mr Bumble calls ‘a naughty orphan which nobody can love’ leave him emotionally scarred (I, 3). In Bentley’s Miscellany he gives a harrowing statement of how he feels (cut down in subsequent editions) which forces even Bumble to cover his residual human response with husky-voiced coughing:

‘So lonely, sir – so very lonely,’ cried the child. ‘Everybody hates me. Oh! sir, don’t be cross to me. I feel as if I had been cut here, sir, and it was all bleeding away;’ and the child beat his hand upon his heart, and looked into his companion’s face with tears of real agony. (I, 4)

That ‘Everybody hates me’ is not quite true, but for practical purposes It’s often true enough in the bleak England Dickens shows us. We find it so in the gratuitous meanness of the coach passengers to the starving Oliver as he limps towards London, or in the perversity of Brownlow’s friend Grimwig as he sends Oliver on an errand he hopes will show him to be a liar and thief, or in the instant prejudiced approval of the onlookers in the street (‘It’ll do him good!’) for the violent blows Bill Sikes delivers to Oliver’s head as he recaptures the boy for Fagin (I, 15). ‘Tears of real agony’ are hardly an excessive reaction. It is as a guard against such raw, wounded solitude and its dangers that the cosy surrogate families and makeshift communities of Dickens’s novels are constructed. The lonely are vulnerable to temptation, as we see in Oliver’s second captivity at Fagin’s, where after days of solitary confinement he is only ‘too happy to have some faces, however bad, to look upon’ (I, 18), and, in his relief at being in company, much enjoys Fagin’s droll retelling of robberies he has committed: he ‘could not help laughing heartily, and showing that he was amused in spite of all his better feelings’. Dickens knows the limits of resistance, and we should sense here how possible it is that Oliver may enter the life of crime and fulfil the prediction of the gentleman in the white waistcoat. When we learn of Oliver’s mother’s dying prayer for her baby, it is a statement of what we could see as the book’s great yearning, an impulse born of Dickens’s own childhood and constituting the serious ground of all the imaginative life and energy and humour of Oliver Twist: she asks God ‘to raise up some friends for it in this troubled world, and take pity upon a lonely desolate child abandoned to its mercy!’ (II, 2).

NOTES

1. Reprinted in Charles Dickens: The Critical Heritage, ed. Philip Collins. For details of this and other works cited in the Introduction, see ‘Further Reading’. I have used notes only where sources of quotations are not obvious.

2. Quoted in The Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. Madeline House and Graham Storey, I, p. 279 (hereafter ‘Letters’). As a humorist and social observer, Barham himself, later a friend of Dickens, would touch on a central concern of Oliver Twist in ‘The Execution: A Sporting Anecdote’, a scathing 1840 account of an Egan – like aristocratic excursion to witness a public execution included in his popular comic verse – tale collection The Ingoldsby Legends. The vacuous, thrill – seeking Lord Tomnoddy believes that



To see a man swing, at the end of a string,

With his neck in a noose, will be quite a new thing.

He hires a first-floor room in a public house, the Magpie and Stump, opposite the gallows at the front of Newgate Prison for himself and his friends. But they eat and drink too much the night before, and sleep through the event.

3. Dated 28 February 1846, reprinted in The Law as Literature: An Anthology of Great Writing in and about the Law, ed. Louis Blom-Cooper, p. 385. These feelings of revulsion persisted in Dickens: ‘Coming here from the Station this morning, I met, coming from the execution of the Walworth Murderer, such a tide of ruffians as never could have flowed from any point but the Gallows. Without any figure of speech, it turned one white and sick to behold them’ (1S60; Letters, IX, p. 303).

4. The phrase is implicit in Oliver Twist, II, 4, where the Three Cripples’ clients’ countenances ‘irresistibly attracted the attention by their very repul – siveness’.

5. Robert L. Patten, Charles Dickens and his Publishers, p. 86; Letters, I, p. 619. Dickens’s friend W. C. Macready confided to his diary his real sense of the rights and wrongs of the dispute: ‘[Dickens] makes a contract, which he considers advantageous at the time, but subsequently finding his talent more lucrative than he had supposed, he refused to fulfil the contract’ (quoted in Charles Dickens and his Publishers, p. 85).

6. Charles Baudelaire, quoted in J. Hillis Miller, ‘The Fiction of Realism: Sketches by Boz, Oliver Twist and Cruikshanks Illustrations’, p. 141.

7. Kathleen Tillotson, ‘A Letter from Dickens on Capital Punishment’ (from the Daily News, 23 February 1846), Times Literary Supplement, 12 August 1965, p. 704.

8. Quoted in Keith Hollingsworth, The Newgate Novel 1830 – 1847: Bulwer, Ainsworth, Dickens, and Thackeray, p. 143. Dickens in the letter of 28 February 1846 calls this ‘his wicked defence’ (The Law as Literature, ed. Blom – Cooper, p. 385).

9. Salomon Gessner (1730–88) was a German pastoral poet.

10. See Charles Dickens and His Jewish Characters, ed. Cumberland Clark, p. 18. See also note 9 to I, 8. Dickens also revised many of the references to ‘the Jew’ in the 1867 ‘Charles Dickens’ edition. See ‘Selected Textual Variants’.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

This is the first critical edition to take as copy – text the original periodical version of Oliver Twist, or, The Parish Boy’s Progress in Bentley’s Miscellany, which ran from February 1837 to April 1839 in twenty – four instalments (with no instalments in May 1837, October 1837 or September 1838). Dickens was himself the editor of Bentley’s Miscellany until the last of several clashes with its publisher Richard Bentley, about money, editorial control, etc., led to his resignation on 31 January 1839. The publics first opportunity to read the last nine chapters came with Bentley’s rapid publication of the novel in three – volume form at 25 shillings on 9 November 1838– before the end of its serial appearance. Dickens had given the printers the text for the complete novel on 20 October 1838 (consisting of the Bentley’s Miscellany instalments up to that of October 1838– he made some revisions subsequently on the proof – and of manuscript for the last eleven chapters). The divisions between magazine instalments are marked in this text with an asterisk (*).

The editor of what Dickens saw as his first real novel is confronted with several difficult choices when it comes to the text. The main textual sources are: the Bentley’s Miscellany text, set from manuscript up to November 1838 and thereafter from the first book – edition (hereafter Bentley’s); the November 1838 Bentley first book – edition in three volumes (hereafter 1838), which was the basis for several reissues including the 1841 ‘third edition’; the major 1846 revised edition (hereafter 184G), issued in ten monthly parts and then a single volume (frequently reprinted and thebasis of Kathleen Tillotson’s 1966 Clarendon Press edition); the 1850 ‘Cheap Edition’; and the last lifetime edition, the ‘Charles Dickens’ of 1867. (There is in addition the incomplete manuscript, surviving in the Victoria & Albert Museum, from which some readings are given in the Selected Textual Variants.)

The choice of Bentley’s Miscellany, which is unavailable outside research libraries, as a copy-text may be controversial, but Richard Altick, in his review of the Clarendon edition, cites Tillotson’s judgement that ‘the text achieves stability only in 1846’, and comments persuasively:

Little complaint can be made of this rationale; yet it seems to me that there is an equally good argument for choosing an earlier text, either that of the serialization in Bentley’s Miscellany or that of the first book-form publication, the Bentley edition of 1838. If, to invoke what is by now a critical commonplace, the totality of a literary work as we now have it embraces and is significantly affected by the history of its reception, one may plead that a text which faithfully represents the book in its pristine form has at least as much value as one which embodies the results of the authors second thoughts. It represents the work as it was at the most critical moment of its life. In a case like Dickens’s, in the history of whose career the factor of immediate and immense popularity is so important, such an argument seems to me to have especial validity.

1838 was produced in some haste (in order to be on the market early enough to tempt impatient readers from the serial), and the last portion in manuscript was delivered to the printer no earlier than 20 October, leaving little time before publication on 9 November (and Dickens went to Wales for the crucial last eleven days). Its setting, like that of the earlier part of the novel from Bentley’s, was divided between two printers (though this was not unusual at the time). Dickens saw proof of much (and just possibly, at the last minute, of all) of the book, and he refined details of phrasing, as well as attempting to iron out wrinkles in the timing of the plot; but there was no large-scale revision.

Bentley’s gives us a slightly longer book; in the early stages of composition, as Tillotson points out, ‘Dickens made some quite considerable cuts–the three – volume version is slightly shorter than the Miscellany version, and that is considerably shorter than the manuscript version’ (‘Oliver Twist in Three Volumes’). There are thus some long passages which now appear in the novel for the first time in a critical edition. Bentley’s is also, famously, the only text in which the town where Oliver is born and raised in the workhouse is named, as ‘Mudfog’. The division of chapters between the three (unequal) Books of Bentley’s (22,14 and 15 chapters respectively) is lost in all subsequent editions. In 1838, chapters are simply numbered up to fifty-one, with no division of Books; in 1846, the divisions are slightly different (helping to fit the text into ten parts), and there are 53 chapters.

Another decisive factor in the present choice of copy-text is that as editor of Bentley’s Miscellany, which was an elegantly produced gentlemen’s magazine (not particularly aimed at a ‘family’ readership), Dickens was responsible for revising and correcting all articles accepted, and for correcting proof. He thus seems to have closely supervised the Bentley’s appearance of Oliver Twist at least up until his resignation from the editorship (and Tillotson notes, ‘There is also some evidence of Dickens’s proof – correction of Bentley’s instalments after December’). The involvement of the author, the care that was taken over the Bentley’s text in its handsome page and the generally accepted view that in Tim Cribb’s words ‘awareness of the instalment form should be an essential part in the normal experience of reading Dickens’, have all weighed heavily in the selection of the serial text.

I have aimed at producing a clear reading text, with a minimum of alteration or emendation of Bentley’s. In a few places I have felt forced to emend self-evident errors affecting the sense and thus the flow of reading; I have signalled emendations in the list of Selected Textual Variants and one or two in the Notes. In accordance with usual Penguin Classics house style, double quotation marks have become single; m – dashes have become spaced n – dashes (and 2m – dashes m’s); and titles (e.g. Mr, Mrs) have lost their full stop. The chapter titles are in capitals (as in Bentley’s and later editions), but are in italics here.

The illustrations by George Cruikshank (see Introduction, pp. xxiii, xxvi – xxvii) appeared in Bentley’s Miscellany and most subsequent illustrated editions.

At the end of this edition there is a list of ‘Selected Textual Variants’, which is designed to give readers a general sense of the significant differences between the texts, and to show that they can be interesting.

For a full history of the novel’s composition and text, readers should consult Tillotson’s Introduction to her Clarendon edition, and her ‘Oliver Twist in Three Volumes’; and also Burton M. Wheeler’s subsequent and fiendishly imaginative account of the work’s evolution in ‘The Text and Plan of Oliver Twist’. Dickens’s fraught relations with Bentley, whom he called in 1840 ‘the Burlington Street Brigand’, are carefully but fascinatingly detailed in Robert L. Patten’s Charles Dickens and His Publishers, and also in Kathryn Chittick’s Dickens and the 1830s. Significant contributions to the debate over editorial approach were made in reviews of the Clarendon edition by: Richard D. Altick, in Victorian Studies 11 (March 1968), 415–16; Fredson Bowers, in Nineteenth Century Fiction 23 (September 1968), 226–39; and Timothy Cribb, in Review of English Studies 19 (February 1968), 87–91.




OLIVER TWIST,
OR, THE PARISH BOY’S PROGRESS.

BY BOZ.

ILLUSTRATED BY GEORGE CRUIKSHANK.

[BOOK THE FIRST]

CHAPTER THE FIRST

TREATS OF THE PLACE WHERE OLIVER TWIST WAS BORN, AND OF THE CIRCUMSTANCES ATTENDING HIS BIRTH

Among other public buildings in the town of Mudfog,1 it boasts of one which is common to most towns great or small, to wit, a workhouse;2 and in this workhouse there was born on a day and date which I need not trouble myself to repeat, inasmuch as it can be of no possible consequence to the reader, in this stage of the business at all events, the item of mortality3 whose name is prefixed to the head of this chapter. For a long time after he was ushered into this world of sorrow and trouble, by the parish surgeon,4 it remained a matter of considerable doubt whether the child would survive to bear any name at all; in which case it is somewhat more than probable that these memoirs would never have appeared, or, if they had, being comprised within a couple of pages, they would have possessed the inestimable merit of being the most concise and faithful specimen of biography extant in the literature of any age or country. Although I am not disposed to maintain that the being born in a workhouse is in itself the most fortunate and enviable circumstance that can possibly befal a human being, I do mean to say that in this particular instance it was the best thing for Oliver Twist that could by possibility have occurred. The fact is, that there was considerable difficulty in inducing Oliver to take upon himself the office of respiration, – a troublesome practice, but one which custom has rendered necessary to our easy existence, – and for some time he lay gasping on a little flock mattress, rather unequally poised between this world and the next, the balance being decidedly in favour of the latter. Now, if during this brief period Oliver had been surrounded by careful grandmothers, anxious aunts, experienced nurses, and doctors of profound wisdom, he would most inevitably and indubitably have been killed in no time. There being nobody by, however, but a pauper old woman, who was rendered rather misty by an unwonted allowance of beer, and a parish surgeon who did such matters by contract, Oliver and nature fought out the point between them. The result was, that, after a few struggles, Oliver breathed, sneezed, and proceeded to advertise to the inmates of the workhouse the fact of a new burden having been imposed upon the parish, by setting up as loud a cry as could reasonably have been expected from a male infant who had not been possessed of that very useful appendage, a voice, for a much longer space of time than three minutes and a quarter.

As Oliver gave this first testimony of the free and proper action of his lungs, the patchwork coverlet, which was carelessly flung over the iron bedstead, rustled; the pale face of a young female was raised feebly from the pillow; and a faint voice imperfectly articulated the words ‘Let me see the child, and die.’

The surgeon had been sitting with his face turned towards the fire, giving the palms of his hands a warm, and a rub, alternately; but as the young woman spoke, he rose, and, advancing to the bed’s head, said with more kindness than might have been expected of him –

‘Oh, you must not talk about dying, yet.’

‘Lor bless her dear heart, no!’ interposed the nurse, hastily depositing in her pocket a green glass bottle, the contents of which she had been tasting in a corner with evident satisfaction. ‘Lor bless her dear heart, when she has lived as long as I have, sir, and had thirteen children of her own, and all on ’em dead except two, and them in the wurkus with me, she’ll know better than to take on in that way, bless her dear heart! Think what it is to be a mother, there’s a dear young lamb, do.’

Apparently this consolatory perspective of a mother’s prospects failed in producing its due effect. The patient shook her head, and stretched out her hand towards the child.

The surgeon deposited it in her arms. She imprinted her cold white lips passionately on its forehead, passed her hands over her face, gazed wildly round, shuddered, fell back – and died. They chafed her breast, hands, and temples; but the blood had frozen for ever. They talked of hope and comfort. They had been strangers too long.

‘It’s all over, Mrs Thingummy,’ said the surgeon, at last.

‘Ah, poor dear; so it is!’ said the nurse, picking up the cork of the green bottle which had fallen out on the pillow as she stooped to take up the child. ‘Poor dear!’

‘You needn’t mind sending up to me, if the child cries, nurse,’ said the surgeon, putting on his gloves with great deliberation. ‘It’s very likely it will be troublesome. Give it a little gruel5 if it is.’ He put on his hat, and, pausing by the bed-side on his way to the door, added, ‘She was a good-looking girl too; where did she come from?’

‘She was brought here last night,’ replied the old woman, ‘by the overseer’s order.6 She was found lying in the street; – she had walked some distance, for her shoes were worn to pieces; but where she came from, or where she was going to, nobody knows.’

The surgeon leant over the body, and raised the left hand. ‘The old story,’ he said, shaking his head: ‘no wedding-ring, I see. Ah! good night.’

The medical gentleman walked away to dinner; and the nurse, having once more applied herself to the green bottle, sat down on a low chair before the fire, and proceeded to dress the infant.

And what an excellent example of the power of dress young Oliver Twist was! Wrapped in the blanket which had hitherto formed his only covering, he might have been the child of a nobleman or a beggar; – it would have been hard for the haughtiest stranger to have fixed his station in society. But now he was enveloped in the old calico robes, that had grown yellow in the same service; he was badged and ticketed, and fell into his place at once – a parish child – the orphan of a workhouse – the humble, half-starved drudge – to be cuffed and buffeted through the world, despised by all, and pitied by none.

Oliver cried lustily. If he could have known that he was an orphan, left to the tender mercies of churchwardens and overseers, perhaps he would have cried the louder.


CHAPTER THE SECOND

TREATS OF OLIVER TWIST’S GROWTH, EDUCATION, AND BOARD

For the next eight or ten months, Oliver was the victim of a systematic course of treachery and deception – he was brought up by hand.1 The hungry and destitute situation of the infant orphan was duly reported by the workhouse authorities to the parish authorities. The parish authorities inquired with dignity of the workhouse authorities, whether there was no female then domiciled in ‘the house’ who was in a situation to impart to Oliver Twist the consolation and nourishment of which he stood in need. The workhouse authorities replied with humility that there was not. Upon this, the parish authorities magnanimously and humanely resolved, that Oliver should be ‘farmed,’ or, in other words, that he should be despatched to a branch-workhouse some three miles off, where twenty or thirty other juvenile offenders against the poor-laws2 rolled about the floor all day, without the inconvenience of too much food, or too much clothing, under the parental superintendence of an elderly female who received the culprits at and for the consideration of sevenpence-halfpenny per small head per week. Sevenpence-halfpenny’s worth per week is a good round diet for a child; a great deal may be got for sevenpence-halfpenny – quite enough to overload its stomach, and make it uncomfortable. The elderly female was a woman of wisdom and experience; she knew what was good for children, and she had a very accurate perception of what was good for herself. So, she appropriated the greater part of the weekly stipend to her own use, and consigned the rising parochial generation to even a shorter allowance than was originally provided for them; thereby finding in the lowest depth a deeper still,3 and proving herself a very great experimental philosopher.

Everybody knows the story of another experimental philosopher, who had a great theory about a horse being able to live without eating,4 and who demonstrated it so well, that he got his own horse down to a straw a day, and would most unquestionably have rendered him a very spirited and rampacious animal upon nothing at all, if he hadn’t died, just four-and-twenty hours before he was to have had his first comfortable bait of air. Unfortunately for the experimental philosophy of the female to whose protecting care Oliver Twist was delivered over, a similar result usually attended the operation of her system; for just at the very moment when a child had contrived to exist upon the smallest possible portion of the weakest possible food, it did perversely happen in eight and a half cases out often, either that it sickened from want and cold, or fell into the fire from neglect, or got smothered by accident; in any one of which cases, the miserable little being was usually summoned into another world, and there gathered to the fathers which it had never known in this.

Occasionally, when there was some more than usually interesting inquest upon a parish child who had been overlooked in turning up a bedstead, or inadvertently scalded to death when there happened to be a washing, (though the latter accident was very scarce, – anything approaching to a washing being of rare occurrence in the farm,) the jury would take it into their heads to ask troublesome questions, or the parishioners would rebelliously affix their signatures to a remonstrance: but these impertinencies were speedily checked by the evidence of the surgeon, and the testimony of the beadle;5 the former of whom had always opened the body, and found nothing inside (which was very probable indeed), and the latter of whom invariably swore whatever the parish wanted, which was very self-devotional. Besides, the board6 made periodical pilgrimages to the farm, and always sent the beadle the day before, to say they were coming. The children were neat and clean to behold, when they went; and what more would the people have?

It cannot be expected that this system of farming would produce any very extraordinary or luxuriant crop. Oliver Twist’s eighth birth-day7 found him a pale, thin child, somewhat diminutive in stature, and decidedly small in circumference. But nature or inheritance had implanted a good sturdy spirit in Oliver’s breast: it had had plenty of room to expand, thanks to the spare diet of the establishment; and perhaps to this circumstance may be attributed his having any eighth birth-day at all. Be this as it may, however, it was his eighth birth-day; and he was keeping it in the coal-cellar with a select party of two other young gentlemen, who, after participating with him in a sound threshing,8 had been locked up therein, for atrociously presuming to be hungry, when Mrs Mann, the good lady of the house, was unexpectedly startled by the apparition of Mr Bumble the beadle, striving to undo the wicket of the garden-gate.

‘Goodness gracious! is that you, Mr Bumble, sir?’ said Mrs Mann, thrusting her head out of the window in well-affected ecstasies of joy. ‘(Susan, take Oliver and them two brats up stairs, and wash ’em directly.) – My heart alive! Mr Bumble, how glad I am to see you, sure-ly!’

Now Mr Bumble was a fat man, and a choleric one; so, instead of responding to this open-hearted salutation in a kindred spirit, he gave the little wicket a tremendous shake, and then bestowed upon it a kick, which could have emanated from no leg but a beadle’s.

‘Lor, only think,’ said Mrs Mann, running out, – for the three boys had been removed by this time, – ‘only think of that! That I should have forgotten that the gate was bolted on the inside, on account of them dear children! Walk in, sir; walk in, pray, Mr Bumble; do, sir.’

Although this invitation was accompanied with a curtsey that might have softened the heart of a churchwarden, it by no means mollified the beadle.

‘Do you think this respectful or proper conduct, Mrs Mann,’ inquired Mr Bumble, grasping his cane, – ‘to keep the parish officers a-waiting at your garden-gate, when they come here upon porochial business connected with the porochial orphans? Are you aware, Mrs Mann, that you are, as I may say, a porochial delegate, and a stipendiary?’

‘I’m sure, Mr Bumble, that I was only a-telling one or two of the dear children as is so fond of you, that it was you a-coming,’ replied Mrs Mann with great humility.

Mr Bumble had a great idea of his oratorical powers and his importance. He had displayed the one, and vindicated the other. He relaxed.

‘Well, well, Mrs Mann,’ he replied in a calmer tone; ‘it may be as you say; it may be. Lead the way in, Mrs Mann; for I come on business, and have got something to say.’

Mrs Mann ushered the beadle into a small parlour with a brick floor, placed a seat for him, and officiously deposited his cocked hat and cane on the table before him. Mr Bumble wiped from his forehead the perspiration which his walk had engendered, glanced complacently at the cocked hat, and smiled. Yes, he smiled: beadles are but men, and Mr Bumble smiled.

‘Now don’t you be offended at what I’m a-going to say,’ observed Mrs Mann with captivating sweetness. ‘You’ve had a long walk, you know, or I wouldn’t mention it. Now will you take a little drop of something, Mr Bumble?’

‘Not a drop – not a drop,’ said Mr Bumble, waving his right hand in a dignified, but still placid manner.

‘I think you will,’ said Mrs Mann, who had noticed the tone of the refusal, and the gesture that had accompanied it. ‘Just a leetle drop, with a little cold water, and a lump of sugar.’

Mr Bumble coughed.

‘Now, just a little drop,’ said Mrs Mann persuasively.

‘What is it?’ inquired the beadle.

‘Why it’s what I’m obliged to keep a little of in the house, to put in the blessed infants’ Daffy9 when they ain’t well, Mr Bumble,’ replied Mrs Mann as she opened a corner cupboard, and took down a bottle and glass. ‘It’s gin.’

‘Do you give the children Daffy, Mrs Mann?’ inquired Bumble, following with his eyes the interesting process of mixing.

‘Ah, bless ’em, that I do, dear as it is,’ replied the nurse. ‘I couldn’t see ’em suffer before my very eyes, you know, sir.’

‘No,’ said Mr Bumble approvingly; ‘no, you could not. You are a humane woman, Mrs Mann.’ – (Here she set down the glass.) – ‘I shall take an early opportunity of mentioning it to the board, Mrs Mann.’ – (He drew it towards him.) – ‘You feel as a mother, Mrs Mann.’ – (He stirred the gin and water.) – ‘I – I drink your health with cheerfulness, Mrs Mann;’ – and he swallowed half of it.

‘And now about business,’ said the beadle, taking out a leathern pocket-book. ‘The child that was half-baptised,10 Oliver Twist, is eight years old to-day.’

‘Bless him!’ interposed Mrs Mann, inflaming her left eye with the corner of her apron.

‘And notwithstanding an offered reward often pound, which was afterwards increased to twenty pound, – notwithstanding the most superlative, and, I may say, supernat’ral exertions on the part of this parish,’ said Bumble, ‘we have never been able to discover who is his father, or what is his mother’s settlement, name, or condition.’11

Mrs Mann raised her hands in astonishment; but added, after a moment’s reflection, ‘How comes he to have any name at all, then?’

The beadle drew himself up with great pride, and said, ‘I inwented it.’

‘You, Mr Bumble!’

‘I, Mrs Mann. We name our foundlin’s in alphabetical order. The last was a S, – Swubble: I named him. This was a T, – Twist: I named him. The next one as comes will be Unwin, and the next Vilkins. I have got names ready made to the end of the alphabet, and all the way through it again, when we come to Z.’

‘Why, you’re quite a literary character, sir!’ said Mrs Mann.

‘Well, well,’ said the beadle, evidently gratified with the compliment; ‘perhaps I may be; perhaps I may be, Mrs Mann.’ He finished the gin and water, and added, ‘Oliver being now too old to remain here, the Board have determined to have him back into the house; and I have come out myself to take him there, – so let me see him at once.’

‘I’ll fetch him directly,’ said Mrs Mann, leaving the room for that purpose. And Oliver having by this time had as much of the outer coat of dirt which encrusted his face and hands removed as could be scrubbed off in one washing, was led into the room by his benevolent protectress.

‘Make a bow to the gentleman, Oliver,’ said Mrs Mann.

Oliver made a bow, which was divided between the beadle on the chair and the cocked hat on the table.

‘Will you go along with me, Oliver?’ said Mr Bumble in a majestic voice.

Oliver was about to say that he would go along with anybody with great readiness, when, glancing upwards, he caught sight of Mrs Mann, who had got behind the beadle’s chair, and was shaking her fist at him with a furious countenance. He took the hint at once, for the fist had been too often impressed upon his body not to be deeply impressed upon his recollection.

‘Will she go with me?’ inquired poor Oliver.

‘No, she can’t,’ replied Mr Bumble; ‘but she’ll come and see you, sometimes.’

This was no very great consolation to the child; but, young as he was, he had sense enough to make a feint of feeling great regret at going away. It was no very difficult matter for the boy to call the tears into his eyes. Hunger and recent ill-usage are great assistants if you want to cry; and Oliver cried very naturally indeed. Mrs Mann gave him a thousand embraces, and, what Oliver wanted a great deal more, a piece of bread and butter, lest he should seem too hungry when he got to the workhouse. With the slice of bread in his hand, and the little brown-cloth parish cap upon his head, Oliver was then led away by Mr Bumble from the wretched home where one kind word or look had never lighted the gloom of his infant years. And yet he burst into an agony of childish grief as the cottage-gate closed after him. Wretched as were the little companions in misery he was leaving behind, they were the only friends he had ever known; and a sense of his loneliness in the great wide world sank into the child’s heart for the first time.

Mr Bumble walked on with long strides; and little Oliver, firmly grasping his gold-laced cuff, trotted beside him, inquiring at the end of every quarter of a mile whether they were ‘nearly there,’ to which interrogations Mr Bumble returned very brief and snappish replies; for the temporary blandness which gin and water awakens in some bosoms had by this time evaporated, and he was once again a beadle.

Oliver had not been within the walls of the workhouse a quarter of an hour, and had scarcely completed the demolition of a second slice of bread, when Mr Bumble, who had handed him over to the care of an old woman, returned, and, telling him it was aboard night, informed him that the board had said he was to appear before it forthwith.

Not having a very clearly defined notion of what a live board was, Oliver was rather astounded by this intelligence, and was not quite certain whether he ought to laugh or cry. He had no time to think about the matter, however; for Mr Bumble gave him a tap on the head with his cane to wake him up, and another on the back to make him lively, and, bidding him follow, conducted him into a large whitewashed room, where eight or ten fat gentlemen were sitting round a table, at the top of which, seated in an arm-chair rather higher than the rest, was a particularly fat gentleman with a very round, red face.

‘Bow to the board,’ said Bumble. Oliver brushed away two or three tears that were lingering in his eyes, and seeing no board but the table, fortunately bowed to that.

‘What’s your name, boy?’ said the gentleman in the high chair.

Oliver was frightened at the sight of so many gentlemen, which made him tremble; and the beadle gave him another tap behind, which made him cry; and these two causes made him answer in a very low and hesitating voice; whereupon a gentleman in a white waistcoat said he was a fool, which was a capital way of raising his spirits, and putting him quite at his ease.

‘Boy,’ said the gentleman in the high chair; ‘listen to me. You know you’re an orphan, I suppose?’

‘What’s that, sir?’ inquired poor Oliver.

‘The boy is a fool – I thought he was,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat, in a very decided tone. If one member of a class be blessed with an intuitive perception of others of the same race, the gentleman in the white waistcoat was unquestionably well qualified to pronounce an opinion on the matter.

‘Hush!’ said the gentleman who had spoken first. ‘You know you’ve got no father or mother, and that you are brought up by the parish, don’t you?’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Oliver, weeping bitterly.

‘What are you crying for?’ inquired the gentleman in the white waistcoat; and to be sure it was very extraordinary. What could he be crying for?

‘I hope you say your prayers every night,’ said another gentleman in a gruff voice, ‘and pray for the people who feed you, and take care of you, like a Christian.’

‘Yes, sir,’ stammered the boy. The gentleman who spoke last was unconsciously right. It would have been very like a Christian, and a marvellously good Christian, too, if Oliver had prayed for the people who fed and took care of him. But he hadn’t, because nobody had taught him.

‘Well, you have come here to be educated, and taught a useful trade,’ said the red-faced gentleman in the high chair.

‘So you’ll begin to pick oakum12 to-morrow morning at six o’clock,’ added the surly one in the white waistcoat.

For the combination of both these blessings in the one simple process of picking oakum, Oliver bowed low by the direction of the beadle, and was then hurried away to a large ward, where, on a rough hard bed, he sobbed himself to sleep. What a noble illustration of the tender laws of this favoured country! they let the paupers go to sleep!

Poor Oliver! He little thought, as he lay sleeping in happy unconsciousness of all around him, that the board had that very day arrived at a decision which would exercise the most material influence over all his future fortunes. But they had. And this was it: –

The members of this board were very sage, deep, philosophical men; and when they came to turn their attention to the workhouse, they found out at once, what ordinary folks would never have discovered, – the poor people liked it! It was a regular place of public entertainment for the poorer classes, – a tavern where there was nothing to pay, – a public breakfast, dinner, tea, and supper, all the year round, – a brick and mortar elysium where it was all play and no work. ‘Oho!’ said the board, looking very knowing; ‘we are the fellows to set this to rights; we’ll stop it all in no time.’ So they established the rule, that all poor people should have the alternative (for they would compel nobody, not they,) of being starved by a gradual process in the house, or by a quick one out of it. With this view, they contracted with the waterworks to lay on an unlimited supply of water, and with a corn-factor to supply periodically small quantities of oatmeal; and issued three meals of thin gruel a-day, with an onion twice a week, and half a roll on Sundays. They made a great many other wise and humane regulations having reference to the ladies,13 which it is not necessary to repeat; kindly undertook to divorce poor married people, in consequence of the great expense of a suit in Doctors’ Commons;14 and, instead of compelling a man to support his family as they had theretofore done, took his family away from him, and made him a bachelor! There is no telling how many applicants for relief under these last two heads would not have started up in all classes of society, if it had not been coupled with the workhouse. But they were long-headed men, and they had provided for this difficulty. The relief was inseparable from the workhouse and the gruel; and that frightened people.

For the first three months after Oliver Twist was removed, the system was in full operation. It was rather expensive at first, in consequence of the increase in the undertaker’s bill, and the necessity of taking in the clothes of all the paupers, which fluttered loosely on their wasted, shrunken forms, after a week or two’s gruel. But the number of workhouse inmates got thin, as well as the paupers; and the board were in ecstasies.

The room in which the boys were fed, was a large, stone hall, with a copper at one end,15 out of which the master, dressed in an apron for the purpose, and assisted by one or two women, ladled the gruel at meal-times; of which composition each boy had one porringer, and no more, – except on festive occasions, and then he had two ounces and a quarter of bread besides. The bowls never wanted washing – the boys polished them with their spoons, till they shone again; and when they had performed this operation (which never took very long, the spoons being nearly as large as the bowls), they would sit staring at the copper with such eager eyes as if they could devour the very bricks of which it was composed; employing themselves meanwhile in sucking their fingers most assiduously, with the view of catching up any stray splashes of gruel that might have been cast thereon. Boys have generally excellent appetites: Oliver Twist and his companions suffered the tortures of slow starvation for three months; at last they got so voracious and wild with hunger, that one boy, who was tall for his age, and hadn’t been used to that sort of thing, (for his father had kept a small cook’s shop,) hinted darkly to his companions, that unless he had another basin of gruel per diem,16 he was afraid he should some night eat the boy who slept next him, who happened to be a weakly youth of tender age. He had a wild, hungry eye, and they implicitly believed him. A council was held; lots were cast who should walk up to the master after supper that evening, and ask for more; and it fell to Oliver Twist.

The evening arrived: the boys took their places; the master in his cook’s uniform stationed himself at the copper; his pauper assistants ranged themselves behind him; the gruel was served out, and a long grace was said over the short commons. The gruel disappeared, and the boys whispered each other and winked at Oliver, while his next neighbours nudged him. Child as he was, he was desperate with hunger and reckless with misery. He rose from the table, and advancing, basin and spoon in hand, to the master, said, somewhat alarmed at his own temerity –

‘Please, sir, I want some more.’

The master was a fat, healthy man, but he turned very pale. He gazed in stupified astonishment on the small rebel for some seconds, and then clung for support to the copper. The assistants were paralysed with wonder, and the boys with fear.

‘What!’ said the master at length, in a faint voice.

‘Please, sir,’ replied Oliver, ‘I want some more.’

The master aimed a blow at Oliver’s head with the ladle, pinioned him in his arms, and shrieked aloud for the beadle.

The board were sitting in solemn conclave when Mr Bumble rushed into the room in great excitement, and addressing the gentleman in the high chair, said, –

‘Mr Limbkins, I beg your pardon, sir; – Oliver Twist has asked for more.’ There was a general start. Horror was depicted on every countenance.

‘For more!’ said Mr Limbkins. ‘Compose yourself, Bumble, and answer me distinctly. Do I understand that he asked for more, after he had eaten the supper allotted by the dietary?’

‘He did, sir,’ replied Bumble.

‘That boy will be hung,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat; ‘I know that boy will be hung.’

Nobody controverted the prophetic gentleman’s opinion. An animated discussion took place. Oliver was ordered into instant confinement; and a bill was next morning pasted on the outside of the gate, offering a reward of five pounds to anybody who would take Oliver Twist off the hands of the parish: in other words, five pounds and Oliver Twist were offered to any man or woman who wanted an apprentice to any trade, business, or calling.

‘I never was more convinced of anything in my life,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat, as he knocked at the gate and read the bill next morning, – ‘I never was more convinced of anything in my life, than I am that that boy will come to be hung.’

 





Oliver asking for more


As I propose to show in the sequel whether the white-waistcoated gentleman was right or not, I should perhaps mar the interest of this narrative, (supposing it to possess any at all,) if I ventured to hint just yet, whether the life of Oliver Twist will be a long or a short piece of biography.

*


CHAPTER THE THIRD

RELATES HOW OLIVER TWIST WAS VERY NEAR GETTING A PLACE, WHICH WOULD NO T HA VE BEEN A SINECURE

For a week after the commission of the impious and profane offence of asking for more, Oliver remained a close prisoner in the dark and solitary room to which he had been consigned by the wisdom and mercy of the board. It appears, at first sight, not unreasonable to suppose, that, if he had entertained a becoming feeling of respect for the prediction of the gentleman in the white waistcoat, he would have established that sage individual’s prophetic character, once and for ever, by tying one end of his pocket handkerchief to a hook in the wall, and attaching himself to the other. To the performance of this feat, however, there was one obstacle, namely, that pocket-handkerchiefs being decided articles of luxury, had been, for all future times and ages, removed from the noses of paupers by the express order of the board in council assembled, solemnly given and pronounced under their hands and seals. There was a still greater obstacle in Oliver’s youth and childishness. He only cried bitterly all day; and when the long, dismal night came on, he spread his little hands before his eyes to shut out the darkness, and crouching in the corner, tried to sleep, ever and anon waking with a start and tremble, and drawing himself closer and closer to the wall, as if to feel even its cold hard surface were a protection in the gloom and loneliness which surrounded him.

Let it not be supposed by the enemies of ‘the system,’ that, during the period of his solitary incarceration, Oliver was denied the benefit of exercise, the pleasure of society, or the advantages of religious consolation. As for exercise, it was nice cold weather, and he was allowed to perform his ablutions every morning under the pump, in a stone yard, in the presence of Mr Bumble, who prevented his catching cold, and caused a tingling sensation to pervade his frame, by repeated applications of the cane; as for society, he was carried every other day into the hall where the boys dined, and there sociably flogged as a public warning and example; and, so far from being denied the advantages of religious consolation, he was kicked into the same apartment every evening at prayer-time, and there permitted to listen to, and console his mind with, a general supplication of the boys, containing a special clause therein inserted by the authority of the board, in which they entreated to be made good, virtuous, contented, and obedient, and to be guarded from the sins and vices of Oliver Twist, whom the supplication distinctly set forth to be under the exclusive patronage and protection of the powers of wickedness, and an article direct from the manufactory of the devil himself.

It chanced one morning, while Oliver’s affairs were in this auspicious and comfortable state, that Mr Gamfield, chimney-sweeper, was wending his way adown the High-street, deeply cogitating in his mind, his ways and means of paying certain arrears of rent, for which his landlord had become rather pressing. Mr Gamfield’s most sanguine calculation of funds could not raise them within full five pounds of the desired amount; and, in a species of arithmetical desperation, he was alternately cudgelling his brains and his donkey, when, passing the workhouse, his eyes encountered the bill on the gate.

‘Woo!’ said Mr Gamfield, to the donkey.

The donkey was in a state of profound abstraction, – wondering, probably, whether he was destined to be regaled with a cabbage-stalk or two, when he had disposed of the two sacks of soot with which the little cart was laden; so, without noticing the word of command, he jogged onwards.

Mr Gamfield growled a fierce imprecation on the donkey generally, but more particularly on his eyes; and, running after him, bestowed a blow on his head which would inevitably have beaten in any skull but a donkey’s; then, catching hold of the bridle, he gave his jaw a sharp wrench, by way of gentle reminder that he was not his own master: and, having by these means turned him round, he gave him another blow on the head, just to stun him till he came back again; and, having done so, walked up to the gate to read the bill.

The gentleman with the white waistcoat was standing at the gate with his hands behind him, after having delivered himself of some profound sentiments in the board-room. Having witnessed the little dispute between Mr Gamfield and the donkey, he smiled joyously when that person came up to read the bill, for he saw at once that Mr Gamfield was just exactly the sort of master Oliver Twist wanted. Mr Gamfield smiled, too, as he perused the document, for five pounds was just the sum he had been wishing for; and, as to the boy with which it was encumbered, Mr Gamfield, knowing what the dietary of the workhouse was, well knew he would be a nice small pattern, just the very thing for register stoves. So he spelt the bill through again, from beginning to end; and then, touching his fur cap in token of humility, accosted the gentleman in the white waistcoat.

‘This here boy, sir, wot the parish wants to ’prentis,’1 said Mr Gamfield.

‘Yes, my man,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat, with a condescending smile, ‘what of him?’

‘If the parish vould like him to learn a light, pleasant trade, in a good ’spectable chimbley-sweepin’ bisness,’ said Mr Gamfield, ‘I wants a ’prentis, and I’m ready to take him.’

‘Walk in,’ said the gentleman with the white waistcoat. And Mr Gamfield having lingered behind, to give the donkey another blow on the head, and another wrench of the jaw as a caution not to run away in his absence, followed the gentleman with the white waistcoat, into the room where Oliver had first seen him.

 





Oliver escapes being bound apprentice to the Sweep


‘It’s a nasty trade,’ said Mr Limbkins, when Gamfield had again stated his wish.

‘Young boys have been smothered in chimneys, before now,’ said another gentleman.

‘That’s acause they damped the straw afore they lit it in the chimbley to make ’em come down again,’ said Gamfield; ‘that’s all smoke, and no blaze; vereas smoke ain’t o’ no use at all in makin’ a boy come down; it only sinds him to sleep, and that’s wot he likes. Boys is wery obstinit, and wery lazy, gen’lm’n, and there’s nothink like a good hot blaze to make ’em come down vith a run; it’s humane too, gen’lm’n, acause, even if they’ve stuck in the chimbley, roastin’ their feet makes ’em struggle to hextricate theirselves.’

The gentleman in the white waistcoat appeared very much amused with this explanation; but his mirth was speedily checked by a look from Mr Limbkins. The board then proceeded to converse among themselves for a few minutes; but in so low a tone that the words ‘saving of expenditure,’ ‘look well in the accounts,’ ‘have a printed report published,’ were alone audible: and they only chanced to be heard on account of their being very frequently repeated with great emphasis.

At length the whispering ceased, and the members of the board having resumed their seats, and their solemnity, Mr Limbkins said,

‘We have considered your proposition, and we don’t approve of it.’

‘Not at all,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat.

‘Decidedly not,’ added the other members.

As Mr Gamfield did happen to labour under the slight imputation of having bruised three or four boys to death, already, it occurred to him that the board had perhaps, in some unaccountable freak, taken it into their heads that this extraneous circumstance ought to influence their proceedings. It was very unlike their general mode of doing business, if they had; but still, as he had no particular wish to revive the rumour, he twisted his cap in his hands, and walked slowly from the table.

‘So you won’t let me have him, gen’lmen,’ said Mr Gamfield, pausing near the door.

‘No,’ replied Mr Limbkins; ‘at least, as it’s a nasty business, we think you ought to take something less than the premium we offered.’

Mr Gamfield’s countenance brightened, as, with a quick step he returned to the table, and said,

‘What’ll you give, gen’lmen? Come, don’t be too hard on a poor man. What’ll you give?’

‘I should say three pound ten was plenty,’ said Mr Limbkins.

‘Ten shillings too much,’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat.

‘Come,’ said Gamfield; ‘say four pound, gen’lmen. Say four pound, and you’ve got rid of him for good and all. There!’

‘Three pound ten,’ repeated Mr Limbkins, firmly.

‘Come, I’ll split the difference, gen’lmen,’ urged Gamfield. ‘Three pound fifteen.’

‘Not a farthing more,’ was the firm reply of Mr Limbkins.

‘You’re desp’rate hard upon me, gen’lmen,’ said Gamfield, wavering.

‘Pooh! pooh! nonsense!’ said the gentleman in the white waistcoat. ‘He’d be cheap with nothing at all, as a premium. Take him, you silly fellow! He’s just the boy for you. He wants the stick now and then; it’ll do him good; and his board needn’t come very expensive, for he hasn’t been overfed since he was born. Ha! ha! ha!’

Mr Gamfield gave an arch look at the faces round the table, and, observing a smile on all of them, gradually broke into a smile himself. The bargain was made, and Mr Bumble was at once instructed that Oliver Twist and his indentures were to be conveyed before the magistrate2 for signature and approval, that very afternoon.

In pursuance of this determination, little Oliver, to his excessive astonishment, was released from bondage, and ordered to put himself into a clean shirt. He had hardly achieved this very unusual gymnastic performance, when Mr Bumble brought him with his own hands, a basin of gruel, and the holiday allowance of two ounces and a quarter of bread; at sight of which Oliver began to cry very piteously, thinking, not unnaturally, that the board must have determined to kill him for some useful purpose, or they never would have begun to fatten him up in this way.

‘Don’t make your eyes red, Oliver, but eat your food, and be thankful,’ said Mr Bumble, in a tone of impressive pomposity. ‘You’re a-going to be made a ’prentice of, Oliver.’

‘A ’prentice, sir!’ said the child, trembling.

‘Yes, Oliver,’ said Mr Bumble. ‘The kind and blessed gentlemen which is so many parents to you, Oliver, when you have none of your own, are a-going to ’prentice you, and to set you up in life, and make a man of you, although the expence to the parish is three pound ten! – three pound ten, Oliver! – seventy shillin’s! – one hundred and forty sixpences! – and all for a naughty orphan which nobody can love.’

As Mr Bumble paused to take breath after delivering this address, in an awful voice, the tears rolled down the poor child’s face, and he sobbed bitterly.

‘Come,’ said Mr Bumble, somewhat less pompously; for it was gratifying to his feelings to observe the effect his eloquence had produced. ‘Come, Oliver, wipe your eyes with the cuffs of your jacket, and don’t cry into your gruel; that’s a very foolish action, Oliver.’ It certainly was, for there was quite enough water in it already.

On their way to the magistrate’s, Mr Bumble instructed Oliver that all he would have to do, would be to look very happy, and say, when the gentleman asked him if he wanted to be apprenticed, that he should like it very much indeed; both of which injunctions Oliver promised to obey, the more readily as Mr Bumble threw in a gentle hint, that if he failed in either particular, there was no telling what would be done to him. When they arrived at the office, he was shut up in a little room by himself, and admonished by Mr Bumble to stay there, until he came back to fetch him.

There the boy remained with a palpitating heart for half an hour, at the expiration of which time Mr Bumble thrust in his head, unadorned with the cocked-hat, and said aloud,

‘Now, Oliver, my dear, come to the gentleman.’ As Mr Bumble said this, he put on a grim and threatening look, and added in a low voice, ‘Mind what I told you, you young rascal.’

Oliver stared innocently in Mr Bumble’s face at this somewhat contradictory style of address; but that gentleman prevented his offering any remark thereupon, by leading him at once into an adjoining room, the door of which was open. It was a large room with a great window; and behind a desk sat two old gentlemen with powdered heads, one of whom was reading the newspaper, while the other was perusing, with the aid of a pair of tortoise-shell spectacles, a small piece of parchment which lay before him. Mr Limbkins was standing in front of the desk, on one side; and Mr Gamfield, with a partially washed face, on the other; while two or three bluff-looking men in top-boots were lounging about.

The old gentleman with the spectacles gradually dozed off, over the little bit of parchment; and there was a short pause after Oliver had been stationed by Mr Bumble in front of the desk.

‘This is the boy, your worship,’ said Mr Bumble.

The old gentleman who was reading the newspaper raised his head for a moment, and pulled the other old gentleman by the sleeve, whereupon the last-mentioned old gentleman woke up.

‘Oh, is this the boy?’ said the old gentleman.

‘This is him, sir,’ replied Mr Bumble. ‘Bow to the magistrate, my dear.’

Oliver roused himself, and made his best obeisance. He had been wondering, with his eyes fixed on the magistrates’ powder, whether all boards were born with that white stuff on their heads, and were boards from thenceforth, on that account.

‘Well,’ said the old gentleman,’ I suppose he’s fond of chimney-sweeping?’

‘He dotes on it, your worship,’ replied Bumble, giving Oliver a sly pinch, to intimate that he had better not say he didn’t.

‘And he will be a sweep, will he?’ inquired the old gentleman.

‘If we was to bind him to any other trade to-morrow, he’d run away simultaneously, your worship,’ replied Bumble.

‘And this man that’s to be his master, – you, sir, – you’ll treat him well, and feed him, and do all that sort of thing – will you?’ said the old gentleman.

‘When I says I will, I means I will,’ replied Mr Gamfield doggedly.

‘You’re a rough speaker, my friend, but you look an honest, open-hearted man,’ said the old gentleman, turning his spectacles in the direction of the candidate for Oliver’s premium, whose villanous countenance was a regular stamped receipt for cruelty. But the magistrate was half blind, and half childish, so he couldn’t reasonably be expected to discern what other people did.

‘I hope I am, sir,’ said Mr Gamfield with an ugly leer.

‘I have no doubt you are, my friend,’ replied the old gentleman, fixing his spectacles more firmly on his nose, and looking about him for the inkstand.

It was the critical moment of Oliver’s fate. If the inkstand had been where the old gentleman thought it was, he would have dipped his pen into it and signed the indentures, and Oliver would have been straightway hurried off. But, as it chanced to be immediately under his nose, it followed as a matter of course that he looked all over his desk for it, without finding it; and happening in the course of his search to look straight before him, his gaze encountered the pale and terrified face of Oliver Twist, who, despite all the admonitory looks and pinches of Bumble, was regarding the very repulsive countenance of his future master with a mingled expression of horror and fear, too palpable to be mistaken even by a half-blind magistrate.

The old gentleman stopped, laid down his pen, and looked from Oliver to Mr Limbkins, who attempted to take snuff3 with a cheerful and unconcerned aspect.

‘My boy,’ said the old gentleman, leaning over the desk. Oliver started at the sound, – he might be excused for doing so, for the words were kindly said, and strange sounds frighten one. He trembled violently, and burst into tears.

‘My boy,’ said the old gentleman,’ you look pale and alarmed. What is the matter?’

‘Stand a little away from him, beadle,’ said the other magistrate, laying aside the paper, and leaning forward with an expression of some interest. ‘Now, boy, tell us what’s the matter: don’t be afraid.’

Oliver fell on his knees, and, clasping his hands together, prayed that they would order him back to the dark room, – that they would starve him – beat him – kill him if they pleased – rather than send him away, with that dreadful man.

‘Well!’ said Mr Bumble, raising his hands and eyes with most impressive solemnity, – ‘Well! of all the artful and designing orphans that ever I see, Oliver, you are one of the most bare-facedest.’

‘Hold your tongue, beadle,’ said the second old gentleman, when Mr Bumble had given vent to this compound adjective.

‘I beg your worship’s pardon,’ said Mr Bumble, incredulous of his having heard aright, – ‘did your worship speak to me?’

‘Yes – hold your tongue.’

Mr Bumble was stupified with astonishment. A beadle ordered to hold his tongue! A moral revolution.

The old gentleman in the tortoise-shell spectacles looked at his companion: he nodded significantly.

‘We refuse to sanction these indentures,’ said the old gentleman, tossing aside the piece of parchment as he spoke.

‘I hope,’ stammered Mr Limbkins, – ‘I hope the magistrates will not form the opinion that the authorities have been guilty of any improper conduct, on the unsupported testimony of a mere child.’

‘The magistrates are not called upon to pronounce any opinion on the matter,’ said the second old gentleman sharply. ‘Take the boy back to the workhouse, and treat him kindly. He seems to want it.’4

That same evening the gentleman in the white waistcoat most positively and decidedly affirmed, not only that Oliver would be hung, but that he would be drawn and quartered into the bargain. Mr Bumble shook his head with gloomy mystery, and said he wished he might come to good; to which Mr Gamfield replied, that he wished he might come to him, which, although he agreed with the beadle in most matters, would seem to be a wish of a totally opposite description.

The next morning the public were once more informed that Oliver Twist was again to let, and that five pounds would be paid to anybody who would take possession of him.


CHAPTER THE FOURTH

OLIVER, BEING OFFERED ANOTHER PLACE, MAKES HIS FIRST ENTRY INTO PUBLIC LIFE

In great families, when an advantageous place cannot be obtained, either in possession, reversion, remainder, or expectancy,1 for the young man who is growing up, it is a very general custom to send him to sea. The board, in imitation of so wise and salutary an example, took counsel together on the expediency of shipping off Oliver Twist in some small trading vessel2 bound to a good unhealthy port, which suggested itself as the very best thing that could possibly be done with him; the probability being, that the skipper would either flog him to death, in a playful mood, some day after dinner, or knock his brains out with an iron bar – both pastimes being, as is pretty generally known, very favourite and common recreations among gentlemen of that class. The more the case presented itself to the board, in this point of view, the more manifold the advantages of the step appeared; so they came to the conclusion that the only way of providing for Oliver effectually, was to send him to sea without delay.

Mr Bumble had been despatched to make various preliminary inquiries, with the view of finding out some captain or other who wanted a cabin-boy without any friends; and was returning to the workhouse to communicate the result of his mission, when he encountered just at the gate no less a person than Mr Sowerberry, the parochial undertaker.

Mr Sowerberry was a tall, gaunt, large-jointed man, attired in a suit of threadbare black, with darned cotton stockings of the same colour, and shoes to answer. His features were not naturally intended to wear a smiling aspect, but he was in general rather given to professional jocosity; his step was elastic, and his face betokened inward pleasantry, as he advanced to Mr Bumble and shook him cordially by the hand.

‘I have taken the measure of the two women that died last night, Mr Bumble,’ said the undertaker.

‘You’ll make your fortune, Mr Sowerberry,’ said the beadle, as he thrust his thumb and forefinger into the proffered snuff-box of the undertaker, which was an ingenious little model of a patent coffin. ‘I say you’ll make your fortune, Mr Sowerberry,’ repeated Mr Bumble, tapping the undertaker on the shoulder in a friendly manner, with his cane.

‘Think so?’ said the undertaker in a tone which half admitted and half disputed the probability of the event. ‘The prices allowed by the board are very small, Mr Bumble.’

‘So are the coffins,’ replied the beadle, with precisely as near an approach to a laugh as a great official ought to indulge in.

Mr Sowerberry was much tickled at this, as of course he ought to be, and laughed a long time without cessation. ‘Well, well, Mr Bumble,’ he said at length, ‘there’s no denying that, since the new system of feeding has come in, the coffins are something narrower and more shallow than they used to be; but we must have some profit, Mr Bumble. Well-seasoned timber is an expensive article, sir; and all the iron handles come by canal from Birmingham.’3

‘Well, well,’ said Mr Bumble, ‘every trade has its drawbacks, and a fair profit is of course allowable.’

‘Of course, of course,’ replied the undertaker; ‘and if I don’t get a profit upon this or that particular article, why, I make it up in the long run, you see – he! he! he!’

‘Just so,’ said Mr Bumble.

‘Though I must say,’ – continued the undertaker, resuming the current of observations which the beadle had interrupted – ‘though I must say, Mr Bumble, that I have to contend against one very great disadvantage, which is, that all the stout people go off the quickest – I mean that the people who have been better off, and have paid rates for many years, are the first to sink when they come into the house; and let me tell you, Mr Bumble, that three or four inches over one’s calculation makes a great hole in one’s profits, especially when one has a family to provide for, sir.’

As Mr Sowerberry said this, with the becoming indignation of an ill-used man, and as Mr Bumble felt that it rather tended to convey a reflection on the honour of the parish, the latter gentleman thought it advisable to change the subject; and Oliver Twist being uppermost in his mind, he made him his theme.

‘By the bye,’ said Mr Bumble, ‘you don’t know anybody who wants a boy, do you – a porochial ’prentis, who is at present a dead-weight – a millstone,4 as I may say – round the porochial throat? Liberal terms, Mr Sowerberry – liberal terms;’ – and, as Mr Bumble spoke, he raised his cane to the bill above him, and gave three distinct raps upon the words ‘five pounds,’ which were printed therein in Roman capitals of gigantic size.

‘Gadso!’ said the undertaker, taking Mr Bumble by the gilt-edged lappel of his official coat; ‘that’s just the very thing I wanted to speak to you about. You know – dear me, what a very elegant button this is, Mr Bumble; I never noticed it before.’

‘Yes, I think it is rather pretty,’ said the beadle, glancing proudly downwards at the large brass buttons which embellished his coat. ‘The die is the same as the parochial seal, – the Good Samaritan healing the sick and bruised man.5 The board presented it to me on New-year’s morning, Mr Sowerberry. I put it on, I remember, for the first time, to attend the inquest on that reduced tradesman who died in a doorway at midnight.’

‘I recollect,’ said the undertaker. ‘The jury brought in “Died from exposure to the cold, and want of the common necessaries of life,” – didn’t they?’

Mr Bumble nodded.

‘And they made it a special verdict, I think,’ said the undertaker, ‘by adding some words to the effect, that if the relieving officer6 had—’

‘Tush – foolery!’ interposed the beadle angrily. ‘If the board attended to all the nonsense that ignorant jurymen talk, they’d have enough to do.’

‘Very true,’ said the undertaker; ‘they would indeed.’

‘Juries,’ said Mr Bumble, grasping his cane tightly, as was his wont when working into a passion, – ‘juries is ineddicated, vulgar, grovelling wretches.’

‘So they are,’ said the undertaker.

‘They haven’t no more philosophy or political economy7 about ’em than that,’ said the beadle, snapping his fingers contemptuously.

‘No more they have,’ acquiesced the undertaker.

‘I despise ’em,’ said the beadle, growing very red in the face.

‘So do I,’ rejoined the undertaker.

‘And I only wish we’d a jury of the independent sort in the house for a week or two,’ said the beadle; ‘the rules and regulations of the board would soon bring their spirit down for them.’

‘Let ’em alone for that,’ replied the undertaker. So saying, he smiled approvingly to calm the rising wrath of the indignant parish officer.

Mr Bumble lifted off his cocked-hat, took a handkerchief from the inside of the crown, wiped from his forehead the perspiration which his rage had engendered, fixed the cocked-hat on again; and, turning to the undertaker, said in a calmer voice,

‘Well; what about the boy?’

‘Oh!’ replied the undertaker; ‘why, you know, Mr Bumble, I pay a good deal towards the poor’s rates.’

‘Hem!’ said Mr Bumble. ‘Well?’

‘Well,’ replied the undertaker, ‘I was thinking that if I pay so much towards ’em, I’ve a right to get as much out of ’em as I can, Mr Bumble; and so – and so – I think I’ll take the boy myself.’

Mr Bumble grasped the undertaker by the arm, and led him into the building. Mr Sowerberry was closeted with the board for five minutes, and then it was arranged that Oliver should go to him that evening ‘upon liking,’ – a phrase which means, in the case of a parish apprentice, that if the master find, upon a short trial, that he can get enough work out of a boy without putting too much food in him, he shall have him for a term of years, to do what he likes with.

When little Oliver was taken before ‘the gentlemen’ that evening, and informed that he was to go that night as general house-lad to a coffin-maker’s, and that if he complained of his situation, or ever came back to the parish again, he would be sent to sea, there to be drowned, or knocked on the head, as the case might be, he evinced so little emotion, that they by common consent pronounced him a hardened young rascal, and ordered Mr Bumble to remove him forthwith.

Now, although it was very natural that the board, of all people in the world, should feel in a great state of virtuous astonishment and horror at the smallest tokens of want of feeling on the part of anybody, they were rather out, in this particular instance. The simple fact was, that Oliver, instead of possessing too little feeling, possessed rather too much, and was in a fair way of being reduced to a state of brutal stupidity and sullenness for life, by the ill usage he had received. He heard the news of his destination in perfect silence, and, having had his luggage put into his hand, – which was not very difficult to carry, inasmuch as it was all comprised within the limits of a brown paper parcel, about half a foot square by three inches deep, – he pulled his cap over his eyes, and once more attaching himself to Mr Bumble’s coat cuff, was led away by that dignitary to a new scene of suffering.

For some time, Mr Bumble drew Oliver along, without notice or remark, for the beadle carried his head very erect, as a beadle always should; and, it being a windy day, little Oliver was completely enshrouded by the skirts of Mr Bumble’s coat as they blew open, and disclosed to great advantage his flapped waistcoat and drab plush knee-breeches. As they drew near to their destination, however, Mr Bumble thought it expedient to look down and see that the boy was in good order for inspection by his new master, which he accordingly did, with a fit and becoming air of gracious patronage.

‘Oliver!’ said Mr Bumble.

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Oliver, in a low, tremulous voice.

‘Pull that cap off of your eyes, and hold up your head, sir.’

Although Oliver did as he was desired at once, and passed the back of his unoccupied hand briskly across his eyes, he left a tear in them when he looked up at his conductor. As Mr Bumble gazed sternly upon him, it rolled down his cheek. It was followed by another, and another. The child made a strong effort, but it was an unsuccessful one; and, withdrawing his other hand from Mr Bumble’s, he covered his face with both, and wept till the tears sprung out from between his thin and bony fingers.

‘Well!’ exclaimed Mr Bumble, stopping short, and darting at his little charge a look of intense malignity, – ‘well, of all the ungratefullest, and worst-disposed boys as ever I see, Oliver, you are the —’

‘No, no, sir,’ sobbed Oliver, clinging to the hand which held the well-known cane; ‘no, no, sir; I will be good indeed; indeed, indeed, I will, sir! I am a very little boy, sir; and it is so – so –’

‘So what?’ inquired Mr Bumble in amazement.

‘So lonely, sir – so very lonely,’ cried the child. ‘Everybody hates me. Oh! sir, don’t be cross to me. I feel as if I had been cut here, sir, and it was all bleeding away;’ and the child beat his hand upon his heart, and looked into his companion’s face with tears of real agony.

Mr Bumble regarded Oliver’s piteous and helpless look with some astonishment for a few seconds, hemmed three or four times in a husky manner, and, after muttering something about ‘that troublesome cough,’ bid Oliver dry his eyes and be a good boy; and, once more taking his hand, walked on with him in silence.

The undertaker had just put up the shutters of his shop, and was making some entries in his day-book8 by the light of a most appropriately dismal candle, when Mr Bumble entered.

‘Aha!’ said the undertaker, looking up from the book, and pausing in the middle of a word; ‘is that you, Bumble?’

‘No one else, Mr Sowerberry,’ replied the beadle. ‘Here, I’ve brought the boy.’ Oliver made a bow.

‘Oh! that’s the boy, is it?’ said the undertaker, raising the candle above his head to get a full glimpse of Oliver. ‘Mrs Sowerberry! will you come here a moment, my dear?’

Mrs Sowerberry emerged from a little room behind the shop, and presented the form of a short, thin, squeezed-up woman, with a vixenish countenance.

‘My dear,’ said Mr Sowerberry, deferentially, ‘this is the boy from the workhouse that I told you of.’ Oliver bowed again.

‘Dear me!’ said the undertaker’s wife, ‘he’s very small.’

‘Why, he is rather small,’ replied Mr Bumble, looking at Oliver as if it were his fault that he wasn’t bigger; ‘he is small, – there’s no denying it. But he’ll grow, Mrs Sowerberry, – he’ll grow.’

‘Ah! I dare say he will,’ replied the lady pettishly, ‘on our victuals, and our drink. I see no saving in parish children, not I; for they always cost more to keep, than they’re worth: however, men always think they know best. There, get down stairs, little bag o’ bones.’ With this, the undertaker’s wife opened a side door, and pushed Oliver down a steep flight of stairs into a stone cell, damp and dark, forming the ante-room to the coal-cellar, and denominated ‘the kitchen,’ wherein sat a slatternly girl in shoes down at heel, and blue worsted stockings very much out of repair.

‘Here, Charlotte,’ said Mrs Sowerberry, who had followed Oliver down, ‘give this boy some of the cold bits that were put by for Trip: he hasn’t come home since the morning, so he may go without ’em. I dare say he isn’t too dainty to eat ’em, – are you, boy?’

Oliver, whose eyes had glistened at the mention of meat, and who was trembling with eagerness to devour it, replied in the negative; and a plateful of coarse broken victuals was set before him.

I wish some well-fed philosopher, whose meat and drink turn to gall within him, whose blood is ice, and whose heart is iron, could have seen Oliver Twist clutching at the dainty viands that the dog had neglected, and witnessed the horrible avidity with which he tore the bits asunder with all the ferocity of famine: – there is only one thing I should like better; and that would be to see him making the same sort of meal himself, with the same relish.

‘Well,’ said the undertaker’s wife, when Oliver had finished his supper, which she had regarded in silent horror, and with fearful auguries of his future appetite, ‘have you done?’

There being nothing eatable within his reach, Oliver replied in the affirmative.

‘Then come with me,’ said Mrs Sowerberry, taking up a dim and dirty lamp, and leading the way up stairs; ‘your bed’s under the counter. You won’t mind sleeping among the coffins, I suppose? – but it doesn’t much matter whether you will or not, for you won’t sleep any where else. Come; don’t keep me here, all night.’

Oliver lingered no longer, but meekly followed his new mistress.

*
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